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"The Code also requires us to be competent. ... We must also know our 
limits and not go beyond what we know.... 

John Pullinger 

RSS President" 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3338-rss-publishes-revised-code-of-
conduct  

 
 
 

"If the Royal Statistical Society cannot provide reasonable evidence on 
inflation faced by poor people, changing needs, assets or debts from 
2008 to 2018, I propose that it retract the honour and that the President 
makes a statement while he holds office." 

Matt Berkley   
27 Dec 2018 
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"a recent World Bank study showed that nearly half of low-and middle-

income countries had insufficient data to monitor poverty rates (2002-

2011)." 

 
Royal Statistical Society news item  

2015 1 

 
 

 

 

 

"Max Roser from Oxford points out that newspapers could have 

legitimately run the headline 'Number of people in extreme poverty fell 
by 137,000 since yesterday' every single day for the past 25 years...  

 

Careless statistical reporting could cost lives." 

President of the Royal Statistical Society 
Lecture to the Independent Press Standards Organisation 
April 2018 2 
 
  

                                                 
1 https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2495-global-partnership-for-
sustainable-development-data-launches-at-un-summit 
 
2 https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3790-risk-statistics-and-the-media 
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"Mistaken or malicious misinformation can change your world... When 
the government is wrong about you it will hurt you too but you may never 
know how. When you're wrong about the government, you might lose 
again. 
  
We live with information plenty and starvation, political lying, skillful 
disinformation..." 
 
Royal Statistical Society website 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/events-calendar/eventdetail/1093/-
/2018-beveridge-lecture-other-truths-are-available 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"In carrying out research, or endorsing research carried out by other 
organisations, charities should ensure that the research is properly 
conducted using robust and objective research methods." 
 
 
UK Government 
Campaigning and political activity guidance for charities 3 
 
 
  

                                                 
3   
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/speaking-out-guidance-on-
campaigning-and-political-activity-by-charities-cc9/speaking-out-guidance-on-
campaigning-and-political-activity-by-charities 
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"You and your co-trustees must make sure that everything your charity 
does helps (or is intended to help) to achieve the purposes for which it is 
set up, and no other purpose. This means you should: ... 

• be able to explain how all of the charity’s activities are intended to 
further or support its purposes ... 

Spending charity funds on the wrong purposes is a very serious matter; 
in some cases trustees may have to reimburse the charity personally."  
 
UK Government 4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-essential-trustee-what-you-need-
to-know-cc3/the-essential-trustee-what-you-need-to-know-what-you-need-to-do 
 
 
 



6 
 

 

 

 
 

 

The Royal Statistical Society has been asked to supply evidence for one 

of its claims on human poverty.   
 

 

Do its claims meet its standards? 
 

 

 

 

It claimed that its "Statistics of the Year" are  
 

"really thoroughly fact-checked";  

 

"fully fact-checked and fully trustworthy". 
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"Ask for Evidence is supported by...the Royal Statistical Society." 5 
 
 

 

 
 
6 
 

 

                                                 
5 http://www.askforevidence.org/about 
 
6 http://askforevidence.org/images/545685197365723281020000 
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Will the Royal Statistical Society confirm whether it now 
believes its "Statistics of the Year", including on poverty, 
met the criteria the Society itself set: 
 
"accurate, coherent and not misleading"? 
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Even the Royal Statistical Society logo refers to the fact  
that evidence influences decisions: 
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"a recent World Bank study showed that nearly half of low-and middle-

income countries had insufficient data to monitor poverty rates (2002-

2011)." 
 

Royal Statistical Society news item 2015 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2495-global-partnership-for-

sustainable-development-data-launches-at-un-summit 
 

 

 

 
"Max Roser from Oxford points out that newspapers could have 

legitimately run the headline 'Number of people in extreme poverty fell 

by 137,000 since yesterday' every single day for the past 25 years...  

 

Careless statistical reporting could cost lives." 

Risk, statistics and the media:  
David Spiegelhalter, president of the Royal Statistical Society 
Lecture to the Independent Press Standards Organisation 
April 2018 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3790-risk-statistics-and-the-media 
 

"In my angrier moments I feel that number abuse should be made a 
criminal offence. But that’s a law unlikely to be passed by politicians." 

David Spiegelhalter, Winton Professor of the Public Understanding of 
Risk at the University of Cambridge and president-elect of the Royal 
Statistical Society 
2016 
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2016/jul/17/politicians-dodgy-
statistics-tricks-guide 

 

 
How is the claim below not "number abuse"?  Poverty is subjective, the 

claim is not based on looking at changing needs or assets, and as the 
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Royal Statistical Society itself said in 2015, the data on people's 

economic circumstances are inadequate. 
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Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  

Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 28 others 

Is anyone willing to defend Professor Spiegelhalter's claim? If not:  
 
1. Why is it on a Royal Statistical Society website?  
 
2. Why is it on a press regulator's website?  
 
3. What has the Society done to rectify wrong impressions among 
journalists and the public?  

 
Is the Society not going against its own declaration? 
 

"Above all a true data revolution that puts useful and useable information 
into the hands of everyone who needs it, especially the poor and the 
marginalised, must be pursued." 

Royal Statistical Society and other organisations 
World Statistics Day statement 
October 2015 
 
 
 

 
"Complex statistics have their place, but if there is no clear explanation, 
they are not helpful to the public and potentially quite damaging."  

Liberty Vittert  
Royal Statistical Society "Statistical Ambassador" 
Judging panel member for Royal Statistical Society "Statistics of the 
Year"  
2018 
https://theconversation.com/the-problem-with-official-statistics-and-three-
ways-to-make-them-better-103448  
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"For more than a hundred years official statistics of low income and 
poverty have been a matter of heated debate and controversy." 
 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9780203993477/chapters/10.432
4/9780203993477-10 
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"when you find errors that are likely to mislead, then point them out!" 

 
https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Publications/Journals/Books_for_Review/RS

S/Publications/Journals_sub/Books_for_Review.aspx 
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"Constitutional Authority   
 
The Royal Statistical Society is a professional and learned society which, through its 
members, has an obligation in the public interest to provide the best possible 
statistical service and advice. In general, the public has no ready means of judging 
the quality of professional service except from the reputation of the provider. Thus it 
is essential that the highest standards are maintained by all Fellows whenever they 
are acting professionally and whatever their level of qualification.   
 
Professional membership of the Society is an assurance of ability and integrity.  
The constitutional authority for the Royal Statistical Society Code of Conduct derives 
firstly from Bye-Laws 24(f) and 8 of the Society and, secondly, formal adoption by 
Council.  
 
 
 
RULES OF PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT   
 
As an aid to understanding, these rules have been grouped into the principal duties 
and obligations which all Fellows should endeavour to fulfil in pursuing their 
professional lives.   
  
 
The Public Interest   
 
1. Fellows should always be aware of their overriding responsibility to the public 
good;  
including public health, safety and environment.   
 
a. A Fellow’s obligations to employers, clients and the profession can never override 
this; and Fellows should seek to avoid situations and not enter into undertakings 
which compromise this responsibility.  
 
b. Fellows shall ensure that within their chosen fields they have appropriate 
knowledge ... 
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/2017/RegulationsUpdatedMarch2017.pdf  
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"As a charity, we advocate the key role of statistics and data in society, 

and we work to ensure that policy formulation and decision making are 
informed by evidence for the public good.  

 

Everything we do is guided by our Strategic Plan 2018-22, which has six 

goals at its heart: 

Statistics and the public interest. For statistics to be used effectively 
in the public interest, so that policy formulation and decision-making are 
informed by evidence of the good of society." 
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/About/RSS/About_the_RSS/About_top.aspx 
 

 

 

 

 

"...trustees must not allow the charity to be used as a vehicle for the 

expression of the political views of any individual trustee or staff 
member... 

 

"a charity can campaign using emotive or controversial material...Such 

material must be factually accurate and have a legitimate evidence 
base" 
 

"In carrying out research, or endorsing research carried out by other 
organisations, charities should ensure that the research is properly 

conducted using robust and objective research methods." 
 

 

UK Government: Campaigning and political activity guidance for 

charities 
  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/speaking-out-guidance-on-

campaigning-and-political-activity-by-charities-cc9/speaking-out-guidance-on-

campaigning-and-political-activity-by-charities 
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"Make decisions to manage risks of detriment or harm to your charity’s 
beneficiaries or to the public in general that might result from carrying 
out the purpose 

This means identifying risks of harm, minimising the risks and making 
sure that any harm that might arise is a minor consequence of carrying 
out the purpose." 

 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/public-benefit-rules-for-charities  
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Notes 
 

The Royal Statistical Society has an institutional problem. 

 

That is clear, I suggest, from the evidence in this document. 

 

But also, there is a wider cultural problem, in addition to institutional problems in 

other organisations. 

 

It is astonishing to me that the basic mistakes in what the Society has claimed about 

its "Statistics of the Year" have not been widely challenged.   Some of the mistakes 

have been challenged by some people, including some academics.   

 

But where are the organisations presenting themselves as "fact-checkers"?    

 

Where are the corrections from the mass media? 

 

Where are the discussions among the Society's members? 

 

Where are the defences by the judges and the Society of their own awards and 

claims? 

 

 

Misinformation about evidence used for public policy, or used to claim success for 

policies or politicians, can unsurprisingly have serious consequences - including 

on how long people live. 

 

This document shows misinformation from the Royal Statistical Society, and how it 

has deviated from its claimed objectives and some principles it has called for others 

to uphold. 

Similar misinformation appears in many publications from "fact-checkers" and 

organisations which give the appearance that they are authoritative.  

This document does not include - in its current form at least - an examination or 

"fact-check" of all the Royal Statistical Society's "Statistics of the Year".   

 

It does include examination of some assertions the Society has made or publicised: 
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- repeatedly understating UN member states' global goals, helping to damage 

accountability; 

 

 

- the claim that "we're doing really well" on "worldwide absolute poverty" which 

"halved in a decade"  

 

- despite the Society  
 
a) supporting the idea in 2018 that traditional methods even in the UK 
were not good enough and  
 
b) claiming in 2015 there was a "lack of the most basic data" on people's 
"social and economic circumstances"; 

 

 
- the Society's President telling the main UK press regulator, based on at best ill-
informed speculation and opinion rather than fact, that "the number of people in 
extreme poverty fell by 137,000" "every single day for the last 25 years";  
 
 
- the "UK Statistic of the Year 2017" which the Society claimed was on "land area 
that is densely built upon".  
 
The claim is misconceived, because the researchers' category excludes larger 
industrial, commercial or public complexes and port areas.  
 
"Densely" is in any case subjective, and arbitrary due to choice of area sizes and 
shapes, and how tall buildings are treated. 
 

 

 

- a variety of fundamentally misconceived claims relating to the "UK Statistic of the 

Year 2018" on solar power:  the method in fact omitted uncertainty, imported 

electricity and electricity from fossil-fuel engines used for transport; 

 

 

- other apparently untrue or significantly misleading claims, including that the 

"Statistics of the Year 2018" were "fully fact-checked and fully trustworthy". 

 

 

 

Some material has been reformatted for clarity. 

 
Dates for material sourced from the internet are generally those given by the 
sources. The dates may be wrong for various reasons. The BBC, for example, 
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appears to mislead the public by leaving the original date when it alters web pages at 
a later date.   
 

 

 

Structure of this document 
 
The document begins with questions relating largely to the Society's claims on global 

poverty, and associated claims such as that the "Statistics of the Year" are "fully fact-

checked" and "fully trustworthy".  

 

Most of the text consists of evidence and extracts from other documents, usually in 

chronological order and often with comment. 

 

The point of sections on poverty "measurement" is mostly to show that relevant 

concepts and flaws have not been difficult to find out. 

 

Royal Statistical Society members, officers and others might reasonably be expected 

to have heard of them, even if they had not worked out for themselves that dollars a 

day do not measure changing need, for themselves or anyone else. 

 
 

 

A note on risk from terrorism 

 
None of what I write about risks from terrorism should be taken as implying I think 

particular actions to prevent it should be taken or not taken. 

 

I am saying that the risk from terrorism is extremely difficult to guess, and that 

actions to prevent it have to be based on judgement.  Judgement - based on other 

information about the world - is necessary to decide whether to take any account of 

past deaths from terrorism, and if so how, when assessing future risk. 

The fact that it is misconceived to say what the Royal Statistical Society publicised,  

 

"Americans are 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than terrorists"  

 

- because even terrorists and governments do not know the risks to people - does 

not in itself mean that the risk from terrorism is large or small.   

 

Nor does it mean politicians are not playing on people's fears compared to their own 

judgements of the risk from terrorism (or perhaps in some cases understating it). 

 

In some areas of life, we have to make practical decisions on patchy information and 
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assumptions that we are unable to verify.  

 

Perhaps we might say this: 

 

What people call "probability" is merely restatement, in a different form, of their 

information as they interpret it, and their assumptions."  
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Misinformation, politics, and 
consequences 
 
 
 
How does telling a BBC World Service audience 
 
a) that "we're doing really well" on global "absolute" poverty, and 
 
b) that the statistics on "poverty" are "fully trustworthy"  
 
not risk people's lives? 
 
How does it not constitute interference in politics by spreading misinformation? 
 
How does it not risk contributing to support for the "wrong" policies or governments? 
 
How does it not risk contributing to lower material support for poor people? 
 
 
The Society has offered no evidence on key components of "worldwide absolute 
poverty" - people's changing needs and assets, and confused "extreme poverty" with 
"absolute". 
 
 
Is that not exactly the sort of misinformation that is used to support policies or 
governments, with effects on how long some people live? 
 
Why would some politicians or voters not become complacent as a result of the 
Society's claims, risking poor people being denied "human rights" to food, water and 
information?  
 
How can supposed experts on risk - who seem to be refusing to tell the public the 
truth - not understand the risk to poor people from claims about "stupendous" 
progress, which the Society misled the public relates to the year 2018, but fails to 
support with evidence? 
 
If the claims are not relevant to political decisions, why did the Society make them in 
the first place?  
 
 
If "statisticians want to ensure that numbers can be trusted" (Royal Statistical 
Society President, press release 2017) why is the Society not now telling the truth 
about its "poverty" claims, which it now admits it did not fact-check properly and so, it 
appears, does not even trust itself? 
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The Royal Statistical Society repeatedly 
pointed to the lack of data (in addition to 
saying that needs and assets should be taken 
into account for poverty claims in the UK) then 
suddenly made precise claims about global 
poverty.  

 
 
 
 
"...currently the quality of data about most poor countries is weak."  

Hetan Shah, Director of the Royal Statistical Society 
11 April 2014 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/1366-data-revolution-why-we-mustn-t-blow-it  

 
 
"We need to improve the parlous state of development data says @ContactPARIS21 
in @FT letters - http://on.ft.com/1lJgomN  " 
 
@HetanShah 4 Sep 2014  

 
 
"...the woeful state of development data – we know the least about those who are 
most lacking... This public panel discussion is organised by the Overseas 
Development Institute, Data-Pop Alliance and the Royal Statistical Society. It brings 
together leading experts..." 

Royal Statistical Society 2015 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/330/-/what-is-the-future-of-official-
statistics-in-the-big-data-era  
 
 
 
"a recent World Bank study showed that nearly half of low-and middle-income 
countries had insufficient data to monitor poverty rates (2002-2011)." 
 
Royal Statistical Society news item 2015 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2495-global-partnership-for-sustainable-
development-data-launches-at-un-summit 
 
 
"...a report by a High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons...recognised that for too long 
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development efforts have been hampered by a lack of the most basic data about the 
social and economic circumstances in which people live." 
 
World Statistics Day statement 
Royal Statistical Society and other organisations.  
20 October 2015 
 

 

"29 countries have no poverty data. We'll invest to meet development data gaps 
says @JimKim_WBG @WorldBank "  
 
@HetanShah 4 Nov 2015  
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National leaders agreed in 1995 that poverty is 
multidimensional, and includes information poverty. 
 

 
 
"Absolute poverty is a condition characterized by severe deprivation of 
basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation 
facilities, health, shelter, education  
 
and  
 
information. 
 
It depends not only on income but also on access to social services. ... 
 
Governments will urgently make plans with a date for eradicating 
absolute poverty in each country."  
 
National leaders and representatives of United Nations member states 
World Summit for Social Development 
1995 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/wssd/text-
version/agreements/decpartc.htm 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/wssd/text-version/agreements/poach2.htm 
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When will the Society correct the misleading claims on 

global poverty, and on solar power? 

 

 

"I always think that it's part of my job as a statistician to not only put those numbers 

out there, but to  

provide the context for them as well.   

 

It's not just about the number but it's  

how it's interpreted and I think as a statistician  

we have the responsibility to  

make sure that that's being done properly and  

making sure that  

we not only compile the statistics but  

are part of the conversations that happen afterwards..." 

 

 

Royal Statistical Society Vice-President  

and panel judge for "Statistics of the Year 2018", Jennifer Rogers. 

Anna Foster Show, BBC Radio 5 

18 December 2018 7 

  

                                                 
7 
https://web.archive.org/web/20190609142002/http://www.globalfactcheck.org/docum
ents/2018-12-18%20Royal%20Statistical%20Society%20Anna_Foster_-_2018-12-
18_m0001l5b_original.mp3  
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The Royal Statistical Society has failed to justify the claims 
about global poverty on its websites. 
 
We might think that basic professional standards would 
require it to remove them.   
 
Why the delay? 
 
 
 
Where is the evidence for the Society's claims: 
 
- that "we're doing really well" on absolute poverty,  
 
the "statistics of the year" having been advertised as meant to "sum up 2018" and 
reflect the "zeitgeist of the year 2018", and after the Society's press release said 
the numbers "tell us how the world continued to change in 2018"?  
 
- that global "absolute" poverty "halved since 2008" or is at "8.6%",  
 
when it is not unreasonable to think more people are materially "poor"? 
 
- that its Statistics of the Year are "fully fact-checked" and "fully trustworthy"? 
 
(Also, where is the evidence for the claim which the Society publicised, that a fact-
checking team had "validated claims"?) 
 
- that the "number of people in extreme poverty fell by 137,000" "every single day" in 
the last 25 years, including 2013 to early 2018? 
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"Statistics of the Year": An intellectual, moral and 
professional failure? 
 
 
Would it be fair to say this? 
 
"What the Royal Statistical Society has presented as "Statistics of the Year" have 
been  
 
- a "mass media" and social media success in terms of quantity of coverage, but to 
a significant degree  
 
- an intellectual, moral and professional failure in terms of the quality of the 
Society's output." 
 
 
 
...................................................... 
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"A lot of work has been done on the “perils of perception”: how wrong we are about a 

whole range of things about society." 

 

Royal Statistical Society "Statistics of the Year" judging panel member and Chief 
Executive of Ipsos MORI, Ben Page. 
Royal Statistical Society press release, 2017 
 
 
 
 
MB comment:  Perhaps not enough.  Or perhaps enough work has been done of the 
kind which was chosen. 
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Misleading and deskilling the public? 
 
 
Have the Royal Statistical Society's "Statistics of the Year" not deskilled the public  
by misleading:  
 
a) that the numbers are somehow exactly right  
 
- that it is sensible not to give the margins of error which the Society insists others 
should provide, but not itself;  that this is a sane way of proceeding in general; 
 
b) that the concepts somehow must be right  
 
- that claims by humans using numbers and words need no thought as to whether 
the concepts make sense according to reasonable interpretations of the words? 
 
What does "all the facts" mean, if it does not include explaining what the words 
mean? 
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Royal Statistical Society breaks principles it calls on 
others to uphold 
 
 
"Reporting margins of error is essential for readers to critically assess the reliability 
of a source.  
 
...it is always important for readers to have all the facts.  ... 
 
...we ideally would like corrections to be dealt with on the day they are received." 
 
Royal Statistical Society  
Note for BBC Trust Impartiality Review on BBC reporting of statistics 
2015 
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Royal Statistical Society breached advertised 
standards for "Statistics of the Year" 
 
 
 
@DianeCoyle1859 27 Sep 2017  

Nominations wanted for 'Statistic of the" Year' (it has to be accurate, coherent and 
not misleading…): 
http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  
 
 
Diane Coyle, panel judge for Royal Statistical Society "Statistics of the Year" 
 
 
 
 
The Society also made these claims: 
 
 
"fully fact-checked";  
 
"really thoroughly fact-checked";   
 
"the huge task of fact-checking and judging";   
 
"playing detective"; 
 
"validated claims". 
 
 
 
 
 
  



35 
 

Misinforming the press regulator: An evidence-free 
assertion on poverty 
 
 
David Spiegelhalter, President of the Royal Statistical Society: 
 
"Max Roser from Oxford points out that newspapers could have legitimately run the 
headline 'Number of people in extreme poverty fell by 137,000 since yesterday' 
every single day for the past 25 years...  
 
[That is a major claim. Based on what?] 
 
"Out of many possible grumbles... 
 

• Too much notice is taken of single studies..." 

 
[Professor Spiegelhalter has just presented a single claim as fact] 
 
"Uncertainty is ignored."  
 
[Professor Spiegelhalter has just ignored uncertainty.] 
 
"The substantial margins of error on unemployment and migration statistics can 
mean that many column-inches are spent trying to interpret changes that may be 
illusory. ..." 
 
[Professor Spiegelhalter has just failed:  
 
to present "margins of error",  
 
to acknowledge that "poverty" claims are obviously subjective,  
 
to acknowledge the lack of data on people's economic circumstances which the 
Society trumpeted in 2015, 
 
to acknowledge that "dollars a day" cannot possibly tell us how people's changing 
needs were met, which the obvious consequence that "changes may be illusory".] 
 

"Careless statistical reporting could cost lives." 
 
[Correct. Which is why the responsible thing for Professor Spiegelhalter and the 
Society to do is to correct the false and misleading statements. 
 
The misinformation was provided to the main UK press regulator, any journalists in 
the audience, readers on the internet, BBC audiences including World Service 
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audiences, and media organisations which reported on the basis of a Society press 
release.] 
 
 
David Spiegelhalter, President of the Royal Statistical Society. 
Independent Press Standards Organisation lecture 
24 April 2018 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3790-risk-statistics-and-the-media 
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The Society's "poverty" failure stretches back years.  
It claims that its "Statistics of the Year" panel thought the 
World Bank was a reliable source on global poverty - but it 
disregards what even the World Bank said decades ago. 
 
 
How has the Society gone through all these years and neglected both the question 
of what "income" statistics are actually based on, and the obvious fact that income is 
not the same thing as profit? 
 
 
 
"this Report supplements a consumption-based poverty measure with others, such 
as nutrition, life expectancy, under 5 mortality, and school enrollment rates." 
 
World Bank 
World Development Report 1990 
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Some questions 

 

Is it not blindingly obvious that an unsupported claim about progress on poverty can 
lead to the wrong policies for starving and very poor people? 
 
 
Why, in its article of 20 March 2019, does the Society only acknowledge that poverty 
claims are "contested", and fail to address what the criticisms actually are of its 
own use of statistics  
 
- including the fact that it has contradicted the claims it made about measures 
being inadequate if they do not consider needs and assets? 
 
 
Is the Society's position still that its own claim that the proportion of people in 
absolute poverty has halved to 8.6% in 2018 should be "highly commended"? 
 
 
Does the Royal Statistical Society consider that, in its claims on world poverty, and is 
failure to provide further evidence in response to complaints, it has adhered to a 
principle of its statement on World Statistics Day 2015: 
 
"above all, useful and useable information must be put into the hands of 
everyone who needs it" ? 
 
 
 
................ 
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"Lack of data" or "fully trustworthy"? 
 
 
Is the Royal Statistical Society's position: 
 
a) that there is a "lack of basic data" about people's "social and economic 
conditions" in the world, as it said on World Statistics Day 2015, 
 
or  
 
b) that its claims on "absolute poverty" in 2008 and 2018 are "fully fact-checked" and 
"fully trustworthy", as its representative claimed on 18 December 2018, 
 
or  
 
c) something else? 
 
 
 
 
.....................  
 
 

 
"Fully fact-checked" or "we believed the World Bank  
[for unpublicised reasons]"?  
 
 
Is the Royal Statistical Society position that its "halving global poverty" claim is 
 
"fully fact-checked", "fully trustworthy" (1), and "suitably robust" (2) or  
 
"we took the World Bank as a credible source, and so that was good enough for 
our purposes" (3)? 
 
 
1. RSS Vice-President, Newshour, BBC World Service 18 December 2018. 
2. RSS "response" failing to address the questions asked, 3 January 2019. 
3. RSS article failing to address the questions asked, 20 March 2019. 
 
 
 
 
................................................. 
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Has the Royal Statistical Society breached its own 
standard by pre-releasing statistics to media 
organisations more interested in celebrities than 
questioning? 
 
 

Is the Society helping media spin and hindering accountability by giving early 
access to those who are less likely to understand its claims? 
 
Is the Royal Statistical Society  
 
a) against government "pre-releasing" statistics,  
 
and 
 
b) for the Society "pre-releasing" its own "statistics of the year" to selected 
mass media organisations, known for their failure to check facts and likely to give 
something called "Royal" an easy ride? 
 
Does the Society not realise that early coverage helps a claim dominate? 
 
Does the Society not know that the mass media are liable to distort stories or repeat 
them without challenge, whereas those who know what they are talking about are 
largely stopped from commenting early by the embargo and the midnight release?  
 
Does the Society not realise that this stifles public debate and is liable to help 
misinform the public if there are inaccuracies by the Society or if what it says is 
debatable? 
 
 
 
"New research from NatCen shows the majority of the public think that everyone 

should see that stats at the same time." 

 

Article on Royal Statistical Society website 

2015 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2130-social-scientists-have-a-real-opportunity-

to-influence-what-politicians-say   
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Is the Society saying its response to questions 

about its poverty claim was misleading, as well as 

the press release and the interviews? 

 
 
Can the Society confirm whether the dollars-a-day "poverty" claims - which by 
definition fail to look at people's changing needs - are still 
 
"regarded as suitably robust and insightful"? 

 
(RSS response failing to address questions asked, 3 January 2019) 
 
That seems inconsistent with its claim of 20 March:  

 
"We’re dependent on the entries we receive and we don’t then conduct any deep 
methodological checking or endorsement. However, we do strive to use material 
sourced from credible bodies, in a bid to connect the public to statistics, and the 
selected figures have to satisfy both our Statistical Ambassadors and our judging 

panel." 
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How is it not obvious that dollars a day cannot tell 
us about what people need?    
 
 
Why is the Society referring to a lack of deep methodological research, as if that is 
the criticism of its award  
 
- instead of addressing the actual criticisms which include the obvious fact that 
dollars a day cannot reflect people's changing needs? 
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How can it not be well known to Society staff, 
officers and panel that poor countries tend to have 
poor statistics? 
 
Are the officers of the Society, and the members of the panel, claiming that they 
don't know  
 
a) the difference between income and profit,  
 
and don't know, in spite of the Society's own statement in 2015, that  
 
b) poor countries tend to have poor statistics? 
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Significant conflict of interest? 
 
Can the Society confirm how it does not have a conflict of interest over the "global 
poverty" claims? 
 
The Society states that it based its "poverty halved" claim on a World Bank report.   
 
The report was supported financially by UK aid money, with a UK Aid logo at the 
beginning.  
 
The UK Department for International Development is a partner organisation of the 
Society. 
 
Might it not embarrass the Society's partner if the Society were to come clean about 
its inability to supply evidence for the claims? 
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Discrimination 
 
 
How is it not discrimination against people in poorer countries for the Society to  
 
a) argue that "poverty measurement" in the UK is inadequate without looking at 
assets and needs, but 
 
b) leave on its websites the "poverty" claims by the panel and by Professor 
Spiegelhalter which it has failed to support with argument or evidence?  
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Institutional failure 
 
 

Why has the Royal Statistical Society not addressed the obvious fact that it has a 

serious institutional problem? 

Is it not obvious that the problem is not simply the fact-checking process by the 

panel, but also the general failure to treat highly influential statistics with basic 

thought? 

 

Was it not reasonable to expect the Society's senior staff and officers to have a basic 

awareness that  

 

a) resources cannot measure poverty without looking at needs, and  

 

b) data are lacking,  

 

especially in view of the RSS' own claims to be concerned with evidence and its 

statement in 2015 that there was a lack of data? 
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Wider cultural problem 

 

Is it not obvious to the Society's staff and charity trustees that the failure by the 

panel, the relevant staff and others involved is unlikely to have occurred unless there 

is a wider cultural problem?    

 

How is the problem restricted to the panel, when there is little or no sign of Society 

members questioning the "halving" or "137,000 each day" claims on grounds of 

either hypocritical reasoning or widely-known lack of data? 

Is the Society's position that in 2015 no-one had adequate data on people's 

economic circumstances, but it now has "robust" information on people's economic 

"condition" and the "worldwide economic reality"? 

 

 

 

  



48 
 

The Royal Statistical Society named an article of 20 March 2019,  

"Debates prompted by our 2018 Stats of the Year"; but seems not 

to mention any.  

 

How can anyone understand or assess the article, if they are not 

told what these debates are about, and where they can find about 

them? 
 

 

Why is the Society claiming in its article of 20 March that there have been "debates 

prompted by our Statistics of the Year"?    

 

It has not mentioned any such debates in the article.  

 

Does it mean online criticism, or the emails it acknowledged from Matt Berkley, 

which  

 

a) proposed that it withdraw the honour if it could not support it with evidence on 

relevant prices, needs, assets and debts, and 

 

b) asked whether relevant staff and officers had been made aware of the proposal 

and previous questions about the poverty claim? 

 

Is it referring to criticism as debate?   I am not aware of anyone defending the 

idea that it does have evidence for its claim about poverty halving, but I am aware of 

people saying it does not.  

 

Is it referring to unanswered questions as a debate?  The Society is still failing to 

answer the questions which began on 19 December.   

 

By "debate", is it referring to a garbled response from a public-relations employee 

on 3 January while the statisticians and director were on holiday, followed by the 

director and vice-president failing to respond at all? 

The debates which the Society mentions in its article of 20 March were not, 

apparently, "prompted by our Statistics of the Year" -  criticism of the World Bank's 

main method have taken place for two decades or more.   

 

If there is criticism or if there are questions about the Society's claims, why are its 

officers not addressing those, and instead of mentioning those criticisms and 

questions, telling the public about debates on the World Bank claims? 
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Society claims "really thoroughly", "fully" "fact-

checked" and "fully trustworthy" but later says 

"basic checks"  
 
 

"...all the statistics that have been - appear in our Statistics of the Year, they've 

all been really thoroughly fact-checked...  

 

...areas where we're doing really well - yeah, OK, you can argue that that 28.7% 

was just one day, but one of my favourite positive statistics is 9.5, the 

percentage point reduction in worldwide absolute poverty - so worldwide 

absolute poverty has more than halved over the last decade"  

 

Royal Statistical Society Vice-President, Jennifer Rogers.  

Today, BBC Radio 4, 18 December 2018 8 

 

 

.... 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
8 1 minute 35 seconds into the recording:  
 
https://web.archive.org/web/20190610095626/http://www.globalfactcheck.org/documents/2018-12-
18%20Royal%20Statistical%20Society%20vice%20president%20claims%20all%20'statistics%20of%
20the%20year'%20are%20'really%20thoroughly%20fact-
checked'.%20%20At%20one%20minute%2035.%20%20'Areas%20we're%20doing%20really%20well
%20example%20-
%20poverty%20claim.%20BBC%20Radio%204%20Today%20programme%20whole%20interview.m
p3 
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Comments on the Society's claims: 
 

 

"all the statistics that have been - appear in our Statistics of the Year, they've 

all been really thoroughly fact-checked  

 

[false]  

 

...areas where we're doing really well 

 

[present tense: what evidence or reasoning is there that humans are "doing really 

well" on poverty in 2018?]  

 

- yeah, OK, you can argue that that 28.7% [the Society later "corrected" this to 

27.8%] was just one day,  

 

[The Society's source, Drax Electric Insights, gave a figure of not 27.8% but 9.9% for 

that day.   

 

The "28.7% and 27.8%" claims were for about an hour.  But even those are based 

on error: the source's total omitted millions of alternators powered by fossil fuel 

engines used for transport, and omitted imported gas and nuclear from the totals it 

reported for gas and nuclear.]  

 

but one of my favourite positive statistics is 9.5, the percentage point 

reduction in worldwide  

 

[extreme?]  

 

absolute poverty - so worldwide absolute poverty has more than halved over 

the last decade"  

 

[Based on what evidence on assets and needs?   

 

In 2015 the Society made a special statement that data were lacking, and it is 

obvious that making claims about poverty without looking at assets or needs does 

not correspond to the normal idea of "absolute poverty".] 

 

Royal Statistical Society Vice-President. Today, BBC Radio 4, 18 December 2018  

 

 

 

"Playing detective and fact-checking submissions to @RoyalStatSoc 

#StatsoftheYear with @anthonybmasters @LucyTeece @trianglegirl and 

@d_lapedus was great fun..."    
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Graham Wheeler, Twitter.  18 December 2018 
 
 
 
"I think a good statistic should be clear...informative...trustworthy...based on 
real evidence...it should come with context... 
 
All the stats that we've produced today are fully fact-checked and fully 
trustworthy" 
 
Royal Statistical Society Vice-President Jennifer Rogers. Newshour, BBC World 
Service.  
18 December 2018  
 
 
 
"Fact-Checking Stats of the Year ... 
I was invited to investigate and check various submissions...we found data 
sources and validated claims." 
 
Royal Statistical Society Statistical Ambassador, Anthony B. Masters. 19 December 
2018. 
 
 
 
"you start doing the fact checking [?] and so many of them just don't stand 
up...we've had to do some serious filter to try to get things that we actually 
think are fairly accurate. ...28.7 [27.8] percent...the peak percentage of all [!] 
electricity [not in fact known, since that would include such sources as vehicle 
engines] produced in the U.K. [! - the figure was supposed to be a percentage of 
supply in and to the UK, not just UK production] is solar power...that number is 
exact. [!] That is a true statistic." 
 
Royal Statistical Society President David Spiegelhalter.  Dated 27 December 
2018. 
 
 
 
 
"The amount of plastic incinerated is made very clear inside the article text 
(12%) which still leaves 79% in landfills and oceans. ...so that statistic of 90.5% 
is completely accurate." [!] 
 
Royal Statistical Society Statistical Ambassador, and judge for "Statistics of the Year 
2018", Liberty Vittert. 
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Society strangely ignored World Bank statements about 
poverty progress "slowing" in recent years *  
 
- and instead spread misinformation liable to be taken to mean there is very good progress on poverty 
in the last year: 
 
(* This is not to imply that there is any clear basis for thinking the Bank's figures on dollars a day 
reflect people's changing needs, or poverty.  The point is that not even the World Bank made a claim 
that "we're doing really well" in the context of talking about 2018.) 

 
"[the World Bank] added to the gloomy picture this year, with figures showing that those lifted out of 
extreme poverty struggled to make further progress up the income ladder." 
The Guardian, 19 September 2018. 
 

"the pace of global poverty reduction is slowing" 
Kevin Watkins, The Guardian, 9 October 2018.  
 
 
“The statistics on this list capture some of the zeitgeist of 2018. Hearteningly, the world is getting 
better when it comes to poverty ... these numbers tell us how the world continued to change in 2018." 
[!] 
Royal Statistical Society Executive Director, Hetan Shah.  Press release 18 December 2018 

 
“...the halving of ‘absolute poverty’, in a single decade, is a stupendous achievement. ...these 
statistics are hugely significant in global terms and thoroughly deserve their ‘highly commended’ 
status.”   
Royal Statistical Society panel judge and Guardian US data editor, Mona Chalabi. 
Royal Statistical Society press release 18 December 2018.   
 
 
"...areas where we're doing really well [present tense] ... 
...one of my favourite positive statistics is 9.5, the percentage point reduction in worldwide absolute 
poverty - so worldwide absolute poverty has more than halved over the last decade"  
Royal Statistical Society Vice-President, Jennifer Rogers. Today, BBC Radio 4,  
18 December 2018  
 
 
"The idea of a Statistic of the Year is to tell us sort of the zeitgeist of the year but also to give us a 
prediction for the future and what might be in store"  
Royal Statistical Society Statistical Ambassador and "Statistics of the Year" panel judge, Liberty 
Vittert. Scotland Tonight, 18 December 2018 

 
"The Royal Statistical Society...omits that the World Bank claims a "slowdown" since 2013." 
[in addition to the problem that the Society has pointed to flaws in omitting needs and assets] 
Matt Berkley, Twitter.  24 December 2018. 

 
"We didn’t want them all gloomy." 
David Spiegelhalter, President of the Royal Statistical Society and chairman of the judging 
panel, on the "2018 Statistics of the Year".  
Stats and Stories, 27 December 2018. 
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Society appears to act against its "public 

good" purposes 

 

 

"About the RSS... 

 

As a charity...we work to ensure that policy formulation and decision making are 

informed by evidence for the public good.  

 

 

Everything we do is guided by our Strategic Plan 2018-22, which has six goals at its 

heart: 

Statistics and the public interest. For statistics to be used effectively in the public 
interest, so that policy formulation and decision-making are informed by evidence of 
the good of society.  
 
...Education and statistical literacy. For society to be more statistically literate, so 
that people’s understanding of data, risk and probability can inform their daily 
decision-making, leading to better outcomes.  

Developing the profession. For a strong body of professional statisticians to 
maintain and develop the skills they need so that they can critically apply 
methodology, interpret results and communicate findings.  

Strengthening the discipline. For statistics as a discipline to thrive, so that 
methodology is advanced, applied and made accessible, leading to greater 
understanding of an increasingly complex world." 

 
https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/About/RSS/About_the_RSS/About_top.aspx 
 
 
 
............... 
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"The RSS also support development of statistics internationally, through our 
International Development Section." 
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/Official_and_National_Statistics/Offic
ial_statistics_policy/RSS/Influencing_Change/Official_and_national_statistics_sub/Of
ficial_and_national_statistics_policy.aspx  
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Evidence, largely in chronological order 
 
 
 

Some poverty concepts; 
 
Royal Statistical Society and other documents 
 
With comment 
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"´The poor’, wrote Charles Booth in 1889, are those ‘whose means are barely 

sufficient for decent independent life… according to the usual standard of life in this 

country’. In his Life and Labour of the London Poor, Booth defined a ‘line of poverty’ 

of 21 shillings per week below which an average family would be ‘living under a 

struggle to obtain the necessaries of life and make both ends meet’. Shortly after 

Booth’s work, another Englishman, Seebhom Rowntree, published a famous study of 

poverty in York that helped popularize the term ‘poverty line’ which, in Rowntree’s 

view, represented ‘a standard of bare subsistence rather than living’. ... 

 

Obviously, the $1-a-day poverty line is not without its problems. Some of its 

shortcomings are common to all money-metric poverty lines because of a lack of 

consensus on some key methodological choices and assumptions that have to be 

made at every step in the process of constructing them. The challenge becomes only 

greater when the aim is to set a yardstick that has universal validity and can serve 

for international comparisons.  

In fact, there is no agreement on a uniform convention for poverty measurement 

such as already exists for other widely used welfare indicators, like a country’s GDP. 

So it is important to explore the sensitivity of poverty estimates to the underlying 

definitions, choices and assumptions behind the statistics, as well as the use of 

alternative poverty lines and measures. Ultimately, poverty lines are no less and no 

more than heuristic tools, which are as good as the uses to which they are put." 

 

 

Alejandro Grinspun 

Editor 

In Focus 

International Poverty Centre 

United Nations Development Programme September 2004 

https://ipcig.org/pub/IPCPovertyInFocus4.pdf   
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"The concept of poverty is common; nearly everyone understands it or believes they 
understand it. However, the specific meaning we attach to the word depends upon 
the underlying concept of poverty that we have in mind (Macpherson and Silburn, 
1997). ... 
 
At the end of the 19th century, Charles Booth (1894, 1903) and Robert Hunter 
(1904) identified the poor populations in London and York based on monetary and 
sociological indicators, such as the nature and regularity of employment. Rowntree 
(1901) defined families in York as being in primary poverty if their total earnings were 
insufficient to obtain the minimum necessary to maintain a purely physical efficiency.  
 
He also noted another aspect of poverty, secondary poverty, by studying the 
influence of habits and behavior patterns on the composition of family consumption.  
 
Rowntree (1901) proved that the relationship between resources and poverty is both 
variable and profoundly dependent on the specific characteristics of the person in 
question; it also depends of the environment—natural, geographical and social—in 
which the person lives.  
 
Since 1971, Rawls has supplemented the income indicator by adding a range of 
"primary social goods" to assess the distribution issue in his theory of justice. These 
primary social goods are considered by Sen (2009) in the theory of justice as general 
means that are not precious in and of themselves.  
 
Furthermore, Sen (1985, 1992, and 2009) argues that poverty should be seen as 
capability deprivation that involves multiple features of our lives and other concerns.  
 
In this spirit, Kaztman (1989) found that 13% of households in Montevideo, Uruguay, 
were poor in terms of income but were not deprived of basic needs, whereas 7.5% of 
households were in the opposite situation. Ruggeri Laderchi (1997) concluded based 
on Chilean data that ‘income in itself is not…conveying all of the information of 
interest if the aim is to provide a comprehensive picture of poverty’. Stewart et al. 
(2007) found that 53% of the malnourished Indian children in their study did not live 
in income-poor households and that 53% of the children living in income-poor 
households were not malnourished."    
 
 
 
Khaled Nasri and Besma Belhadj 
Multidimensional Poverty Measurement in Tunisia: Distribution of Deprivations 
across Regions 
2017 
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/83318/1/MPRA_paper_83318.pdf  
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"The a priori reasoning of political economy, orthodox and unorthodox alike, fails 
from want of reality.  
 
At its base are a series of assumptions very imperfectly connected with the 
observed facts of life.  
 
We need to begin with a true picture of the modern industrial organism, the 
interchange of service, the exercise of faculty, the demands and satisfaction of 
desire." 
 
Charles Booth 
Lecture to the Royal Statistical Society  
1887  
https://archive.org/stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.169985/2015.169985.My-Apprenticeship-
Volume-Ii_djvu.txt  
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"...absolute poverty is a condition of life so degraded by disease, illiteracy, 
malnutrition, and squalor as to deny its victims basic human necessities." 
 
Robert McNamara 
President, World Bank 
1973 9 
 
 
 
 
 
"what I have termed absolute poverty:  
a condition of life so characterized by   
malnutrition, illiteracy, disease, squalid surroundings, high infant mortality, and 
low life expectancy  
as to be beneath any reasonable definition of human decency." 
 
Robert McNamara 
President, World Bank 
World Development Report 1978 10 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
9 http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/930801468315304694/pdf/Address-to-the-Board-of-
Governors-by-Robert-S-McNamara.pdf  
 
 
10 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/812201468150317524/pdf/420360WP0Box0321445B01P
UBLIC1.pdf 
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"Over the past decade I have drawn attention repeatedly in  
this forum - sometimes at the risk of tedium - to the principal  
goals of development. They are: to accelerate economic growth,  
and to eradicate what I have termed absolute poverty.  
Economic growth, of course, is obvious enough. And once  
one has been in contact with developing societies, so is absolute  
poverty: it is a condition of life so limited by malnutrition, illliteracy,  
disease, high infant mortality, and low life expectancy  
as to be beneath any rational definition of human decency." 
 
Robert McNamara 
President, World Bank 
30 September 1980 
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"It is difficult to measure the extent of poverty.  

 

To begin with, absolute poverty means more than low income.  

 

It also means malnutrition, poor health and lack of education - and not all of the poor 

are equally badly off in all respects." 
 

World Bank 

World Development Report 1980 11 

 
 
 
 
 

 
"this Report supplements a consumption-based poverty measure with others,  
such as  
 
nutrition,  
life expectancy,  
under 5 mortality, and  
school enrollment rates." 
 
World Bank 
World Development Report 1990 12  

                                                 
11 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/5963/WDR%201980%20-
%20English.pdf  
 
12 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/424631468163162670/pdf/PUB85070REPLACE
MENT0WDR01990.pdf  
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"Over the past twenty-five years the developing countries have made tremendous 
progress.  
 
Consumption per capita has increased by nearly 70 percent in real terms, average 
life expectancy has risen from 51 to 62 years, and primary enrollment rates have 
reached 84 percent (Table 3.1). These remarkable gains, if evenly spread, would 
have gone a long way toward eliminating poverty—but, of course, they have not 
been evenly spread. Some countries have done much better than others. An 
examination of why this is so—of the reasons for successes and failures—can 

suggest practical solutions to the problem of poverty.  ... 
 
The use of the upper poverty line - $370 - gives an estimate of 1,115 million people 

in the developing countries in poverty in 1985. That is roughly one-third of the total 

population of the developing world.  

 

Of these, 630 million -18 percent of the total population of the developing world - 

were extremely poor: their annual consumption was less than $275, the lower 

poverty line.  

 

Despite these massive numbers, the aggregate poverty gap - the transfer needed to 

lift everybody above the poverty line-was only 3 percent of developing countries' total 

consumption.  

 

The transfer needed to lift everybody out of extreme poverty was, of course, even 

smaller - just 1 percent of developing countries' consumption. Mortality for children 

under 5 averaged 121 per thousand for all developing countries, aggregate life 

expectancy was 62 years... 

Table 2.1 also shows that both South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa have low scores 

on several other social indicators... 

The evidence points to considerable progress in reducing poverty, especially in the 

1960s and 1970s; the picture for the 1980s is mixed. In some regions the poor have 

suffered serious setbacks..." 

 

World Bank 

World Development Report 1990 
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"19. Poverty has various manifestations, including  
lack of income and  
productive resources sufficient to ensure  
sustainable livelihoods;  
hunger and malnutrition;  
ill health; limited or lack of access to  
education and other  
basic services; increased  
morbidity and mortality from illness;  
homelessness and  
inadequate housing;  
unsafe environments; and  
social discrimination and exclusion.  
 
It is also characterized by a  
 
lack of participation in  
decision-making and in  
civil, social and cultural life. ...  
 
Absolute poverty is a condition characterized by  
severe deprivation of basic human needs, including  
food,  
safe drinking water,  
sanitation facilities,  
health,  
shelter,  
education and  
information. 
 
It depends not only on income but also on access to social services. ... 
 
Governments will urgently make plans with a date for eradicating absolute 
poverty in each country. ... 
 
It is our task to address ...underlying and structural causes of poverty, 
unemployment and social exclusion."  
 
 
National leaders and representatives of United Nations member states 
World Summit for Social Development 
1995 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/wssd/text-version/agreements/decpartc.htm 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/wssd/text-version/agreements/poach2.htm 
 
 
 
................................... 
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RESOLUTION ADOPTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY ... 
 
52/193. First United Nations Decade for the Eradication of Poverty 
 
The General Assembly... 
 
Reaffirms that, within the context of overall action for the eradication of poverty, 
special attention should be given to the multidimensional nature of poverty, to the 
national and international framework conditions and policies that are conducive to its 
eradication, which should aim at the social and economic integration of people living 
in poverty, and to the promotion and protection of all human rights and fundamental 
freedoms for all, including the right to development; 
 
18 December 1997 
 
 
................... 
 
 
 
"Something also has to be done to expose the sham of the World Bank's dollar a day 
measure of poverty for Africa, two dollars a day for Latin America and four dollars a 
day for the so-called transitional economies (see, for example, Townsend, in Gordon 
and Pantazis, 1997, and Clarke, 1998, forthcoming). The UNDP has added to the 
irony by taking the US measure of 14.4 dollars a day to apply to the industrialised 
countries (UNDP, 1997, pp. 13 and 32-33)."  
 
Peter Townsend  
Ending World Poverty in the 21st Century 
1998 
http://www.radstats.org.uk/no068/townsend.htm  
 
 
................................. 
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"The Statistical Measurement of Poverty 
 
(Prepared by Simon Schwartzman, President, Brazilian Institute for Geography and 
Statistics) 
 
 
This document is a summary of the work of the “Expert Group of Poverty Statistics”, 
which met in Santiago and Rio de Janeiro in 1997 and 1998. It was written by Simon 
Schwartzman, IBGE, Brazil, an incorporates comments and suggestions in reaction 
to a first draft. The full text of the papers presented to the Expert Group can be found 
at http://www.ibge.org/poverty.  
 
 
Background 
 
The United Nations Statistical Commission, in its 28th Session of 1995, created a 
Group of Experts to study the statistical consequences of the World Summits of the 
United Nations on Population and Development (Cairo, 1994), on Social 
Development (Copenhagen, 1995) and the conditions of Women (Beijing, 1995) and 
to make proposals on the use of statistical information to follow up and monitor the 
objetives and goals approved in those summits. One outome of this work was the 
recommendation, approved in the session of 1997, of a "Mininum National Social 
Data Set" of indicators to be adopted by countries. ... 
 
Like all major statistical constructs, the definition of poverty and associated 
measurements are not just a technical matter, but are shaped by a confluence of 
social concerns, governmental demands, the contributions of researchers in 
economics and the social sciences, and the technical expertise of professional 
statisticians. 
 
Two very broad concepts of poverty are being utilized today by statistical agencies 
and researchers throughout the world, responding to different concerns. One is the 
concept of absolute poverty, understood as the minimum set of resources a person 
needs to survive. The other is the concept of relative poverty, a measurement of the 
resources and living conditions of parts of the population in relation to others.  
 
Absolute poverty is a matter of acute deprivation, hunger, premature death and 
suffering. In practice, it may be difficult to measure it in a consistent way, since the 
dividing line between acceptable and unacceptable deprivation is not just biological, 
and can change from society 
 
...it is very difficult, if not impossible, to define “absolute poverty” objectively, without 
introducing value judgements and elements of comparison. ... 
 
What is necessary is to...be very explicit about the means by which specific results 
are being attained."  
 
The Statistical Measurement of Poverty 
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Summary of the work of the “Expert Group of Poverty Statistics” 
Simon Schwartzman 
?1999 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc99/rio.pdf 
 
 
 
 
....................... 
 
 
 
 
"The strategy in this report recognizes that poverty is more than inadequate income 
or human development - it is also  
 
vulnerability and  
 
a lack of voice, power, and representation.  
 
With this multidimensional view of poverty comes greater complexity in poverty 
reduction strategies, because more factors - such as social and cultural forces - 
need to be taken into account." 
 
World Bank 
World Development Report 2000/1 
 
 
 
.................................. 
 
 
 
"...official statistics that meet the test of practical utility are to be compiled and 
made available on an impartial basis by official statistical agencies to honor citizens’ 
entitlement to public information."  
 
Principle 1, United Nations Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics  
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/dnss/gp/fp-english.pdf  
 
 
 
............................... 
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• Subject:...Re: Poverty and Economic Growth 
• From: Dellerman@worldbank.org 
• Date: Thu, 8 Jun 2000 15:50:30 -0400 

 
The Dollar-Kraay article was discussed in the May 27 Economist and can be downloaded 
with graphs from: 
 
www.worldbank.org/research/growth/ 
 
...I instinctively regard e-CON-ometric work as giving relatively little insight if it is not 
accompanied by creditable discussions of the mechanisms.  This paper was notably lacking in 
causal mechanisms... 
 
 Now let's look at what the concepts mean in terms of logic... 
 
There is another "trick" to bear in mind in interpreting this sort of argument. They are 
comparing income to income without taking assets into account.  ...economists could say 
"The crisis had no effect on incomes."   ....while the asset-gap considerably widened as a 
result of the crisis. 
 
When economists are dealing, it pays to watch the deck closely. 
 
cheers, 
David 
 
....  
 
      David Ellerman 
      Economic Advisor to the Chief Economist [Joseph Stiglitz] 
      World Bank, Room MC4-335 
      1818 H St., NW 
      Washington, DC 20433 
 
http://cog.kent.edu/archives/ownership/msg00837.html 
 
 
 
 
 
.............................................................................................. 
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"If measurement is arbitrary and irrational, it is impossible either to concoct the right 
policies for the alleviation or eradication of poverty, or monitor their effects closely.  
 
Thus criticism of the World Bank’s adoption of the crude criterion of $1 a day at 1985 
prices for the poorest countries, $2 a day for Latin America and $4 a day for the transitional 
economies, without regard to the changing conditions of needs and markets, has now become 
widespread (Vandermoortele, 2000). 
 
In the early years the use of this largely arbitrary standard was justifiable for reasons of 
analytical convenience. In later years it becomes less excusable, because the Bank and other 
agencies have opportunities and resources to undertake extensive inquiries into the 
measurement of living conditions in relation to household income and assets.  
 
But to go on using a "static" standard of need at 1985 (purchasing parity or currency 
equivalent) prices,  
 
unadjusted to  
 
changes in living conditions,  
working practices,  
community relationships,  
new technologies,  
wider communication,  
private and public sector organisation,  
laws and markets,  
becomes unreal. 
 
 
In every country people have experience of goods, activities and services that gradually 
disappear and of others that gradually appear.  
 
Some items once free have to be paid for. 
 
Sets of obligations as well as of consumer choices change, and often become more complex.  
Most people's needs, as well as the resources they possess to meet them, are determined 
externally by institutions beyond their powers to control.  
 
If change is normal, change in the construct of human need has to be conceived as normal 
too. And the way poverty is measured underpins every report on the subject, and every 
analysis of cause and effective policy. 
 
In such a light price-indexing in 2000 what could be purchased, and what was needed, in 
1985, as a measure of poverty has entered the realms of statistical farce." 
 
Peter Townsend 
Poverty, Social Exclusion and Social Polarisation  
The Copenhagen Seminars – Review for the World Assembly in Geneva 
June 2000 
www.bris.ac.uk/poverty/pse/99PSE-WP25.doc  
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" "There's a lot of approximation," says Ray Thomas, who teaches statistics at the Open 
University. "Estimating the income of the bottom 20% [they way D&K have done]  
 
[MB note:  This article is discussing claims by World Bank staff, Dollar and Kraay, which 
the Bank publicised heavily.] 

is defensible because of the lack of any alternative. But it is not really good enough when the 
aim of the exercise is to make generalisations about the average income level of the bottom 
20%."  

Especially, as Dollar and Kraay write, they know very little about what has happened to the 
distribution of income within the bottom 20%. Thomas thinks that as the bulk of the incomes 
received by the bottom 20% go to the richer members of it, their figures might well be 
missing what's happening to the poorest of the poor. ... 
 
....this is playing the economists at their own game by measuring everything in money terms. 
This is a mistake because when economic growth takes place, almost everything in society 
and the economy changes, and even if incomes rise sharply it is impossible to say without a 
detailed social investigation whether the population of the country concerned becomes better 
off.  
 
[MB: The article seems not entirely correct in later paragraphs when it says non-monetised 
parts of the economy are excluded from the "income" figures (often in fact spending).   
 
However, it is true that both the policy advice based on the so-called "distribution" figures 
and the global poverty claims have a flaw that at least in some aspects of life, and for some 
and perhaps the majority of poor people, if they are forced to spend more they are counted as 
richer. 
 
Surveys vary across time and countries.  It might be broadly the case that, for example, the 
national researchers attempted to estimate people's non-bought food and fuel consumption, 
but failed to adjust for rent and fares to work. UN Statistics Division "metadata" may 
indicate that more non-bought items are counted now than in the past, which could indicate 
spurious "poverty reduction" for a different reason from that in the later part of this article.] 
 
...we have an economic system that, whatever damage it is doing to people's lives or to the 
environment, has to continue to expand if it is not to collapse, taking the poor, and the rest of 
us, with it. ..." 
 
Richard Douthwaite 
[The Guardian headline is, strangely, "Growth is good for the poor" - the opposite of the 
article's case; in the Netherlands, De Volkskrant website does better, at least for the current 
web page: "De mythe van rijker wordende armen"] 
The Guardian 
14 June 2000 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2000/jun/14/guardiansocietysupplement3  
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From email to Simon Maxwell,  
Director, Overseas Development Institute, London 
27 July 2000 
 
Subj:  Possibilities 
To:  s.maxwell@odi.org 
File: ...Richard Douthwaite on D and K.htm ... 
 
...I would be very keen to talk further about possibilities for independent policy 
work, based on a rehumanising of economics. 
 
What I would like to do is get data which reflects the life courses of individuals,  
 
...I believe that there already exist data and projections for death rates, which 
inform the projections of income-poverty rates . Current projections for 2015 
must surely be incorporating something over 100 million early deaths, mostly of 
the income-poorest. If these people die, the income figures look a lot better. It's 
possible to say how many people might die early given certain policies. One 
catalyst for this approach could be "we need a rethink due to HIV ..." 
 
 
.......................... 
 
 
 
Subj: Reforming poverty alleviation policies 
Date: 3 August 2000 
To: jmorduch@princeton.edu 
 
...in policy debates people look at "reducing poverty" without looking at how 
many people die in the interim.  
 
This seems to me the worst flaw in simple economic analysis (Deininger, 
Dollar) - if the poorest die, the income figures look better.  
 
So my question is this: even if cost-benefit analysis often focuses on narrow 
policy options, is there any reason for the total mix of a government's policies 
not to be evaluated on the number of deaths among the most-vulnerable?  
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Subj:  Economics of survival 
11 April 2001 
 
Dear Professor Sachs 
 
I wonder if this of interest to the WHO Commission.   
 
Here are some theoretical points about mortality rates and the International 
Development Goals, and then some practical points which are less simplistic. 
 
...To me, no outcome measure is humane unless it takes into account what 
happened to people who started the period but didn't make it to the end.   If the 
poorest die, the average income of those alive at the end of the period will be 
higher than the average when the group included the poorest, even if none of the 
survivors' income has gone up.  It even looks higher, if enough of the poorest 
die, when the average among the survivors goes down somewhat  -  simply 
because the poorest are no longer there to pull the average down. 
 
If we measure the income of those alive in 1995 and then the income of those 
alive in 2000, we will not notice the decline in income of someone who died in 
1998.    The average income of those alive will be exactly the same as if he had 
survived and raised his income to the average of the group.   In fact, since most 
people in poor countries work on the land, vulnerability is seasonal, and 
therefore the people who die may have a declining income for a few weeks or 
months before they die.  This is too fast for measurements taken every five 
years. 
 
My suggestion is this:  For any outcome measure  -  reducing poverty, achieving 
100% schooling  -   account needs to be taken of those within the relevant group 
who did not achieve the target, whether through death or any other path.      
 
... In real life, there may not be such a clear division between the poorest and the 
less-poor.  ....There may be a clear division, for example, in some geographical 
areas, between the landed and the landless. ... 
 
 
 
................ 
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"Studying one indicator at a time in development research is likely to be misleading since 
poverty is multidimensional."  
 
"Multiple deprivation...is of vital interest in targeting disadvantage." 
 
Denise Lievesley 
President of the Royal Statistical Society 
Presidential Address 
June 2001 
https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/events/rss-presidents-address-lievesley.pdf 
 
 
 
 
............................. 
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"It is widely agreed that other dimensions of poverty are more important than 
income poverty" 
 
"these [dollar-a-day] numbers should be taken with a pinch of salt" 
 
"World poverty numbers are calculated in two stages. ... there is disquieting 
evidence about both." 
 
"the purchasing power parity (PPP) exchange rates...are arguably inappropriate  
in theory. In practice, their regular revision (to different base years with different 
relative prices) plays havoc with the poverty estimates, changing them in ways that 
have little or nothing to do with the actual experience of the poor." 
 
"...(widely credited) arguments by nongovernmental organizations and others that 
the World Bank has impoverished the poor by forcing cuts in public expenditure. It is 
not very useful, as the Bank sometimes does, to argue that there was no 
impoverishment because the poverty counts (which take no account of the 
provision of public goods) are going down." 
 
"My view is that the World Bank should back away from its current too-concentrated 
focus on income headcount numbers. It should emphasize a much wider range of 
other measures, focusing on deprivations that may be more important than 
deprivation of income."  
 
"This article was written at the suggestion  of Nick Stern [Chief Economist of the 
World Bank], to whom  the author is grateful for preliminary discussions.  Martin 
Ravallion clarified many issues and commented extensively  on an earlier draft." 
 
 
Angus Deaton, Princeton.   
The World Bank Research Observer, vol. 16, no. 2 (Fall 2001),  pp. 125-147  
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How Not to Count the Poor! — A Reply to Ravallion 
August 15, 2002 
Sanjay G. Reddy 
and Thomas W. Pogge 
 
We are grateful for Martin Ravallion’s detailed and sincere attempt to respond 
to our criticisms of the World Bank’s methodology for measuring global 
income poverty. 
 
However, in this reply to Ravallion, we show that his attempt to defend the 
World Bank’s methodology is unconvincing.  
 
It seriously misstates a number of our criticisms, responds inadequately to 
others, and fails altogether to mention still more. 
 
http://policydialogue.org/files/publications/poggereddyreply.pdf  
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United Nations Development Programme 
Human Development Report Office 

OCCASIONAL PAPER 
Background paper for HDR 2003 
 
Data for monitoring the poverty MDG 
 

 
 
Angus Deaton 
Princeton University 
December 16, 2002 
 
 
...1. Drawing the line: poverty lines for monitoring the MDG 
 
...The World Bank’s world poverty counts use an international poverty lines of approximately $1 
and $2 -a-day....the attraction of even the simple concept is apt to diminish once the details 
of its implementation are exposed to close inspection.  ... 
 
...the reality falls some way short of the rhetoric. ... 
 
The $1-a-day line has been criticized because it unrelated to any clear conception of international 
poverty, Sanjay Reddy and Thomas Pogge (2002). Their alternative is be to specify some 
minimum level of living in terms of “the resources necessary to achieve a salient set of 
elementary capabilities.” Many national poverty lines, in both rich and poor countries, are 
constructed in a way that is consistent with such an idea. For example, both the Indian and US 
poverty lines were originally set with reference to the ability to buy a minimal food bundle or 
number of calories, see Chapter 3 of Angus Deaton (1997) for comparative discussions of those 
histories. However, a closer examination of these and other cases suggests that the link with food 
is more rhetorical than real. In both India an the US, the poverty line has been held constant in 
real terms, updated in nominal terms by a price index, and no attempt has been made to preserve 
the original link with food. And in both countries, updating according to the original method- 
ology would generate poverty lines that are quite different from those currently in use. A more 
accurate interpretation of the history would be that the Indian and American poverty lines were 
originally accepted because they fell within the range of what was generally acceptable as a 
poverty line, a range that included, but was far from determined by, the incomes of those 
currently buying some minimally acceptable food bundle. These lines survived, not because of 
their link to any prescribed level of living, but because they have continued to fulfil and useful 
purpose for policymakers and in the policy dialog more broadly.  
 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/6248674.pdf  
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The Guardian, 2003: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
George Monbiot, reporting the work of Sanjay Reddy and Thomas Pogge 
Poor, but pedicured 
The Guardian  
6 May 2003 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/may/06/globalisation.world   
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"Poor, but pedicured  

 
 
George Monbiot  
 
It appears that those at the bottom are getting richer - but sadly the maths just doesn't add up  
 
@GeorgeMonbiot  

Tue 6 May 2003 02.24 BST First published on Tue 6 May 2003 02.24 BST  

 
The global economy is working. The rich may be acquiring an ever greater share of the 
world's wealth, the ecosystem may be collapsing, but - or so we believe - the poor are 
emerging from poverty. This is portrayed as the ultimate test of the great neo-liberal 
experiment: if, as the world's resources are privatised and its corporations deregulated, the 
war against poverty is being won, then the accompanying inequality and destruction can be 
accounted as little more than collateral damage.  

There is only one set of figures which provides a global view of whether the incomes of the 
poor are rising or falling, and it is cited everywhere. The trend, it suggests, is slow but 
significant: between 1990 and 1999, the percentage of the world's people living in absolute 
poverty fell from 29% to 23%. Ugly as some of its characteristics may be, the existing 
economic model is helping the poor. 

The figures are compiled by the World Bank. It claims to know, to within the nearest 10,000, 
how many of the world's people are living below the international poverty line. The response 
of those who criticise the way the global economy works is to accept the bank's calculations, 
but to argue that there are more equitable and less destructive means of achieving the same 
results. But the figures are without foundation.  

A new paper by the economist Sanjay Reddy and the philosopher Thomas Pogge 
demonstrates that the World Bank's methodology is so flawed that its calculations cannot 
possibly be correct. Not only does it appear wildly to underestimate the level of global 
poverty, but the downward trend it purports to show appears to be an artefact of the way in 
which it has been compiled. The World Bank's figures, against which the success or failure of 
the entire global economy is measured, are useless.  
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Most of the world's people do not use US dollars to purchase what they need, and a dollar's 
worth of currency in one part of the world can buy more than a dollar's worth in another. So 
to try to discover how many people live on less than the equivalent of $1.08 per day (deemed 
to be the absolute poverty line), the World Bank employs a method called "purchasing power 
parity". This measures the amount of goods or services which the equivalent of a dollar can 
buy in different countries.  
 
[MB: Or it would if these things were reasonably easy to compare, and the figures were 
reliable.] 

The bank's calculations suffer, the paper suggests, from several fatal deficiencies. The most 
obvious of these is that its estimate of the purchasing power of the poor is based on the 
measure of their ability to buy any of the goods and services an economy has to offer: not 
only food, water and shelter but also airline tickets, pedicures and personal fitness training. 
The problem is that while basic goods are often more expensive in poor nations than they are 
in rich ones, services tend to be much cheaper, as the wages of the people providing them are 
lower.  

If, for example, one dollar in the US can purchase either the same amount of staple foods that 
30 rupees can buy in India, or the equivalent of 3 rupees' worth of services (such as cleaning, 
driving or hairdressing), then a purchasing power parity calculation which averages out these 
figures will suggest that someone in possession of 10 rupees in India has the same purchasing 
power as someone in possession of one dollar in America. But the extremely poor, of course, 
do not purchase the services of cleaners, drivers or hairdressers. A figure averaged across all 
the goods and services an economy can provide, rather than just those bought by the poor, 
makes the people at the bottom of the heap in this example appear to be three times richer 
than they are.  

The bank would derive a far more accurate view of the purchasing power of the poor if it 
measured only the cost of what they buy, rather than what richer people in the same 
economies buy. Complete figures do not yet exist, but Reddy's and Pogge's initial 
calculations, based on the cost of bread and cereals, suggest that the bank's analysis might 
have underestimated the number of the world's people living in absolute poverty by some 
30%-40%.  

As the service sector expands in poor nations, the bank's figures will create the impression 
that the purchasing power of the poor is increasing, whether or not their real economic 
circumstances have changed. The same false trend is established by a shift to the service 
sector in rich nations, as one dollar there will then buy a smaller proportion of the total of 
available goods and services. The relative purchasing power per dollar of the people of poor 
nations is increased by this measure, even though their absolute cost of living remains 
unchanged. When house prices boom in New York, the shanty-dwellers of Lusaka appear to 
get richer.  

These statistical artefacts create a downward trend in the poverty figures where no real trend 
exists. The bank has exacerbated it by recalibrating the international poverty line to reflect 
the pattern of total global consumption. As the world economy migrates towards the service 
sector, the poorest people in the poorest nations appear to require less money than they might 
otherwise have needed to maintain their standard of living.  
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Perhaps more gravely still, the figures which appear to be so precise that we can tell to within 
the nearest 10,000 how many of the world's 6 billion people are suffering from extreme 
poverty are, in reality, based on a mixture of guesswork and wild extrapolation. The first of 
the bank's two principal surveys measured price levels in only 63 countries. Embarrassingly, 
China was not among them, and neither that nation nor India figured in the second survey 
(from which the trend has been established). A set of global poverty figures, presented with 
six-digit precision, which contains no useful comparative data from the two largest nations on 
earth, could be described as imaginative.  

The bank's statistics, moreover, do not account for changes in inequality. If a nation's total 
consumption is rising only because the rich have become richer, the figures will not show 
this: they will suggest, instead, that everyone has prospered.  

[MB: I am not sure that was the case.   
 
As I understand it the household "expenditure" survey data have been used to estimate 
"inequality".   
 
The exception would be where the Bank extrapolated from the household "expenditure" 
survey data from, say, 1996 to a later year which the Bank wanted to talk about.  Since they 
did not have survey data, they assumed the earlier year's so-called "distribution" applied to 
the later year, and simply assumed no change in "inequality".  This is the still the kind of 
procedure they use - in 2018 they basically used the "growth" figures to adjust the 2015 
estimates, assuming no change in "inequality". 
 
A perhaps deeper problem is that just because poor people spend more, that does not show 
inequality lessened in any meaningful sense - they may simply have been forced to spend 
more so that economic inequality is in fact worse not better - or vice versa.] 

Yet we know that in many countries - especially those in which the privatisation, 
deregulation and reduction in social spending introduced by the neo-liberal model have been 
most extensive - the rich are becoming richer at the expense of the poor.  

That the key global economic statistic has for so long been derived by means which are 
patently useless is a telling indication of how little the men who run the world care about the 
impact of their policies. If they cannot be bothered even to produce a meaningful measure of 
global poverty, we have no reason to believe their claim that they wish to address it. 
Development on earth proceeds at present without any reliable means of determining whether 
or not it is making the poorest people poorer."  
 

George Monbiot, reporting the work of Sanjay Reddy and Thomas Pogge 
Poor, but pedicured 
The Guardian  
6 May 2003 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/may/06/globalisation.world   
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"18.  Distinguish “statistical significance” from importance. 

 
Statistical significance does not tell you a thing is important. 

 

Suppose a medical researcher finds that a procedure has a statistically significant association with 
outcomes.    

This does not tell you the procedure is significant in real life.     

“Statistical significance” just means that the association seems, given the researcher’s assumptions, 
to be unlikely to be due to chance.    It can still be a small effect, even if all the researcher’s 
assumptions are correct.     

For example, if 61% of people taking a medicine lose their symptoms and 60% of those without the 
medicine lose the symptoms, the association can still be statistically significant.    

So if you read a medical research paper which says a medicine is effective, an early question might 
be “how effective?”.      

 
 
Note:  Another problem which may arise in relation to claims about medical research is this:   
Comparing a medicine to a placebo (fake treatment) is not the same as comparing it to no treatment.     

In the placebo case, according to standard practice the patient agrees to the following:  they are to get 
something which may or may not be the real treatment.     

A problem with this procedure is that the patient uses up time and energy on it (going to the doctor, 
remembering to take the pill or whatever it is, and thinking about whether they have got the real 
treatment).     A “no-treatment” condition would be different from this.    If the researcher sent some 
people away in the knowledge that they were not being given the true treatment, they would perhaps 
do something else.     

Another problem with placebos as comparison conditions is that they are something which the patient 
knows may not be the real treatment.    A true placebo would be one which the researcher said would 
work, or at least was definitely the preferred treatment."   

  

Matt Berkley 
Social science and government aims - proposed standards for public goals and research 
Draft 10 January 2006 
https://web.archive.org/web/20081121184729/http://www.mattberkley.com/SSGA.htm  
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ROYAL STATISTICAL SOCIETY  
 
SUPPLEMENTAL CHARTER  
 
[in fact a replacement as it says the previous charter is revoked?] 
 
Effective: 1 April 2006  
 
 
...3. The objects for which the Society is constituted are the advancement for the  
benefit of the public of the science of statistics and its application, and the  
promotion of the use and awareness of statistics; in particular by:  
 
(i) fostering and encouraging the growth, development and application of  
such science in all areas of activity which can benefit from it;  
 
(ii) establishing, upholding and advancing high standards of statistical  
competence;  
 
(iii) fostering the production and publication of statistics on aspects of  
society;  
 
(iv) serving the public interest by acting in an advisory, consultative or  
representative capacity in matters relating to the science of statistics  
and its application;  
 
(v) promoting the public understanding of statistics and the competent use  
and interpretation of statistics. 
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Is the Royal Statistical Society saying that on global 
poverty, it is "statistically illiterate"? 

 
 
"Such an understanding might be termed "statistical literacy".  
 
It includes the ability to appreciate how quantitative data are generated, and how such data 
can be summarised, modelled and interpreted in ways that allow substantively useful 
conclusions to be drawn about the functioning of the world...  
 
It also includes an understanding of uncertainty ...  
 
It also involves the ability to critically evaluate the use of statistical data by others, in the 
media and elsewhere." 
 
Royal Statistical Society 
June 2006 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200506/ldselect/ldsctech/257/257we35.htm  
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"The "dollar a day" poverty line...is also problematic, as living costs vary widely... 
 
Ensuring that policies and programmes are based on accurate measurements of urban poverty 
is vital.  
 
We recommend that DFID encourage the World Bank and other key international institutions 
to explore new forms of measuring urban poverty that move beyond the use of crude poverty 
lines to take proper account of the high costs for housing and basic services paid by many of 
the urban poor." 
 
 
Urbanisation and Poverty 
UK House of Commons International Development Committee  
October 2009 
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmintdev/511/51105.htm   
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Scientists "should be the first to admit the limitations in what they 
know" 

 

Scientists need the guts to say: I don’t know 

 
From climate change to swine flu, we must rebuild trust by being honest about risk 

David Spiegelhalter 

March 22 2010, The Times 

 
A popular view of scientists is that they deal with certainties, but they are (or should be) the 
first to admit the limitations in what they know.  ... 

It would be nice to think that scientists could be upfront about uncertainty and not feel they 
have to put everything into precise numbers. It would still be possible for robust decisions to 
be made.  

Acknowledgement of uncertainty may even increase public confidence in pronouncements.  
 
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/scientists-need-the-guts-to-say-i-dont-know-
vk6mtkwhhcx   



88 
 

David Woodward: 
 

"The trouble is that this line – set at a dollar a day – is a deeply flawed and unreliable 
measure of poverty... 
 
...free or affordable health services and education, and reasonable living environments and 
working conditions...are not reflected in poverty figures, wherever the threshold is set... 

There is nothing magical about an income of one dollar a day, and it certainly doesn’t provide 
any assurance that people will be able to lead a decent life – or even survive beyond early 
childhood. It was originally picked as the average of the lowest 10 national poverty lines 
found in a survey of developing countries, even though these were themselves set in different 
– and in some cases equally arbitrary – ways. It has gone on being updated in essentially the 
same way. The problems with this approach go far beyond the level of the dollar-a-day line, 
to the whole way incomes are calculated in estimating poverty. So setting the line at $2, $3 or 
$4 a day instead, though perhaps more realistic, still wouldn’t give us a meaningful measure 
of poverty. ... 
 
Poverty is a complex phenomenon, and its nature varies considerably between different 
countries and communities. Any attempt to capture it in a single number will inevitably be an 
over-simplification. Neither can it provide us with a useful tool for policymaking.  

 
 
The Rights-Based Poverty Line 

To tackle poverty effectively, we need an approach which will capture this complexity, but 
which we can make sense of, and relate to our reasons for wanting to reduce poverty.  

The dollar-a-day approach can only tell us if income poverty is going up or down  
 
[MB: It does not even measure income poverty.  It is largely based on low spending, and the 
extent to which this problematic approach may be offset by surveys counting non-bought 
items that people consume is far from clear, perhaps not least because the figures are a 
jumble of different methods, varying across countries and time.] 
 
– and even that it cannot do reliably. The RBPL approach can give us a great deal of 
additional information on the relative importance of incomes compared with social provision 
and other factors, differentiating between different aspects of living standards – health, 
education, nutrition and so on. This, not how many people are below an arbitrary global 
poverty line, is the information needed for priority setting and decision-making. 

David Woodward 
New Internationalist/New Economics Foundation 
2010 
http://newint.org/features/special/2010/07/01/poverty-line-definition/ 
http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/how-poor-is-poor  
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Global Development Institute @GlobalDevInst 15 Jun 2012  

@BBCMarkEaston addresses the debate on relative or absolute poverty measures in UK 
given current #EconomicCrisis -  
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-18440434 … 

0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  

 

 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 12 Sep 2012  

What have the MDGs achieved? We don’t really know… Heretical thoughts from Matthew 
Lockwood  
 
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=11498  via @fp2p 

 
.................................................... 
 
 

"Hetan Shah, executive director at the Royal Statistical Society, also warned against placing 
too much faith in measurements. While agreeing with the need for the development 
community to make greater use of data, he spoke about statistical challenges, such as the 
quality of data, who or what is included within the data and the danger of confusing 
correlation with causation. He also warned about who would be using the evidence and 
argued that data should be about strategy and how to improve it, rather than about proving a 
desired outcome. 

He said: "There is a collusion between donor and recipient to show that funds have been used 
successfully because people who give the money" have a vested interest in success. 

"We need to retain a sense of the complexity of what we are trying to do," he added. "Big 
things don't necessarily get measured and we need a sense of humility about what the 
evidence means. We need to avoid the temptation to think there are single solutions such as 
vaccines, and avoid mechanistic solutions." 

This is not to say that DfID should ditch its value for money campaign. The growing 
availability of data available and the increasing sophistication of metrics can be valuable. It's 
just that data should be handled with care. Look no further than the financial services 
industry, where sophisticated trading models to reduce if not eliminate risk were a chimera." 

The Guardian 
20 September 2012 
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2012/sep/20/experts-
caution-assessing-value-uk-aid?INTCMP=SRCH   
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"RSS executive director warns of pitfalls in measuring international 

development impacts 

26 September 2012 

The importance of good quality data was at the heart of an event held last week (19 
September 2012) ‘Smarter impact in international development’, held at the IBM 
Forum in London. 
  
The event, which featured a talk by the Royal Statistical Society’s executive director Hetan 
Shah, sought to address how ‘value for money’ might be measured regarding projects funded 
by the UK’s Department for International Development (DfID). 
  
The event sought to address questions such as ‘where’s the money going?’, ‘how is it being 
spent?’ and perhaps more difficult to measure, ‘what’s the return on investment?’ 
  
Hetan Shah spoke about statistical challenges in measuring the latter, such as data quality and 
the danger of confusing correlation with causation. He also argued that data should be used to 
improve strategy rather than prove a desired outcome. ‘There is sometimes a collusion 
between donor and recipient to show that funds have been used successfully,’ he said. He 
pointed out that promoting development was complex, and raised concerns that if 
measurement was not done carefully, the results may not be very meaningful." 
  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/302-rss-executive-director-warns-of-pitfalls-in-measuring-
international-development-impacts  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 26 Sep 2012  

RSS executive director warns of pitfalls in measuring international development impacts: The 
importance of good ...  
 
http://bit.ly/PZnTSK  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 16 Oct 2012  

Google and @GuardianData host online event on the role of data in international 
development  
 
http://gu.com/p/3bxza/tw 

 

 

 

"Good communication of statistics includes the provision of appropriate information on the 
forms, notes, definitions, and classifications used." 
 
Statistics: Communicating and Publishing Statistics (26th October 2012) 
Submission by the Royal Statistical Society 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmpubadm/writev/commstatistics/
m06.htm 
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Communiqué 
 

Meeting of the High‐Level Panel of Eminent Persons 
on the Post‐2015 Development Agenda 

 
in Bali, Indonesia, 27 March 2013  

 
 
 
...We need a data revolution. Too often, development efforts have been hampered by a lack of 
the most basic data about the social and economic circumstances in which people live. 
Substantial improvements in national and subnational statistical systems including local 
and subnational levels and the availability, quality and timeliness of baseline data, 
disaggregated by sex, age, region and other variables, will be needed. 
  
 
High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda  
Bali Communiqué  
28 March 2013 
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/documents/management/Final%20Communi
que%20Bali.pdf  
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"A NEW GLOBAL PARTNERSHIP 
 

...Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on 
the Post-2015 Development Agenda ... 
 
 
Data is one of the keys to transparency, which is the cornerstone of accountability. Too often, 
development efforts have been hampered by a lack of the most basic data about the social and 
economic circumstances in which people live.  
 
To understand whether we are achieving the goals, data on progress needs to be open, 
accessible, easy to understand and easy to use. As goals get more ambitious, the quality, 
frequency, disaggregation and availability of relevant statistics must be improved. To  
accomplish this requires a commitment to changing the way we collect and share data. 
 
Systems are not in place today to generate good data. ... 
 
accountability only works when people have the right information, easily available and easy 
to use. New types of transparent accounting make this possible. We need data to be available, 
and we need the accountability that follows. Without them, the global partnership will not 
work. ... 
 
Even now, over 40 developing countries lack sufficient data to track performance against 
MDG1 (eradicate extreme poverty and hunger), and time lags for reporting MDG outcomes 
remain unsatisfactorily high.    ... 
 
We need a transparency revolution so citizens can see exactly where their taxes, aid and 
revenues from extractive industries are spent."  
 
 
High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda  
30 May 2013 
https://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/docs/UN-Report.pdf  
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Florian Krätke @FKratkeECDPM 30 May 2013  

#post2015 #HLP report notes need for #datarevolution - what will come first: Nerds for 
Dev campaign or true evidence-based policymaking? 

0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
................................. 
 
 
 
 
"David Spiegelhalter is a statistician who rejoices in the title of Winton Professor for the 
Public Understanding of Risk at Cambridge University. He is, or was, a proper academic and 
has far too many letters after his name... 
 
The Millennium Development Goals were set up by the United Nations in 2000,  
 
[!]  
 
and the fourth goal was to reduce infant  
 
[!]  
 
mortality by two-thirds between 1990  
 
[!] 
 
and 2015, from 61 per 1,000 live births to 20." 
  
The Norm Chronicles: Stories and numbers about danger 
David Spiegelhalter, Michael Blastland 
Profile Books 
30 May 2013 
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"This debate formed a panel chaired by the Royal Statistical Society’s President John Pullinger, 
which included Bobby Duffy, Managing Director of Ipsos Mori - Social Research Institute, 
Andrew Dilnot CBE, Chair of the UK Statistics Authority and Denise Lievesley, Head of 
School of Social Science and Public Policy at King’s College, London. 

The debate raised issues on how society will deal with and what it can gain from big data; 
whom do we trust, how the media currently portrays statistics and the challenges facing 
statisticians in dealing with such vast quantities of information. John Pullinger opened by 
describing that the event had been “triggered by a sense that in this era of Big Data, statistics 
matters more than ever.  
 
Decisions based on data are being made well or badly and it matters. 
 
It matters that we stand up and resist when they are being made badly."  

https://www.statisticsviews.com/details/feature/4911151/Margins-of-Error-Increase-
understanding-but-also-challenge-the-publics-perceptio.html  
 
 
..... 
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"Welcome to Understanding Uncertainty  
Submitted by david [Spiegelhalter] on Wed, 19/06/2013 - 9:53am  

Welcome to the site that tries to make sense of chance, risk, luck, uncertainty and probability.  
 
...we think that understanding the numbers can help us deal with our own uncertainty and 
allow us to look critically at stories in the media." 
  

https://understandinguncertainty.org/  
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"Perils of Perception: Tackling the divide between public views and 

the evidence  

09 July 2013  

Safra Lecture Theatre, King's College London, Strand Campus WC2R  

Organiser: Royal Statistical Society and Ipsos Mori 

Event Details 

Join us for the second part of our major policy debate on understanding statistics, run by the 
Royal Statistical Society, King's College London and Ipsos MORI. This time we are 
discussing pereception gaps. 

People’s understanding of the state of society is often based on personal experiences and 
views we hear around us rather than more objective evidence. There are many issues where 
public perceptions are out of step with the data – such as levels of crime, proportion of 
Government money spent on overseas aid and benefit levels. 

Why do these perception gaps arise? Do they matter? If so, what can be done to better align 
public understanding with the facts? 

Panel: 

Hetan Shah, Executive Director, The Royal Statistical Society (@HetanShah) (Chair)  
Robert Chote, Chairman, Office for Budget Responsibility (@OBR_UK)  
Mark Easton, Home Editor, BBC (@BBCMarkEaston)  
Jill Rutter, Programme Director, Institute for Government (@jillongovt)  
Professor Ken Young, Programme Director, Public Policy (@KingsCollegeLon)  
Bobby Duffy, Managing Director, Ipsos MORI Social Research 
Institute(@BobbyIpsosMORI)" 
 
https://www.statisticsviews.com/details/event/4899351/Perils-of-Perception-Tackling-the-
divide-between-public-views-and-the-evidence.html  
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"Mark Easton, BBC Home Affairs Editor... 

Easton argued that we have to understand the way the media works. “By definition, the mass 
media is for the mass, it wants to appeal to the biggest audience, to reflect their experience of 
the world and to reinforce their views because challenging people’s prejudices and their 
perceptions dosen’t sell newspapers or magazines, and does not win over your audience on 
television or radio either”.  
 
Most editors will admit that they shape stories and slot them into the preconceptions of their 
audience.” 

 
20 August 2013 
https://www.statisticsviews.com/details/feature/5124481/Perils-of-Perception-reveals-how-
terribly-wrong-the-public-can-be.html  

 

 
 
 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Looking forward to @alexcobham @jomroche and Neil Jackson @DFID_UK speaking at 
#RSS2013 next week on measures of progress in development 

2:37 PM - 29 Aug 2013  
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Alex Cobham @alexcobham  

On way back from fantastic session at #rss2013, on statistics for #post2015hlp. Great 
presentations from fellow panelists, some pics follow 

4:41 PM - 5 Sep 2013  
1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  
Replying to @alexcobham  

Here's Neil Jackson, chief statistician @DFID_UK, discussing the #post2015hlp call for a 
'data revolution' 

 
 
1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

Here's Suman Seth of @ophi_oxford setting out the case for multidimensional poverty 
measures in #post2015hlp #rss2013 
 

 
 
2 replies 2 retweets 0 likes  
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Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

Great slide from Suman @ophi_oxford showing how insufficient is income poverty progress 
for other dimensions #rss2013 

 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
[MB: Some of the indicators are misleading  
 
- "improved water"; "undernourishment" -  
 
but the Royal Statistical Society meeting at least had seen the idea raised.] 
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Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

My presentation addressed various failings of intl dev stats - and need to recognise that being 
#Uncounted or not is fundamentally political 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

Examples including Sudan (stats to analyze the Black Book); BIS withholding data; ongoing 
revision of 1990 MDG baseline data; 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

...successive revisions of MDG poverty target to ensure success (Pogge); norm-setting power 
of MDG gender goal, and of inequality non-goal.. 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

...and of course the dangers of Gini-obsession, and the relative attractions of the #Palma. 
Many thanks to @RoyalStatSoc for the opportunity 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
Alex Cobham @alexcobham 5 Sep 2013  

Shame on me - have neglected to thank chair @RoyalStatSoc panel, @HetanShah - who 
looks to be setting RSS full steam ahead. Thanks! 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 5 Sep 2013  

Chairing measuring child poverty discussion with @MattRTinsley Matt Barnes @NatCen 
Peter Matejic and John Veit-Wilson #RSS2013 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Sep 2013  

Excited to be hosting the first meeting of the new @RoyalStatSoc International 
Development Working Group today #developmentdata 

 
 
 
 
 
"Today's topic [how politicians lie with data] obviously is [audio unclear - "a sort of"?] 
natural part of our day-to-day work ...UK stats are pretty trustworthy...[to lie with statistics] 
be selective about the period" 
 
Hetan Shah 
15 November 2013 
https://soundcloud.com/theodi/odi-fridays-how-politicians  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alex Cobham @alexcobham  

2o minutes on the (political) importance of #statistics - How Politicians Lie with Data 
http://cgd.to/I3MplZ  @HetanShah at @UKODI 

4:16 PM - 15 Nov 2013  
 
0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
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"Full Fact commended with political 
transparency award 

Written by Web News Editor on 28 November 2013.  

 

Fact checking organisation Full Fact has received the Political Transparency award from the Political 

Studies Association (PSA) annual awards, in a ceremony held on November 26. 

The judges commended the not-for-profit organisation for holding 'politicians, civil servants 
and journalists to account if they move beyond legitimate interpretation to downright failure 
to tell the truth.’ 

Full Fact is increasingly recognised for informing debates on the facts and figures behind 
issues ranging from immigration to housebuilding. Its rigorous factchecking has prompted 
corrections from national newspapers, the BBC and high-profile politicians. Since forming in 
2008, it has given evidence at the Leveson Inquiry, the Public Administration Select 
Committee’s inquiry into official statistics and conducted ‘live fact-checking’ during an 
edition of the BBC’s Question Time. 

Full Fact director Will Moy said he was proud of the recognition the organisation had 
received, adding: 'Politics should be more than a choice between blind faith and blind 
cynicism.' 

The Political Studies Association, with its 2,000 members, has promoted the study of politics 
for more than sixty years and publishes the magazine Political Insight. Other notable winners 
of this year's awards were Andrew Neil (Journalist of the Year), David Cameron and Alex 
Salmond (jointly for Democratic Innovation), MP Andrew Tyrie (for Politician - Best use of 
Evidence) and Nigel Farage (Political Impact). Former RSS Beveridge Lecturer Danny 
Dorling picked up the prize for Political Studies Communicator. 

A full list of winners can be found on the PSA website." 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/1079-full-fact-commended-with-political-transparency-
award  
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"Prof David Spiegelhalter, Winton Professor of the Public Understanding of Risk at the 

University of Cambridge, said: 

“It was clear from even a superficial reading that this paper was not fit for publication, and in 
this instance the peer review process did not work properly.  But at least this has now been 
remedied and the journal has recognised that no conclusions can be drawn from this study, so 
I suppose it is better late than never.  Sadly the withdrawal of this paper will not generate the 
publicity garnered by its initial publication.” " 
 
 
Expert reaction to reports of a request for Gilles-Eric Séralini to withdraw his paper on the 
effects of GM maize on rats 
Science Media Centre 
28 November 2013 
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-reports-of-a-request-for-gilles-eric-
seralini-to-withdraw-his-paper-on-the-effects-of-gm-maize-on-rats/ 
 

 

........................ 
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 17 Jan 2014  

Here is a video of the @royalstatsoc debate I chaired on how we should measure child 
poverty @cpag  
 
http://m.youtube.com/watch?v=Bu19HoMPVGc&desktop_uri=%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DBu19H
oMPVGc … 

 
 
 
 
 
Alex Cobham @alexcobham  

"@HetanShah: UN suggests statistical capability as a key development goal:  
 
http://www.scidev.net/global/data/news/un-suggests-statistics-development-goal-1.html …"  
 
makes a lot of sense 

9:32 PM - 21 Jan 2014  
 
 
 
 
 
................................................................. 
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The Guardian: 

 

"Development data: how accurate are the figures?  
 
 
The numbers we use in development, and most of what we think of as facts, are actually 
estimates. It's time for a data revolution  
 
Global development is supported by [Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation] 
 
About this content  

Claire Melamed 

Fri 31 Jan 2014 03.38 EST First published on Fri 31 Jan 2014 03.38 EST  

 

Comments 

4  

 
 
Combining data from different countries can be very difficult, due to the variation in 
household surveys. Photograph: Alamy  
 

You know a lot less than you think you do. Around 1.22 billion people live on less than a 
$1.25 (75p) day? Maybe, maybe not. Malaria deaths fell by 49% in Africa between 2000 and 
2013? Perhaps. Maternal mortality in Africa fell from 740 deaths per 100,000 births in 2000 
to 500 per 100,000 in 2010? Um … we're not sure. 

These numbers, along with most of what we think of as facts in development, are actually 
estimates. We have actual numbers on maternal mortality for just 16% of all births, and on 
malaria for about 15% of all deaths. For six countries in Africa, there is basically no 
information at all. 

In the absence of robust official systems for registering births and deaths, collecting health or 
demographic data, or the many other things that are known by governments about people in 
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richer countries, the household survey is the foundation on which most development data is 
built. Numbers from the surveys are used to estimate almost all the things we think we know 
– from maternal mortality to school attendance to income levels. Household surveys are run 
by governments or by external agencies such as the World Bank, USAid or Unicef. 

But it's a shaky foundation. First, to make the survey representative of the population, you 
need to know a lot about the population to make a good sampling frame. This knowledge 
comes from a population census. But only around 12 of the 49 countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa have held a census in the past 10 years. So there might be large population groups 
missing – especially in countries undergoing rapid change. There are likely to be big urban 
informal settlements, for example, which are not included in the most recent census, and 
therefore don't exist for sampling purposes. They also don't happen very often – 21 African 
countries haven't had a survey in the past seven years. 

And they're not all done in the same way, which makes comparing countries or combining 
data from different countries very difficult – and illustrates how hard it is to know the "real" 
number. There are, for example, seven perfectly acceptable ways of asking questions in 
surveys about how much people eat. A recent experiment by World Bank researchers in 
Tanzania, comparing results from the different methods, found that estimates of how many 
people in the country are hungry varied from just under 20% to nearly 70%, depending on the 
method chosen. 

It's not surprising that estimates can jump about if new data is collected. Estimated HIV rates 
in Cambodia, for example, fell from 1.8 million to 1 million people, once a more reliable 
survey was done. That matters hugely for a government trying to allocate scant resources for 
healthcare to where they will do most good. Governments or other agencies need good data to 
know where to put their money and effort. They also need to know if what they are doing to 
improve people's lives is actually working. 

The world of development has had an odd double-think about data for decades now. On the 
one hand, researchers and others will freely admit to the huge gaps and problems with 
development data (indeed, it's sometimes hard to get people to stop talking about it). But on 
the other hand, these same individuals and institutions have quite big vested interests in 
downplaying the unreliability of data. 

An academic who has just carried out a complex piece of econometrics based on household 
survey data doesn't want to be told the data is so poor that the results are pretty meaningless.  

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/jan/31/data-
development-reliable-figures-numbers   
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 31 Jan 2014  

Development data: how accurate are the figures asks @clairemelamed ?  
 
http://gu.com/p/3ma2y/tw  @odi_development 
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"Keeping political and media facts honest: 
a Q&A with Will Moy 

Written by Oz Flanagan on 17 February 2014. Posted in Features-OLD  

 

It's impressive how quickly Full Fact has gone from its launch in 2010 as a small fact 
checking body to today, where it holds a long record of eliciting major corrections and 
clarifications. No longer can pressure groups, politicians or journalists get away with 
erroneous declarations when outlets such as Full Fact are able to flag up inaccurate claims 
and scrutinise them on a daily basis. 

Building on its success so far, Full Fact has revamped its website, making it more user 
friendly and easier to find fact checked information on specific topics. It is also ramping up 
its ability to quash statistical howlers by live blogging and tracking of major events in real 
time. 

To find out more about where Full Fact has been and what the future holds, we talked to 
director Will Moy about keeping media and political rhetoric accurate. 

  

What kind of examples of statistical spin or fabrication did you see before Full Fact 
came about in the UK? 

One of the arguments made in favour of the previous Health and Social Care Act, which 
merged three regulators, was that there were too many organisations that had the right to 
review hospitals - 69 was the number that emerged. After some digging we found the source 
in the appendix of a report. Included in that number were not only organisations you’d expect 
like the Healthcare Commission, but others with a limited involvement in healthcare, such as 
the Information Commissioner, and some far-fetched candidates, like the National Autistic 
Society which might at some point, be invited to visit a hospital. 

If we’d existed in 2007, we would have fact checked this. Regardless of whether or not it was 
the right decision to integrate health and social care regulation, the debate needn’t have rested 
upon make-believe numbers. Today our biggest frustration is seeing claims made that we 
don’t have the resources or expertise to tackle, which is why we are recruiting a network of 
experts to help us. 

How did media organisations and politicians treat Full Fact when it first started out and 
how long was it before they began to sit up and take notice of your work? 

Initially we were met with bafflement: Ministers’ press officers would tell us, ‘no one else 
has asked that.’ But it was striking how quickly things changed and we saw the ‘they know 
we check’ effect taking hold - in our first year someone at a think tank asked, ‘I suppose a 
back of the envelope calculation wouldn’t be good enough?’ And when we live-fact checked 
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BBC Question Time as its 'Extra Guest', it was striking how many times the panellists 
mentioned that they were being checked. 

We’ve talked to a lot of journalists and editors at different papers who have been constructive 
and taken the trouble to correct inaccuracies - and there’s no neat split between tabloids and 
broadsheets. When we fact checked the polemicist Toby Young, he responded by writing an 
article with the title ‘Putting the record straight’. There are lots of people in the media who 
want to report accurately. That said, not all responses are like that. We gave over 80 pages of 
examples to the Leveson Inquiry including details of more obstructive cases. 

People began responding to our work when we started seeking corrections. After the 2008 
election the US fact checking site FactCheck.org carried out a poll. Even though they were 
doing more aggressive fact checking than ever before, they found that ‘millions of voters 
were bamboozled anyway’, by a series of inaccurate claims from both sides. Instead of being 
discouraged by this, we concluded that we had to get claims corrected at source, before 
they’re spread further and drift into public consciousness. 

How do you decide which newspaper stories or political pronouncements to investigate? 

Each morning and throughout the day we monitor a range of sources for possible claims. 
Potential claims have to meet various practical criteria, such as being susceptible to fact 
checking (for example, we can’t fact check claims that rely on future evidence), the 
availability of primary sources, avoiding trivia and so on. Overall we look for claims that are 
interesting, important, or potentially influential. 

We monitor Hansard, government and party press releases, major speeches, national daily 
papers and significant news and current affairs programmes, and other things depending on 
circumstance. For example, around Budget day we might pay more attention to economic 
publications. We also rely on suggestions from experts and the public, but have to take care 
that we don’t prioritise any particular interest group. 

We focus on five core subject areas which consistently top Ipsos MORI’s Issues Facing 
Britain poll, which we’ve translated into the following topics: the economy, health and social 
care, immigration, crime and justice, and education. We’ve tried to make our website more 
relevant to the things the public cares about by restructuring it around issues, rather than 
politics more generally. 

What is your view of the government's current open data initiative? 

Open data is a great thing of which we have seen too little, too late, and in the case of 
statistics particularly, too poorly done. Because it has been poorly done the take up has been 
limited. But if we blindly apply the broader work of open data to the particular challenge of 
making official statistics open we risk becoming a country that knows the format of 
everything and the meaning of nothing. 

A statistic isn’t a number on its own. It’s the number plus the explanation of where it comes 
from, how it’s generated, how that has changed over time, the caveats, definitions and what it 
can and can’t be compared to. Openness about this entire context is a big part of what makes 
official statistics trustworthy. 
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So I worry that the open data agenda doesn't quite apply to statistics. When we gave evidence 
to the Public Administration Select Committee on open data, we tried to illustrate what it 
would take to adapt Tim Berners-Lee's excellent and valuable five star model for open data to 
statistics - things like making sure metadata, explanations and caveats are included in the 
output. 

Without that kind of concern, you get things like data.gov.uk, that I think hasn't done justice 
to the richness of what we know about the world through official statistics. 

How important are statisticians in your research? Are there some technical topics 
where you have had to refer to a professional statistician in order to get an accurate 
picture? 

We’re lucky to have two capable statisticians on our team: Mike Hughes, who was Director 
of Policy at the Office for National Statistics, and Emily Barnett, who’s on secondment from 
the Ministry of Justice. 

In 1995 Jack Straw made a speech to the RSS, describing the decline of lengthy reporting of 
speeches in the Commons, and the subsequent abandonment of ‘straight reporting of 
Parliament’: 

'One consequence of this is that the allegedly factual report has replaced the speech as a 
key political weapon. Those of us who have spent as long as I have in opposition know 
that a statistically based report on this or that will command far greater attention than 
ever a speech will.' 

With a premium on the nature and availability of official statistics, he argued, statisticians 
have changed from relatively neutral observers to active referees. 

We’ve found over the past few years that in-depth fact checking requires a sound 
understanding of statistics. As well as recruiting Mike and Emily, we often seek out 
statisticians who can help with specific cases of inaccuracy.  When the children's heart 
surgery unit was suspended at Leeds General Infirmary and a huge public outcry ensued, we 
asked a perinatal epidemiologist (an expert in pregnancy and early childhood) to help us 
explain why the mortality statistics being quoted couldn’t yet be taken at face value: the 
numbers were rough estimates, and very sensitive to being misinterpreted when they became 
public. 

This month we will be working on the next phase of our new website, which will reflect our 
merger with Straight Statistics. We'll also be seeking contributions from statisticians. 

How do you see Full Fact evolving and how will you be approaching the run up to the 
2015 general election? 

The debate is going to be faster and noisier in the run up to the election. The main challenge 
for us will be fact checking thoroughly enough and fast enough that our work reaches all the 
people it needs to. 

We’ll only be successful if we find experts that are willing to help us fact check. Our trial 
partnership with BBC Question Time has proved a good example of this: each week we 
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received invaluable comments, challenges and tips from experts and we hope that can 
continue outside that context. 

We aim to give our users the tools and advice they need to fact check claims for themselves. 
That ranges from relatively simple things, such as a better interface to the Treasury’s GDP 
deflator, to tools that we need for our own work as well as to help others, like Finder - a 
searchable guide to major sources of information that are used, or should be used, in public 
debate. 

In our experience there are three things that have most impact on how effectively we can stop 
specific misuses of facts: how early we can spot them, how quickly we can analyse them, and 
how clearly the rebuttal is presented. We’re creating three tools to meet these needs: we’ve 
already launched Finder and are adding to it week by week, and there are two more ambitious 
tools still in the pipeline. 

  

If any statisticians would like to get involved in Full Fact’s work, they can contact Phoebe 
Arnold for more information." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/23-features-old/1220-keeping-political-and-media-facts-
honest-a-q-a-with-will-moy 

 
 
  



115 
 

 
"The difference between relative measures and absolute ones has often been mentioned in 
these pages, together with the confusion in – indeed misleading of – the minds of the public 
that this can cause when one is reported without the other. A standard example is in The 
Norm Chronicles, by Michael Blastland and David Spiegelhalter (2013). You can also find it 
in Spiegelhalter's article in Significance, March 2008. ... 

This issue of Significance is devoted to global poverty and ways of understanding and 
alleviating it." 
 
Royal Statistical Society/American Statistical Association 
19 February 2014 
https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2014.00729.x 
 

 
 
.................................... 
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"Ensuring the veracity of stats at the BBC: 
an interview with Anthony Reuben 

Written by Oz Flanagan on 27 February 2014. Posted in Features-OLD  

 

Recent years have seen an encouraging amount of attention being paid to statistical accuracy in the 

media. This is not only because journalists can find meaty stories in catching a politician or 

organisation out with inaccurate figures. The increased amount of scrutiny in a changing media 

environment also means journalists themselves are under increasing pressure to get their facts and 

figures correct. 

The BBC has recognised this reality by creating the new post - Head of Statistics - with Anthony 

Reuben moving into the position after more than a decade as a Business Reporter at the 

corporation. Anthony visited the RSS shortly after his appointment to discuss how his new role will 

function inside the BBC. 

His path to this new role began when he presented an internal course for BBC journalists 
entitled: ‘Making Sense of Statistics’. As he describes it: ‘I began writing this course a couple 
of years ago with Jonathan Baker (then Head of BBC College of Journalism) and we got to 
the last slide, which was where can you turn for more help? There are plenty of people 
outside the BBC that could help journalists, but not many inside it. We have More or Less 
which is a wonderful programme and we have some departments that are good with stats, but 
there was no one whose job it was to help with statistics specifically.’ 

It was during his time as a business reporter that Anthony won the RSS Award for Excellence 
in Online Journalism in 2011, following his work on the spending review. As nominations 
open for the 2014 awards, how significant was the award for him? ‘It was very important. I 
said when I picked up the award that I wanted to use it to advance the cause of statistical 
robustness and it really did help. Personally, it helped with setting up the ‘Making Sense of 
Statistics’ course and with becoming someone who would be consulted on numbers.’ 

Jonathan Baker later became Head of Newsgathering and with the experience of the course in 
his mind, he pitched for funding to create a Head of Statistics within BBC News. Part of the 
role involves Anthony acting as an internal statistical consultant, so I asked him, at what 
point does he expect journalists to seek him out. ‘I think it’s mainly about alarm bells, if you 
see a figure and it just doesn’t look quite right. You can’t be an expert on everything, most of 
journalism is about knowing what questions to ask and when.’ As an illustration of this he 
cites in ever growing PR industry. ‘The sheer weight of rubbish we get sent to us from PR 
firms, I got something in this morning that made great claims and then you look down the 
bottom and it says “we did interviews with 42 people”.’ 

He admits that, in the past, the skills needed to be sceptical of a statistic’s solidity are an 
overlooked one in journalism. ‘I have noticed that those who are just out of journalism school 
are more number literate. It was quite unusual when I started to have attended journalism 
college, so I would hope that these sorts of things are being taught better at an earlier level 
now.’ 
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This greater attention to numbers has coincided with the rise of data journalism, but it is still 
too early to tell how far this new concept can further the trade. ‘I think as spreadsheets have 
become more powerful, people have been able to correlate almost anything with almost 
anything else. And I think people are being fooled by this because there is more of it out there 
now. Some PR companies have discovered that if they put a great big number somewhere in 
a press release, people will just accept it.’ 

While data analysis is a powerful tool for today’s journalist, Anthony acknowledges that this 
needs to be married to a basic notion of journalistic storytelling. ‘We had a talk a few years 
ago from someone in a big US investigative organisation, and he had managed to get hold of 
this million line spreadsheet. It was unbelievably vast, and impressed everybody when he 
talked about what he had been doing with it. But the stories he had got out of it were frankly 
no great shakes. In a way it seemed that the point of the exercise for him had been to get this 
million line spreadsheet and that it was nice that he could get some stories out of it. So I think 
it’s very important that as we do more data journalism that our work is story led and not 
method led’ 

There has been a growth in the amount of courses available to journalists to improve their 
data and statistics capabilities and Anthony has attended his share of them. ‘I’ve done a fair 
few of them with terrifically talented journalists talking about what methods they have used 
to find particular stories. But the trouble is, personally I find it very difficult to remember the 
methods if I haven’t used it for a particular story myself. So I think the methods that different 
people favour are based on the particular stories they have been working on. Which brings 
me back to the idea of being story led rather than method led.’ 

Aside from his in-house consultant duties, Anthony also aims to do on screen work and 
analysis for the BBC News website. His first couple of weeks in the job provided a timely 
lesson in how statistics and evidence are needed to properly frame an issue. This year’s 
floods grew from a weather event into a political football, almost obscuring the sheer amount 
of rain that has fallen from the story. ‘I think the trouble with this particular flooding is that 
there has been a bizarre amount of politics involved. When you get to the stage that members 
of the government are saying that the mistake they made was listening to the experts too 
much, then you know you’re in a bad place.’ 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/23-features-old/1257-ensuring-the-veracity-of-stats-at-the-bbc-
an-interview-with-anthony-reuben   
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World Bank Data @worldbankdata 10 Apr 2014  

Without good data, world’s poor are hidden from us, says @WorldBank President Jim Kim 
at #datarev #opendata 
 

 
 
 
5 replies 19 retweets 3 likes  
 
 
 
 
 Hetan Shah @HetanShah  
Replying to @worldbankdata  

@worldbankdata @WorldBank Question is how best to invest in #datarevolution. Here is 
our answer @RoyalStatSoc -  
 
http://post2015.org/2014/04/10/data-revolution-why-we-mustnt-blow-it/ … 
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4:30 PM - 10 Apr 2014  
 

 
0 replies 0 retweets 2 likes  
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Data revolution: why we mustn’t blow it 

Written by Hetan Shah on 11 April 2014. Posted in Features  

 
 
...Where can we best place any investment that is made in data? ... 

For a country to develop, it needs quality information about its own society, economy and 
environment. This implies national statistics. As Development Initiatives publication 
‘Investments to End Poverty’ tells us, currently the quality of data about most poor countries 
is weak. There tend to be disconnections between what household surveys and national 
accounts tell us. The data are often not available in time to be of much use, and, in some 
cases, they are not trustworthy. All of these basic issues need addressing. 

Looking beyond the basic measurement issues, there are a great many development 
challenges which require new ways to think about statistics. Can technology be used to 
provide data in a more timely and disaggregated way? How do we develop quality national 
accounts which take environmental assets into account? How can we better measure 
inequality within countries? What techniques allow us to move away from measuring inputs 
to measuring quality of institutions for e.g. health or education? All of these will require 
investment in statistical systems. 

Work by PARIS21 suggests that only 0.16% of ODA was spent on statistics in 2012. In 
comparison to the proportion of project funds usually allocated to monitoring and evaluation 
of aid projects, this is a very low figure and we need to see it increase significantly." 
 
 
Hetan Shah 
11 April 2014 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/1366-data-revolution-why-we-mustn-t-blow-it  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 14 Apr 2014  

Slowdown puts 1bn at risk: @ft analysis of precariousness of those just above poverty line 
#globaldevelopment  
 
http://on.ft.com/1gUyOYl  

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
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"Event report - Conference on poverty statistics 

Written by Hetan Shah on 30 April 2014. Posted in Features  

 
 
On 29 April, the RSS, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) and the UK Statistics 
Authority held a joint conference on poverty statistics. Around 40 key figures from 
government, academia and civil society were invited to attend. The event was co-chaired by 
RSS executive director Hetan Shah, and RSS honorary officer for user engagement, Jon 
McGinty. 
  
The national statistician Jil Matheson introduced the day by noting how topical the issue was 
and asked colleagues to think about the big picture: What data did we have and how did it all 
fit together? What was missing? How could we make it more accessible, especially to the 
non-expert? 

Sharon Witherspoon, director of the Nuffield Foundation, gave an opening presentation based 
on her personal views. She noted that the UK had a robust range of statistics relating to 
poverty and inequality, but that there were a number of challenges. These included that data 
were split between different departments, and that accessing some data was much easier than 
others. She noted that data sharing in government for research purposes was important, and 
the case needed to be made for this by the community, not least as the care.data agenda had 
set back public trust. Capacity within government needed to be improved to handle statistical 
issues and capacity needed to be grown within the research community so that a range of 
social science perspectives were brought to bear on poverty statistics. Finally, poverty 
measures needed to be set in a wider context and it was important the community make the 
public interest case for maintaining key datasets such as the wealth and assets series. 
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Hannah Aldridge from the New Policy Institute (a research organisation) gave a practitioner’s 
perspective. She noted that some things were already very helpful including Nomis, access to 
the full datasets of key surveys, supplementing surveys with administrative data, and impact 
assessments which could provide a forward look. Things which caused problems for 
researchers included breaks in time series, the speed of publication (or lack thereof), the 
difficulty of research smaller groups due to limited sample sizes (e.g. ethnic groups) and the 
lack of data on flows (eg for housing benefit). She put forward some suggestions for changes 
in the near future, including ensuring Council data needing to be reported in some standard 
way to enable comparisons in an era of localisation, retention of time series after the 
introduction of Universal Credit, and if changes were made to the child poverty measures, to 
backdate the new measure and keep publishing the data for the old measure. 

A wide range of other presentations were given throughout the day including by the 
Department for Work and Pensions, the government’s Child Poverty Unit, a session on EU 
statistics, a session on fuel poverty statistics, and one on the English Indices of Deprivation. 
Nick Bailey from the University of Glasgow also spoke about using administrative data to 
complement traditional surveys. Aleks Collingwood from JRF introduced their project to 
make poverty data accessible via data.jrf.org.uk 

There was widespread agreement at the end of the day that some kind of ongoing poverty 
statistics community should be formed. It would enable information and expertise sharing, 
reflection on whether the current statistical infrastructure was able to answer the questions 
that the UK would wish to have answered about poverty in the coming decade, as well as 
providing a space for more technical discussions and learning. Such a community could also 
provide a voice for what needed to happen on poverty statistics to ensure their coherence and 
quality. 

A virtual community is being set up on StatsUserNet which will be open to all to join. The 
RSS, JRF and UK Statistics Authority plan to hold a follow-up event in the autumn. 

Above image (l-r): Sharon Witherspoon of the Nuffield Foundation, National Statistician Jil 
Matheson and Hetan Shah and Jon McGinty of the Royal Statistical Society. 

[Royal Statistical Society categories of articles on website:] 
UK Statistics Authority Poverty statistics Joseph Rowntree Foundation " 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2845-conference-on-poverty-statistics-meeting-report  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 29 Apr 2014  

Great result of @RoyalStatSoc @jrf_uk @UKStatsAuth conference on #poverty stats to set 
up an ongoing community to work & share on this area 
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"RSS publishes revised Code of Conduct 

Written by Web News Editor on 10 June 2014. Posted in News  

The RSS Professional Affairs Committee (PAC) has carried out a revision of the Society's 
Code of Conduct, after recently taking the view that a review was overdue. This review 
included consideration of the codes of other statistical professional bodies and of the codes of 
more than twenty professional associations that are Licensed Bodies of the Science Council. 

The new Code of Conduct is now published on the Society's main website. 

John Pullinger, President of the RSS, has written the following to RSS fellows regarding the 
review: 

"The Royal Statistical Society chose the wheatsheaf as its symbol to show that our role 
is to gather the harvest of data and package it in a way that can be used productively to 
feed better decisions. Now our logo is rather less lyrical in form but the meaning is still 
clear – data, evidence, decisions. Our purpose is all about adding value to data to 
make a positive impact. This role puts us at the heart of decision-making in all walks of 
life and requires us to set and display high standards in our work. 

As professional statisticians we are guided by a Code of Conduct. This is mandatory 
for all CStats and GradStats and recommended to all other fellows of the Society. 

It requires us to act in the public interest. This means operating without fear or favour. 
We cannot be required to produce results that go further than the data supports either 
through bias or imprecision. That characteristic is what makes us valuable to 
employers – if it has been produced by a professional statistician it can be trusted. It is 
also our protection against those who would seek to get us to produce answers to their 
liking unsupported by the numbers. 

The Code requires us to act in the interests of our employers. This is about being 
useful. We are paid to do a job. To add value to the organisation paying the 
cheques.  In the modern data economy the value that the professional statistician can 
offer is immense and it is our duty to find that value. We must get under the skin of the 
places in which we work to see how what we have to offer can make a difference. 

The Code requires us to support the profession. As part of a community, we are 
strengthened by our support for each other. We can draw on both the intellectual 
strength of colleagues who have an expertise complementary to our own and the 
emotional strength of our peers who face the same challenges in living up to a 
challenging vocation. 

The Code also requires us to be competent. We must invest in our skills. We must also 
know our limits and not go beyond what we know. 

Our Professional Affairs Committee, led by Steve Pyke and Trevor Lewis has been 
reviewing the Code of Conduct to ensure it provides the best possible guide for the 
current time. Much of it is timeless but its value lies in how we use it in our 
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professional lives today. After a period of consultation, the new Code was issued on 1 
June." 

John Pullinger 

RSS President" 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3338-rss-publishes-revised-code-of-conduct  
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"Better data for better decisions: the evidence ecosystem 

Written by Jonathan Shepherd on 21 August 2014. Posted in Opinion  

 
 
The evidence movement, long championed by the Royal Statistical Society, is achieving real 
progress. ... 
 
The views expressed in the Opinion section of StatsLife are solely those of the original 
authors and other contributors. These views and opinions do not necessarily represent those 
of The Royal Statistical Society." 
 
https://web.archive.org/web/20150919123907/http://www.statslife.org.uk/opinion/1704-
better-data-for-better-decisions-the-evidence-ecosystem  
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Petr Janský @petr_jansky 3 Sep 2014  

statistici či ekon. pro bono u nás? RT @alexcobham: Launch of (pro bono) 'Statisticians for 
Society':  
 
http://www.statslife.org.uk/news/1735-rss-launches-statisticians-for-society-initiative …  
 
via @HetanShah 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
    
 

 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 4 Sep 2014  

We need to improve the parlous state of development data says @ContactPARIS21 in @FT 
letters - http://on.ft.com/1lJgomN  (HT @evimatters) 

0 replies 2 retweets 2 likes  
 
 
 
 

Evidence Matters @evimatters 4 Sep 2014  

Letter in @FT on the need for more reliable national statistics on global poverty and 
development  
 
http://on.ft.com/1lJgomN  @HetanShah @dfid_uk 
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"Zombie facts and the use of evidence in the 2015 general election 

Written by Jonathan Breckon on 22 September 2014.  

 
...fact-pieces can have a much longer shelf-life that most traditional media articles." 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/1805-zombie-facts-and-the-use-of-evidence-in-the-
2015-general-election  
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"UN calls in data experts to measure post-2015 development goals 

 
Written by Web News Editor on 14 October 2014. Posted in News  
 

United Nations secretary-general Ban Ki-moon...has named an Independent Expert Advisory 
Group on the Data Revolution for Sustainable Development to help shape a future 
development agenda beyond its Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)." 
 
[Liable to mislead by confusing the misleadingly-named "Millennium Development Goals" 
with the overall UN development agenda from multiple conferences, summits and resolutions. 
 
The Society seems to be repeating the standard misinformation -  
 
a) that the "MDGs" and targets were what nations committed to in 2000, and  
 
b) that those easier "MDG" targets were the whole UN development agenda in terms of timed 
targets.]   
 
 
"Eight MDGs were adopted by the UN in 2000"  
 
[False - liable to understate leaders' actual pledges]  
 
in an effort to combat global poverty, with a target date of 2015."  
 
Royal Statistical Society 
UN calls in data experts to measure post-2015 development goals 
14 October 2014 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/1846-un-calls-in-data-experts-to-measure-post-2015-
development-goals 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ben Taylor @mtega 14 Oct 2014  

Don't forget, the HLP also called for a #transparencyrevolution. That would provide fuel 
for the engine of the #datarevolution 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
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"New website enables public to Ask for Evidence 

Written by Web News Editor on 04 November 2014. ... 

 
 
Science education charity Sense About Science has launched a new interactive website  
www.askforevidence.org as part of its campaign to encourage the public to question claims 
made by the media, organisations and politicians. 
 
The Ask for Evidence campaign was launched in September 2011 with the support of 
hundreds of public figures and organisations including the Royal Statistical Society. 

Since then it has accrued hundreds of case study examples of when people have asked for 
evidence, such as when a company recommended drinking green tea in order to prevent 
wrinkles or when an MP compared alcohol and cocaine addiction with addiction to the 
internet. In many cases, simply asking for evidence has prompted those making evidence-free 
claims to retract policies and take products off shelves. 

The new website has gathered together stories like these and aims to highlight those who 
respond positively to requests for evidence, along with those who don’t. The website also has 
a help centre with information to help readers discern what is useful evidence and where 
members of the public can request help directly from an expert. 

Dr Chris Peters of Sense About Science, said: ‘Anyone who wants us to vote for them, 
believe them or buy their products should expect us as voters, consumers, patients and 
citizens to ask for evidence. Even the relatively small number of people asking so far has had 
some significant impacts. Imagine if we all did it?’ 

Sense About Science " 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/1888-new-website-enables-public-to-ask-for-evidence 
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"UN publishes report on using data for sustainable development 

12 November 2014  

 
 
A United Nations’ Independent Expert Advisory Group (IEAG), convened earlier this year 
by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, has now published a report on how a ‘data 
revolution’ in sustainable development might be brought about.  
 
The RSS fed into the process by hosting an expert roundtable with report author Claire 
Melamed. 

Titled ‘A World that Counts: Mobilising The Data Revolution for Sustainable Development’, 
the report notes that there are currently gaps in available data as well as discrepancy between 
who has access to the data that is available.  
 
‘Despite considerable progress in recent years, whole groups of people are not being counted 
and important aspects of people’s lives and environmental conditions are still not measured,’  
it states.  
 
‘For people, this can lead to the denial of basic rights, and for the planet, to continued 
environmental degradation.’ 

To help combat these gaps in data availability and access, the report makes several key 
recommendations.  
 
It proposes developing a road map towards a ‘Global Consensus on Data’ for data providers 
to adopt standards and facilitate open information exchange.  
 
The group also proposes bringing together a global ‘Network of Data Innovation Networks’ 
of experts and organisations in the field to bring together best practice, increase efficiency 
and encourage innovation. 

The IEAG also suggests developing a ‘SDGs data lab’ specifically for the new Sustainable 
Development Goals (which are to succeed the UN’s Millennium Development Goals) which 
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would provide an analysis and visualisation platform with advanced tools to explore the new 
data as it is released. 

These and other initiatives would be co-ordinated by a UN-led ‘Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development Data’ and supported by new funding, which the IEAG hopes will 
be formalised at next year’s International Conference on Financing for Development in Addis 
Ababa, where the new SDGs – and their funding – will be discussed. 

Hetan Shah, executive director of the RSS, said: 'There is a real opportunity to put data at the 
heart of development in the post Millennium Development Goals era.  
 
This report shows the possibilities of a data revolution for development and we hope it has 
the impact it deserves.' 

Meanwhile, the RSS and PARIS21 are hosting an afternoon seminar in London on December 
1 to discuss the emerging findings of another project regarding international development 
goals.  
 
Informing a Data Revolution (aka the IDR Project), financed by the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, will focus on national statistical systems in developing countries to provide the 
data needed to monitor international development goals." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/1902-un-publishes-report-on-using-data-for-sustainable-
development 
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"Through our International Development Working Group we will engage in debates around 
the successors to the Millennium Development Goals, and make the argument that for a ‘data 
revolution’ in development we need greater investment in national statistical offices" 
 
 
[! – It is clearly not just the availability of statistics that is lacking.   
 
Other factors are honesty and/or competence by officials, politicians, academics, and 
professional organisations such as the Royal Statistical Society and its members in reporting 
statistics and commitments based on them. 
 
Unsurprisingly, the Society follows the usual propaganda approach of concentrating on the 
misleadingly-named "Millennium Development Goals" rather than the actual commitments 
in the Millennium Declaration, the actual wider UN agenda or human rights agreements; 
and the "SDGs" rather than some more ambitious existing goals.] 
 
 
The Royal Statistical Society Report and Financial Statements 31 December 2014 
www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/rss-final-full-accounts-2014.pdf   
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"What is the future of official statistics in the Big 
Data era?   

Monday 19 January 2015, 06:00pm - 07:30pm 

...Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol Street... 
 

Digital data are increasingly changing the shape of our world. At the same time, attention is 
also being paid to the woeful state of development data – we know the least about those who 
are most lacking, and people often lack the information and capacities they need to bring 
about change. Unsurprisingly this has led to a focus on how we can harness the potential of 
the new and rapidly evolving digital landscape to meet some of these acute data gaps, and 
more profoundly, to improve policymaking and citizen empowerment. But while some insist 
that Big Data may provide an opportunity to ‘leapfrog’ statistical systems in developing 
countries, others argue that Big Data is largely Big Hype, and that traditional statistical 
concerns and methods limit its applications for official statistics. And new concerns 
altogether are emerging including around privacy and ownership of personal data. 

This public panel discussion is organised by the Overseas Development Institute, Data-Pop 
Alliance and the Royal Statistical Society. It brings together leading experts who will explore 
the potential of Big Data to transform national statistical systems as well as concerns about 
the reliability and representativeness of these data, and over ethics, privacy, and the blurring 
of lines between formal and informal data sources. 

• Chair: Denise Lievesley (Dean of Faculty, King's College) 
• Kenneth Cukier (Data Editor at The Economist) 
• Haishan Fu (Director of Development Data Group at the World Bank) 
• Alex ‘Sandy’ Pentland (Professor at MIT and Academic Director of Data-Pop Alliance) 
• Nuria Oliver (Scientific Director at Telefonica) 
• John Pullinger (UK National Statistician) 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/330/-/what-is-the-future-of-official-statistics-
in-the-big-data-era  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 19 Jan 2015  

Fully packed @RoyalStatSoc for #bigdatadebate @odi_development @datapopalliance 

 
0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 19 Jan 2015  

Our panel gets ready for #bigdatadebate @RoyalStatSoc @odi_development 
@datapopalliance 
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0 replies 7 retweets 3 likes  
 

 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 26 Jan 2015  

Poverty and deprivation: stats for action - what info do we need? RSS meeting w/ 
@resfoundation and @jrf_uk, 10 Feb  
 
http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/events/eventdescription/?CalendarEventKey=991aee06-692a-
4404-8de4-affe40b5b70b&EventTypeKey=&Home=/events/calendar/ … 
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"Poverty and deprivation: Statistics for Action  

 

  

SUF event/User Group meeting 

 
Tuesday 10 February 2015, 09:30am - 04:00pm 

  

 
Location Royal Statistical Society 

 

 

 

This Statistics User Forum conference is being sponsored by the Royal Statistical Society, 
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Resolution Foundation. The conference will 
provide the opportunity to consider the information that is needed to understand and tackle 
poverty related issues in the UK, identify the current gaps in statistics about poverty related 
issues, and consider the statistics that should be prioritised accordingly. 

A wide range of organisations and perspectives will be represented, and the event has an 
excellent line up of speakers throughout the day, so it promises to be an insightful and 
engaging event. 

Agenda 

Timing: 9:30am to 4pm 

Location: Lecture Theatre and Council Chamber, Royal Statistical Society 

Conference chair: Hetan Shah  

  

9:30am - Tea/coffee & registration 

9:50am - Welcome from the chair 

  

10-11am: Session 1 (Lecture Theatre) 
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How are we doing on statistics about poverty and why is it important to ensure the right 
statistics are available about poverty related issues? 

Chair: Hetan Shah 

4 speakers, forming panel for Q&A to follow 

Speakers: 

Chris Goulden, Head of Poverty at JRF [slides] 

Matthew Whittaker, Chief Economist at Resolution Foundation [slides] 

Jil Matheson, former National Statistician & Head of the Government Statistical Service 

Mark Easton,  BBC Home Editor 

  

11am – Keynote session: Use of data and research in the political system 

Chair: Hetan Shah 

Sharon Witherspoon, Director of the Nuffield Foundation  

  

12:05-13:15: Session 2  

Places: What are the local/devolved administration/UK needs? - Council Chamber 

Chair: Matthew Whittaker 

Speakers 

Baljit Gill (DCLG multiple deprivation indices lead statistician) [slides] 

Nick Bailey (Urban Studies, Glasgow University) 

Juliet Whitworth (Local Government Association) [slides] 

Kate Sturdy (Head of Policy, Child Poverty Unit) [slides] 

  

People: What information is needed about different groups in society? - Lecture Theatre 

Chair: Aleks Collingwood 
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Speakers: 

A range of organisations to cover their different statistical/information needs 

Moussa Haddad (Senior Policy & Research Officer, Child Poverty Action Group) [slides] 

Sally West (Strategy Advisor, Age UK) 

Tom MacInnes (Research Director, NPI) [slides] 

David McAuley (Chief Executive, Trussell Trust) [slides] 

  

2:00-3:15 Session 3 - Lecture Theatre 

How can the gaps in information or the issues with the statistics currently available be 
addressed? What priority areas have been identified and what needs to be done to ensure 
those priorities are given sufficient attention? 

Chair: Hetan Shah 

Presentations from: 

Glenn Everett, ONS, on the redevelopment of EU-SILC and the new small area 
income/poverty stats [slides] 

Joanna Littlechild, DWP on statistics about household income and resources [slides] 

Ed Humpherson, Head of Regulation, UK Statistics Authority, on its recommendations for 
the development and improvement of Income & Earnings statistics [slides] 

  

3:15-3:45: Keynote speaker with Q&A to follow 

Jonathan Bradshaw, Professor of Social Policy at the University of York [slides] 

  

Share information about the event, before and after, using StatsUserNet, in the Poverty and 
Inequality and Statistics User Forum communities, as well as on Twitter – using 
#povertystats and referring to @StatsUserNet. Thanks! 

 
Contact events@rss.org.uk 

... 
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Organising Group(s) Royal Statistical Society Joseph Rowntree Foundation Resolution 
Foundation" 

  

 https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/349/-/poverty-and-deprivation-statistics-for-
action  

  

  
 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 10 Feb 2015  

"New EU proposals threaten UK poverty research" joint warning from RSS @resfoundation 
& @jrf_uk at #povertystats conf  
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/press-releases/eu-proposals-threaten-uk-poverty-
research-10-02-15.pdf … 

 
 

 
 

 

  



142 
 

"Event report - Poverty and deprivation: statistics for action 

Written by Oz Flanagan on 16 February 2015.  

 
 
 
The RSS recently hosted the annual Statistics User Conference - looking at the collection, 
analysis and wider use of poverty statistics in the UK.  
 
This unique collection of academics, charities and statisticians gave an insight into the 
strengths of the long standing poverty and deprivation data in the UK, but also its limitations 
and its future challenges. The event was jointly sponsored by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation and the Resolution Foundation. 

The first morning session took a broad look at the current state of poverty related statistics. 
 
Hetan Shah, executive director of the RSS, introduced the speakers and pointed out the 
Society’s history in the area including the work of past presidents Charles Booth and William 
Beveridge. 

Chris Goulden from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation spoke first and introduced the perennial 
problem of defining poverty, but offered the definition of ‘resources not sufficient for 
minimum needs.’ In a modern sense this can range from the basics of enough food through to 
social participation. 

 Income poverty rates - 1961 to 2012/13 

He then took the audience through the various measures that track poverty followed by a 
graph that would be used frequently during the day - income poverty rates from 1961 to 
2012/13 (see right). He made the point that a comprehensive strategy is needed that makes 
use of all these measures, a single index can narrow policy too much, tax credits being an 
example of this. 

Matt Whitaker from the Resolution Foundation then drilled down into the different 
demographics within the graph to demonstrate the complexities of modern poverty. He 
showed how the fortunes of people in different family situations can now vary. Recent 
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attention has been paid to working parents, but non-parents now lag behind. But the data also 
shows fathers are doing worse than single men. 

For this reason, he said a balanced economic recovery had to address low wages and the 
evidence from policy changes had to be measured to assess their success or failure. 

Former national statistician, Jil Matheson, was next to speak and she raised the UN’s 
ambitious new Sustainable Development goals that propose to ‘end poverty in all its forms, 
everywhere.’ These would be different from the UN’s previous Millennium goals because 
they would set targets for first world nations too. 

She also made the point of how the upcoming election would focus a lot of attention on the 
macroeconomic situation. But these issues were very different from household living 
standards and warned against ignoring these microeconomic problems. To improve poverty 
statistics, Jil said the government needed to maintain and develop the resources we have. The 
timeliness of statistics had to also improve along with the storytelling of the published data. 

The BBC’s home editor, Mark Easton, continued with Jil’s storytelling point. He returned to 
Chris Goulden’s question of how we define poverty, deprivation, exclusion and inequality.  
 
In his view, the statisticians need to be clear about what they are measuring in society. He 
moved on to describe how the political idea of separating the deserving from the undeserving 
poor came about, from the Poor Laws to the modern talk of ‘strivers’ and ‘shirkers’. For this 
reason, statisticians need to be more aware of the social issues being blamed on poverty such 
as family breakdown and debt, which may in fact be symptoms of the problem. 

Sharon Witherspoon, director of the Nuffield Foundation, then spoke about the importance of 
social researchers analysing and tracking the evolution of poverty. She said policy on poverty 
had to be evidence based and highlighting projects that Nuffield had funded in this area such 
as ‘Social Policy in a Cold Climate’, which looked at the effects of the major economic and 
political changes in the UK since 2007. 

To make research like this possible, Sharon appealed to the social research community to 
make the case for data sharing in government. The privacy concerns around this had to be 
addressed by those looking to use the data by communicating the benefits of data sharing and 
the safeguards in place to protect it. Staying with this challenge, she also highlighted the 
threat of the new EU data protection legislation. The stipulation that specific consent is 
needed for personal data to be analysed, could shut down huge swathes of research in not just 
social but also medical science. 

After a break, the day then broke up into two separate sessions, one focussing on statistics on 
people, and the other looking at local level poverty statistics. Organisations and charities who 
use these statistics to inform policy or how they allocate resources praised the data made 
available by government. However, there were some recurring complaints. The timeliness of 
statistical releases, the small area quality of data, plus the accessibility of breakdowns and 
other data all came under scrutiny. 

David McAuley of the Trussell Trust highlighted the potential for data held by the third 
sector. He drew attention to the amount of press coverage that the Trussell Trust’s data on 
food banks gets. He argued that this was not because of a concerted PR initiative (since the 
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charity only has one PR worker), but instead down to the quality and up-to-date nature of 
their data base. 

The next session of the day gave official statisticians the chance to talk the audience through 
the intricacies of official releases. Joanna Littlechild explained Department of Work and 
Pensions statistics on household income and resources and Glenn Everett from ONS talked 
through the redevelopment of EU-SILC and the new small area income and poverty statistics. 

Ed Humpherson of the UK Statistics Authority then discussed how they assess official 
statistics and introduced a new report on the coherence and accessibility of official statistics 
in this area. The speakers emphasised the point that timeliness may be an issue for users, but 
for statistics to reach a high quality takes time. Also, the idea of releasing single measures of 
poverty and depravation had worthy reasoning, but single numbers could mask different and 
complex effects taking place. 

Jonathan Bradshaw, professor of social policy at the University of York, wrapped up the day 
with an overview of current state of poverty and depravation statistics. He reminded the 
audience of how far statistics and research in this area had come since the 1950s. The UK has 
some of the finest data sources, lengthy time series and small area data available to track this 
issue in the world. 

However, Jonathan reiterated some of the earlier voiced shortcomings and lamented the 
failure of statistics to bite in government policy. He argued the costs of poverty were huge to 
the nation, but that this was not well evidenced. He said the risk going forward is that poverty 
would be moved to the margins of debate or into wider discussions of well-being." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2088-report-from-the-poverty-and-deprivation-statistics-
for-action-conference   

 
 
................................................ 
 
 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 23 Feb 2015  

Time to end #PreReleaseAccess. 71% of public think official statistics should be made 
available to all at same time  
 
http://www.natcen.ac.uk/our-research/research/public-confidence-in-official-statistics/ … 

0 replies 3 retweets 1 like  

 

 

[As part of the "pre-release" of "Statistics of the Year" in 2017 and 2018, the Society released 
what it presented as official World Bank statistics - but in fact went beyond what the 
researchers claimed - to some media organisations before the public] 
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Tom Smith @_datasmith 27 Feb 2015  

Annual @RoyalStatSoc conference - sessions on official and public stats, poverty measures, 
public policy 
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Events/RSS_Conference/2015_Conference/Programme_and_spea
kers/RSS/Events/Conference/Programme_and_speakers.aspx … 

 
 
 
................................................ 
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For Royal Statistical Society 2015 conference: 
 
 
Forum 
Sections 
International Development 
International Development open forum 
Conference 2015 Session 

Conference 2015 Session            4 years 4 months ago #135  

• Phil Crook  

... 

• Administrator 
 

Here are some possibilities for the Conference. Comments, criticism 
and suggestions please. 
 
Title: Statistics and Development – from Millennium Development 
Goals to Sustainable Development Goals 
 
Timing: 80 or 100 minutes at 2015 Conference 
 
What possible things could we be trying to do? 
 
• Enlarge the interest group 
• Seek mentors for developing country statisticians 
• Build bridges between official and academic statisticians 
• Look for and discuss areas where academia can help official 
statistics especially in developing countries 
• Draw attention to the SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) 
• Review the impact of MDGs on National Statistical Offices 
• Link to IDWG event on indicators 
• Draw attention to National Statistical Development Strategies 
• Draw attention to PARIS21 and its role and initiatives 
• Examine what statistical development and development statistics 
mean 
• Raise profile of IDWG and StatsLife forum 
• Raise profile of RSS in development arena 
• Move forward the SDG agenda 
• Anticipate the UN meeting shortly afterwards 
• Use as opportunity to get overseas fellows involved 
• Define issues 
• Discuss issues 
• Solve problems  

 

 
....................................................................  
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"Social scientists have a real opportunity to influence what politicians 

say 

Written by Jonathan Breckon on 12 March 2015 

 
You may be despairing of some of the current evidence free promises made by government 
and the opposition. But last week an Alliance for Useful Evidence policy seminar discussed 
the ways for academic social scientists to rebut dodgy statements in the lead up to May. 
 
...The Royal Statistical Society has a data manifesto for those next in power. They are 
campaigning around the issue of pre-release access, whereby some Ministers and officials 
can see statistics before everyone else. New research from NatCen shows the majority of the 
public think that everyone should see that stats at the same time. 

But how much can social science evidence really help in the highly contested realms of social 
policy? Will systemic reforms to welfare policy have research to back them up? Will 
tinkering with how schools are organised do any good for children? There are no easy 
answers, and sometimes the best we can do is provide caveats and warnings of complexity. A 
message of ‘voters beware’." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2130-social-scientists-have-a-real-opportunity-to-
influence-what-politicians-say   
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"Civil Service  
 
 

 

Better data, better lives: chairing the UN Statistical Commission 
 
Posted by: John Pullinger, Posted on: 12 March 2015  
 

John Pullinger (right) chairing the UN 
Statistical Commission  

... 

I arrived in New York on a bitterly cold weekend in early March to be briefed by the 
executive team at the United Nations on the role of chairing the 46th session of the UN 
Statistical Commission. 

The commission consists of 24 countries elected on a regional basis. It exists as the highest 
global standards setting and methodological body for measurement of economic, social and 
environmental matters. This year, as well as commission members, it was expected to attract 
representatives from large numbers of countries, international agencies and non-
governmental organisations, given the political significance of several items on the agenda. 

...After a brief acceptance speech from me, and a stirring call to action from the UN Deputy 
Secretary-General, we got down to work. Our first item was the one that had brought so many 
people to a snowbound New York: how to chart progress across the world on sustainable 
development for all peoples. This is a big political priority for the UK but also for other 
countries in every region of the world, not all of which have the same views. 
 
... Fifty-two contributions later we were able to sum up the debate with quite a clear 
conclusion that will next go to the UN General Assembly. 

I felt like it should be the end of the day, but this was just the first part of the first item. We 
carried on with a discussion on how to mobilise the power of the data revolution to transform 
our ability to help governments and citizens alike make better decisions.  
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... So, on we went, through common measurement of crime (we are not the only country that 
has issues with consistent recording of crimes by the police), how to measure refugees and 
internally displaced people (again some massive challenges in some countries), standards for 
measuring the economy and trade in a globalised world, accounting for environmental 
change, prices, agriculture and health, among others. 
 
... I think that everyone went away at the end feeling their voice had been heard and that we 
had done a good job. The detailed report, agreed line by line before the final session 
concluded, set out practical steps to improve the way in which we harness data to improve 
our understanding of the world and help make better decisions in keeping with the theme for 
the meeting: better data - better lives 
 
... Maybe the next big idea for Civil Service training should be comedy - after all, in our 
personal development we should always play to our strengths. 

https://civilservice.blog.gov.uk/2015/03/12/better-data-better-lives-chairing-the-un-statistical-
commission/   
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"John Pullinger chairs 2015 UN Statistical Commission session 

Written by Web News Editor on 18 March 2015. Posted in News  

 
Former RSS president and current UK national statistician John Pullinger chaired the 46th 
session of the UN Statistical Commission in New York earlier this month. 

John Pullinger was nominated by commission members to chair the meeting, which consisted 
of more than 500 delegates representing 24 countries.  

The UN Statistical Commission is the global centre for statistical information; the ‘apex 
entity of the global statistical system’. It sets the standards and methodology for measuring 
economic, social and environmental matters and every year it brings together the chief 
statisticians from member states from around the world to meet and discuss these issues over 
four days. One of its key functions in recent years has been overseeing the Millennium 
Development Goal Indicators, which were committed to by 189 nations in 2000 and ran until 
2015. 
 
[!] 

The session this year comprised six meetings, plus a high level forum on official statistics and 
the data revolution. Key themes at this particular session, titled ‘Better data, better lives’, 
included recommendations for a new post-2015 development agenda; how to utilise big data 
to help official statistics across the world; how to improve censuses; international standards 
for measuring the economy and trade in a globalised world; and accounting for 
environmental change. 

John blogged about his experience chairing the session on the Civil Service Leaders website; 
he recalls the most challenging issue of all was regarding statistics on governance, peace and 
security. In some countries, John said, people were ‘glued to their TV screens to hear our 
deliberations’. 

The whole of the 46th session of the UN Statistical Commission is available to watch on UN 
Web TV." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2145-john-pullinger-chairs-2015-un-statistical-
commission-session%C2%A0%E2%80%A6   
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"Big decisions in the Big Apple: my address to the United Nations 

 
Written by John Pullinger on 27 April 2015. Posted in Features  

I presented a report of the United Nations Statistical Commission on how we planned to 
tackle the task of developing the indicators.  
 
I felt I was getting across a true picture of the world of statistics - what we could offer and 
what it would take for us to succeed.  
 
I had decided to be straightforward and candid about the resolve of statisticians to step up and 
play their part whilst also recognising the seriousness of the difficulties and the need for 
support." 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2218-big-decisions-in-the-big-apple-my-address-to-the-
united-nations   
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" "I was attracted to an organisation that cares about data and 

evidence": An interview with RSS Executive Director Hetan Shah 
 
28 Apr 2015 
 
Hetan Shah has held the position of Executive Director of the Royal Statistical Society since 
October 2011. He is responsible for the overall strategy and management of the Society. With 
an educational background in economics and politics, his previous role was Chief Executive 
of the national charity Think Global. His interests include evidence based policymaking, Big 
Data, international development and sustainability. 
 
...In terms of what the RSS can do, we have decided that fact checking is not the right space 
for us given that there are already organisations working on this. What we are trying to do is 
build good practice; in particular our award for the good use of statistics in journalism has 
been a very positive way of building pride amongst the journalists’ profession in terms of 
doing a good job as opposed to just rapping people on the knuckles for doing a bad job. Last 
year we had a hundred applications so it has become quite a prestigious award. ... 

Our Series B journal focuses on the deep methodological side... 

...the research that we did for ‘Perils of Perception’ really cut through to the public and 
created a debate about statistics, perceptions and misperceptions that perhaps the RSS had not 
been able to achieve before; the other is probably the Data Manifesto that we created. It was 
good to be able to pull everything together that the RSS believes into one place and give 
voice to that we can now quickly and clearly assert our position on different issues." 

https://www.statisticsviews.com/details/feature/7888811/I-was-attracted-to-an-organisation-
that-cares-about-data-and-evidence-An-intervi.html 

 

 
 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 28 Apr 2015  

G20 Data Gaps Initiative: our report from a roundtable event gauging how financial and 
economic stats have improved  
 
http://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2220-event-report-roundtable-discussion-of-the-g20-
data-gaps-initiative … 
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"Event report – Measuring international development at the Hay 

Festival 

3 June 2015  

 
 
 
Setting – and measuring – the United Nation’s new Sustainable Development Goals was the 
subject of discussion at a Hay Festival event organised by the Royal Statistical Society. 

The panel discussion, titled ‘Measuring the world we want’, featured an informed line-up of 
experts in international development and statistics at global level. Claire Melamed, director 
of growth, poverty and inequality at the Overseas Development Institute and Mark Goldring, 
CEO of Oxfam, were joined by former RSS president Denise Lievesley, a former director of 
statistics at UNESCO and who served as United Nations special adviser on statistics. 

RSS executive director Hetan Shah, who chaired the panel discussion, opened the session by 
explaining that the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which were agreed in 
2000  
 
[!] 
 
and due to expire at the end of this year. They [!] will be replaced with 17 proposed 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), due to be ratified at a UN summit in September. 

The new SDGs cover climate change as well as poverty and inequality and, as Hetan Shah 
explained, throw up all kinds of questions relating to statistics, including ‘how do we know 
we are achieving these goals?’ and ‘can we trust the numbers that we have?’ " 

Royal Statistical Society 
3 June 2015 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2286-measuring-international-development-rss-hay-
festival-event-report   
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Morten Jerven in Significance magazine  
 
(published for the Royal Statistical Society and American Statistical Association): 
 
 
"I have not seen much scholarly evidence proving the thesis that politicians make bad 
decisions because they do not have enough data. Nor has anyone walked me through the 
political economy models that predicts how better data automatically makes for better 
decisions. What has been convincingly shown in scholarly work is that political priorities 
mirror statistical priorities, and that the activities of states leave a fingerprint in the statistical 
record. 

In research on the use of global indices, there is some evidence of the ‘Hawthorne effect’ – 
namely that actors change their behaviour to meet external expectations when they are being 
observed. However, there is equally convincing evidence that global monitoring results in 
bad statistics because producers of administrative statistics are incentivized to misreport so 
they appear to reach targets. 

In short, the predominant causality runs from policy to statistics. Of course ‘numbers’ can be 
used for mobilization. Making up with numbers on how big illicit finance or global slavery 
may be considered good practice in some advocacy circles. But the SDGs are fundamentally 
about reforming aspects of the official record to facilitate monitoring between donors and 
governments. Data for advocacy is a different animal, indeed sometimes several species 
removed from statistics for government policy. 

The wielders of 'big data' can certainly harness great powers. But when it comes to 'big data' 
and development, the rewards have been meagre so far. There are clear benefits for 
researchers, but the link to statistics and policy is weak. So far bigger has not been better in 
development. Take the example of using light emissions data from satellites to capture 
economic growth not recorded by official sources. It may be a useful adjustment for scholars, 
but I doubt that a central bank will link interest rates to light emissions in space, or that the 
international financial institutions will rank countries from ‘lightest’ to ‘darkest’ anytime 
soon. 
 

Demand ≠ supply and cost ≠ investment 

More data is only better data if they contain meaningful information and there are no 
opportunity costs to its supply. But most data do have a cost. In particular, survey data are 
expensive to collect, disseminate and analyse. How expensive? The millennium development 
goals (MDG) had eight goals, 48 targets and calculates the cost of supplying all those data on 
an annual basis for all measured countries. 

In the 1990-2015 MDG database there were more gaps than observations. The previous 
agenda suffered from a mismatch between ambition in monitoring and ability in 
measurement. I have suggested that the previous MDG agenda could have cost something in 
the vicinity of $27 billion – just in marginal survey cost. This does not take into account the 
needs for statistical capacity building or the cost of providing administrative data. The post-
2015 MDG might be end up being much more expensive. 
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The potential benefits of more data and better data should be weighed up against the very real 
cost of providing statistics. This is not only a question of sheer financial cost. There are 
important opportunity costs. If the resourcess of national statistical offices are pulled from 
regular reporting towards filling gaps in the global monitoring database, increasing the funds 
available for specific measurement projects may actually have unintended negative 
consequences for the capacity to formulate and monitor independent policy. To believe that 
higher demand will be automatically met by high quality supply is naïve.  ... 
 
While more and more open data and better official statistics is a good thing, arguably the 
biggest challenge is to be sensitized to fact that there are limits to knowledge through 
counting." 
 
 
Morten Jerven 
12 June 2015 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2293-the-un-s-sdg-s-between-rhetoric-and-practical-
action  

 

 

 

"Millennium Development Goal Indicators, which were committed to by 189 nations in 2000 
[!] and ran until 2015." 

John Pullinger chairs 2015 UN Statistical Commission session 
StatsLife 
Royal Statistical Society 
18 August 2015 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2145-john-pullinger-chairs-2015-un-statistical-
commission-session    

 

 

.......................................... 
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MDG Scandal @MDGScandal  

Queen Elizabeth's Royal Statistical Society wrongly claims the easier MDG targets were set 
in 2000:  
 
http://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2286-measuring-international-development-rss-hay-
festival-event-report … #childmortality 

10:27 AM - 28 Aug 2015  
 
 
 
 
 
MDG Scandal @MDGScandal  

RSS again claim MDG indicators (1990 baseline) are what Millennium Summit committed to 
(in fact 2000 baseline) :  
 
http://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2145-john-pullinger-chairs-2015-un-statistical-commission-
session … 

10:36 AM - 28 Aug 2015  
 
 
 
 
 
MDG Scandal @MDGScandal  

Royal Statistical Society :"MDGs adopted in 2000" [!]  
 
In fact leaders [Later note: UN members; some leaders, at the UN Special Event] reaffirmed 
2000-baseline Declaration in 2013.  

http://www.statslife.org.uk/news/1846-un-calls-in-data-experts-to-measure-post-2015-
development-goals … 

11:07 AM - 28 Aug 2015  
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MDG Scandal @MDGScandal  

.@RoyalStatSoc @HetanShah  
 
Please correct.  
 
@Publici @d_spiegel @ProPublica #Africacheckit @factcheckdotorg 

MDG Scandal added, 

MDG Scandal @MDGScandal  
RSS again claim MDG indicators (1990 baseline) are what Millennium Summit committed to 
(in fact 2000 baseline) : http://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2145-john-pullinger-chairs-2015-
un-statistical-commission-session … 
 
8:36 AM - 31 Aug 2015  
 
 
 
[No reply from Royal Statistical Society or its director] 
 
 
............ 
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Programme  Titles  Presenters  Topics   

3.2 Invited - Sustainable Development Goals – a challenge for statisticians in UK 
and worldwide 

Tuesday 8 September, 2.10pm - 3.30pm 
Room 1,2,3 

Organised by the RSS International Development Working Group 
 
Shortly after Conference a UN summit will adopt the post-2015 development agenda, 
including the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which will succeed the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). Under the aegis of the RSS International Development 
Working Group, this session will examine how the SDGs might affect and influence 
statisticians around the world.  

Kenny Bambrick (DFID) will speak on the Sustainable Development Goals - what they 
are (including links back the MDGs), how they have come about, what the challenges are 
going to be in reporting on them, what the next steps are likely to be. 

Geoffrey Greenwell (OECD PARIS21) will speak on “SDGs: Global Gain or Local 
Loss”. In the spirit of “leaving no one behind” how likely is it that the SDGs will be 
reported by countries in systematic ways with adequate comparability and be owned and 
integrated by countries (particularly countries with weak statistical systems)? What are 
the risks of the reporting burden on countries with weak statistical systems? What might 
be expected of the SDGs when compared with the MDGs?  

Fiona Underwood (independent consultant) will speak on the strong evidence base which 
is needed to inform international development policy and practice to help meet the SDGs. 
She will describe some of the data-related challenges faced by those working in different 
parts of the international development sector to provide this evidence. In particular she 
will focus on areas where new and innovative statistical methods are needed to address 
some of the really difficult problems in development. 

  



159 
 

 
 
https://rss.conference-
services.net/programme.asp?conferenceID=4494&action=prog_list&session=32916  
 
 
 
............................. 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 8 Sep 2015  

Now discussing statistical challenges of the sustainable development goals at #RSS2015 with 
@DFID_UK @ContactPARIS21 @FionaMUnderwood #SDGs 

0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
StatsUserNet @StatsUserNet 9 Sep 2015  

Need to better understand drivers of poverty & use admin data to gauge longitudinal factors - 
@MattWhittakerRF at #RSS2015 @RoyalStatSoc 

 
 
 
 
 
StatsUserNet @StatsUserNet 9 Sep 2015  

Process for determining the poverty measures needed should be democratic - open debate 
important - Moussa @CPAGUK at #RSS2015 @RoyalStatSoc 

0 replies 1 retweet 1 like  
 
 
 

Kenny Bambrick (Senior statistician and team leader of DFID’s Data for Development 
(D4D) team) 

Geoffrey Greenwell (Technical Program Coordinator at PARIS21)   

Fiona Underwood (Independent statistical consultant & trainer) 

 
Chair: Jenny Church 

 



160 
 

 
 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

We @RoyalStatSoc welcome the Global Data Partnership for Sustainable Development & 
look fwd to working with you #datarevolution @Data4SDGs 

8:29 PM - 28 Sep 2015  

 

3 replies 6 retweets 5 likes  

   

 

 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 28 Sep 2015  

Replying to @HetanShah  

Congratulations to key partners who are involved @DFID_UK @clairemelamed @ODIdev 
@devinitorg @ODIHQ @ONECampaign #datarevolution @Data4SDGs 

0 replies 1 retweet 4 likes    

   

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 28 Sep 2015  

Replying to @HetanShah  

Congratulations to key partners involved @ContactPARIS21 @datapopalliance 
@DataKind @IntStat @UNGlobalPulse #datarevolution @Data4SDGs 

0 replies 2 retweets 2 likes  

   

  DataKind @DataKind 28 Sep 2015  

Replying to @HetanShah  

@HetanShah @RoyalStatSoc @Data4SDGs likewise! 
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0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 
 
........................................................ 
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Reflections on using statistics to better understand our world: an 

interview with Jil Matheson 

Written by Oz Flanagan on 30 September 2015. Posted in Features  

 
 
Jil Matheson has spent over 30 years in official statistics, beginning as a graduate trainee in 
the then Office for Population Census and Surveys (which merged with the Central Statistical 
Office to become ONS), and ending with her five year tenure as national statistician. Since 
retiring, she has remained engaged with how statistics reach us every day. One of the new 
challenges she recently took on is to chair an independent panel to examine how the BBC 
treats statistics on behalf of the BBC Trust. 

The BBC Trust regularly runs these impartiality reviews for the national broadcaster. Science 
received attention in 2011, but this is the first time that statistics has received a full review. Jil 
says, ‘what we will be looking at is the output of BBC News, its use and reporting of 
statistics and whether the BBC gives its audience a broad and balanced view of the issue it’s 
reporting on.’ 

Also sitting on the panel will be Paul Johnson, director of the Institute for Fiscal Studies and 
former editor of The Times, Peter Stothard. The next president of the RSS, David 
Spiegelhalter, will also be involved as an advisor. 

The review won’t be published until summer next year, but we wanted to hear Jil’s thoughts 
on the current state of statistical reporting across the wider media landscape. ‘The use of 
numbers across the media has increased a great deal, and that’s not surprising given the 
amount of data that's now produced. My perspective is that, some of it is done well, some of 
it not, but the importance of getting this right needs to be understood throughout the media. 
They have a responsibility to help their readers understand the data and statistics that are all 
around us,’ she says. 

To that end, Jil is an advocate of training journalists to be able to interpret and communicate 
statistics. In her view it’s important for journalists to know ‘what questions they should be 
asking when confronted with a set of statistics. When they aren’t specialists themselves, how 
do they interpret the numbers and how do they view them with a certain degree of scepticism. 
Finally, who do they go to for advice and help?’ she asks. ‘In many ways the media has a 
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tough task of interpreting what gets produced for a broad audience, so there is a responsibility 
on producers to help them do that.’ 
 

The statistician using their voice 

In Jil’s mind, creating a relationship between statisticians and journalists is essential for this 
to improve. ‘I think it’s really important for journalists to speak directly with statisticians and 
develop that long term relationship. It’s not just about being able to query a particular release 
- it’s about really understanding where the statistics come from and what their long term 
trend is. So when the next release comes out, the journalist is applying some background 
knowledge to their reporting of it.’ 

The ONS has been increasingly active in providing its own commentary on new statistical 
releases, whether it’s baby names or cancer survival rates. She says that this is a natural 
progression because ‘the statisticians are the ones who are closest to the data and should be 
the first to give an overview of that data. They can’t cover it all, and shouldn’t attempt to 
cover it all, but having those initial high level findings analysed and explained directly by the 
statistician is a fundamental part of their role. Because who better to explain the data and 
explain it impartially?’ 

If statisticians are to truly be the first to introduce new statistics, it will require the end of pre-
release access. The RSS has long being seeking to end the practice whereby government 
ministers obtain new official statistics before they are made available to the wider world. 

Jil remains adamant that this needs to end. ‘The first voice heard should be the impartial 
analysis of the statistician. The public’s mistrust of statistics often comes about because the 
first they learn about statistics is from the voice of a politician.' She continues, ‘ending pre-
release has the capacity to remove that problem of trust, because statistics will be open 
equally to everybody at the same time. If a minister has access in advance and time to get 
their response in order – when nobody else has had that opportunity – that doesn’t appear 
reasonable to me.’ 
 

The legacy of national well-being 

One of the most important developments in official statistics during Jil’s tenure was the 
development of national well-being measures. Although Jil stresses that this is not all that 
new, ‘there is actually a long history of statisticians, economists and others trying to 
understand how quality of life is faring, before it was pulled into this overall concept of well-
being.’ 

The new impetus arrived following the release of the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi report and the 
subsequent political will that emerged. Central to this was the recognition that ‘measuring the 
progress of society only through GDP is not enough, it doesn’t tell you what the impact is on 
different groups in society,’ as Jil says. 

She goes on, ‘with this new push to bring data together in a holistic way, we can now see not 
just how the economy is doing, but how households, families and the environment are 
faring.’ The big challenge for well-being measures is whether they can dislodge GDP from its 
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pedestal of importance in the public mind. But Jil remains upbeat, ‘I’m amazed at how far it’s 
come.’ 

In her mind, this alternative to GDP is starting to gain traction in politics and the media. ‘I 
think it’s already changing. But of course it’s only over time that it gets really interesting. In 
some ways, one of the most interesting questions will be about how the different generations 
will fare. But I think people are taking it more seriously now that there are some international 
comparisons beginning to appear. So it’s starting to be part of our understanding of how we 
are doing as a country.’ 

The importance of developing statistics beyond the UK 

Jil also retains a keen interest in the progress of the UN’s new Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and the essential role that statistics will play in them. ‘One of the lessons from 
the Millennium Development Goals was that politically they were very important, but a lot of 
countries had difficulty in measuring the goals and those problems were only considered very 
belatedly.’ 

However, she believes that those lessons have been learned and ‘statisticians across the world 
have been trying to communicate the need to ensure that the SDGs measurement issues are 
addressed much earlier. And they have been, there’s been a lot of activity from the beginning 
in giving the goals measurable indicators.’ 

This goes much deeper than the design of goals though. ‘The inclusion of this [measurable 
indicators] is the recognition that many countries will need wholescale investment in their 
statistical systems. This is where I think a lot of pressure will be needed on governments to 
ensure that the investment happens.’ 

She says that this pressure has to focus on individual governments to create enduring progress 
in their statistical systems. ‘Some of the problems in that past have been where capacity 
building is only partial or only focussed on the specific objectives of the donor organisation, 
for understandable reasons. But that won’t necessarily leave a legacy of infrastructure that 
can be developed and built on for other objectives, that needs political will.’ 

She continues, ‘one of the classic examples is the number of countries that don’t have birth 
and death registration. In our part of the world we consider it to be fundamental to our 
statistical systems. But without that, understanding the basics of population, death rates or 
infant mortality is a real challenge. So the SDGs are an important opportunity for 
governments and international agencies in the developed world to create a real push to 
address some of these basic shortcomings.’ 

Capacity building is important, but what about the independence of those systems once 
they're built? ‘The independence of statistical systems is absolutely fundamental,’ Jil says. 
‘How else can the statistics be trusted? One of the legacies of the economic crisis in Greece is 
the need for a strong and independent statistical service, and that is true across many 
countries.’ 

Jil makes the point that the structure of official statistics in the UK has received attention 
from other countries looking for a model on how to achieve this. As she says, ‘keeping that 
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distance from politics is central to avoiding uncertainty and doubt because of a lack of 
transparency and autonomy.’ " 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2798-reflections-on-using-statistics-to-understand-our-
world-better-an-interview-with-jil-matheson 
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"...Written by Eric Swanson & Shaida Badiee on 02 October 2015.  
 
...Among these are the risk that new actors with access to vast quantities of data will 
undermine traditional modes of governance and standards for statistics.  
 
[! - The article mentions "standards for statistics".  But even the "MDG" targets themselves 
are partly fraudulent, because some are easier than what leaders agreed in 2000.   
 
The official "MDG" lists mislead that the targets were "from the Millennium Declaration" 
which in reality, as Thomas Pogge has pointed out for many years, says nothing about 1990 
and as others have pointed out contains human rights aims and a target on affordable water. 
 
It is obvious that reasonable "standards for statistics" have not been upheld, since people 
have been thoroughly misled about, for example, "poverty", "undernourishment" and 
"improved sources of water" - none of which are what they appear on the surface.] 
 
 
Another risk is that traditional producers of official statistics will fail to innovate and seize 
the opportunities of the data revolution. The new demand for statistics of all types increases 
the incentives to produce more and faster, but it also increases the risk of untested short cuts, 
sloppy methods, private data hoarding, misrepresentation of facts and a lack of 
accountability. 

[! - Basically the whole "development" industry, and statisticians and economists, and the 
whole of the education system at least in Western countries appear to mislead on key targets 
agreed or reaffirmed by national leaders at the UN in 2000, 2005, 2010 and 2015. 
 
UN agencies and the World Bank have misrepresented "poverty" "hunger" and water 
statistics, harming accountability and deceiving citizens who they are supposed to serve.] 
 
 
Trust but verify  [!] 

WorldStat – a working name – is a response both to the opportunities and the risks inherent in 
a data revolution. Now for the Long Term defines its purpose as '…to undertake quality 
control of global statistics, assess practices of both official and non-official producers of 
influential data, regulate misuse, and improve data collection.' This idea was subsequently 
fleshed out by a working group. They describe the proposed agency as an 'independent 
watchdog' working in the public interest to examine statistical weaknesses, publicise political 
interference and expose misuse of statistics."   
 
[!] 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2494-you-say-you-want-a-data-revolution  
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RSS website: "Insufficient data to monitor poverty 
rates" in nearly half of low- and middle-income 
countries 
 

 
"a recent World Bank study showed that nearly half of low-and middle-income countries had 
insufficient data to monitor poverty rates (2002-2011)" 
 
StatsLife. Royal Statistical Society.   
5 October 2015 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2495-global-partnership-for-sustainable-development-data-
launches-at-un-summit 
 
 
 
[MB: The question arises:   
 
What "data" are "sufficient" to "monitor poverty rates"? 
 
Also:  
 
Is that an objective matter, or does it have significant subjective components? 
 
What did that World Bank study mean by it? 
 
Who agrees with the decisions in the study?] 
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RSS misleads that UN development agenda is only the 
"SDGs" 

 

"New partnership for development data launches at UN summit 

Written by Web News Editor on 05 October 2015. ... 

 

A Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data was launched last week at a United 
Nations summit in New York, where the UN's post-2015 development agenda – the 
Sustainable Development Goals, or SDGs  
 
[incorrect] 
 
– was formally adopted.  

The SDG’s are a set of 17 goals and 169 targets aiming to wipe out poverty, fight inequality 
and tackle climate change over the next 15 years.  
 
[incorrect - in fact halve poverty by national definitions] 
 
However, better and more accessible data is needed to measuring the success of these goals. 
According to a recent report, gaps were identified when trying to measure progress of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and a recent World Bank study showed that nearly 
half of low-and middle-income countries had insufficient data to monitor poverty rates (2002-
2011). 

The governments, academic and data communities and private sector companies that make up 
the Global Partnership, have committed to working together towards achieving the SDGs by 
2030. Governments signed up include those from the UK, the US, France, Mexico and 
Kenya. A number of data communities have also signed up, including the Open Data 
Institute, DataKind and the International Statistical Insitute. Private sector companies such as 
Barclays, IBM, Telefonica, Orange and Mastercard have also committed support. Each 
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organisation has outlined what its commitments to the SDGs will be on the data4sdgs.org 
website. The RSS is currently looking into how it can pledge its support. 

Speaking at the launch,the UK government’s International Development Secretary, Justine 
Greening, said: 'Better data is fundamental if we’re going to achieve the ambitions we’re 
signing up to here in New York […] Too many of the very poorest people, the ones who are 
the furthest behind - are also the most invisible. It’s essential that we have fully disaggregated 
data if we’re to identify and reach them.' 

Meanwhile, the Paris21 partnership – a body established by the UN, EC, OECD, IMF and 
World Bank to focus particularly on national statistics capacity building, and which is a 
member of the new Global Data Partnership - has warned that SDG monitoring could be at 
risk. Its PRESS report on development statistics (PDF) shows that support to statistics was 
USD 448 million in 2013 - 120 million less than in 2011 and 2012, although it also points out 
that this may be due to general fluctuation rather than being a general trend. 

************************************************************ 

UPDATE, 9 May 2016: The RSS has become a 'Data for SDGs champion'. See a list of the 
supporting organisations at www.data4sdgs.org/champions " 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2495-global-partnership-for-sustainable-development-data-
launches-at-un-summit 
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"RSS commemorates World Statistics Day 

5 October 2015 

...the RSS will publish a World Statistics Day issue issue of Significance magazine, with 
six articles, all focusing on the importance of measuring sustainable development, all being 
made open access for a limited time from 20 October onwards.  
 
Claire Melamed will talk about how close we are to achieving a 'data revolution', while other 
articles focus on how statistics have been employed to examine issues as diverse as 
undernourishment, slavery and trends in travel. 

Follow these and other WSD events as they happen by following the hashtag #StatsDay15." 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2499-rss-commemorates-world-statistics-day  
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"Some of the challenges that we in the statistical community face if we are to continue to 
inform the decisions that will lead to better lives for everyone were examined earlier this year 
at the meeting of the UN Statistical Commission, which I had the honour to chair.  
 
Items on the agenda included how best to chart progress across the world on sustainable 
development, how to mobilise the power of the data revolution, and agreeing a plan to lift the 
art of census‐taking to a new level. 

However, given what has happened since, perhaps the most emotive area we discussed was 
how best to measure refugees and internally displaced people. I don't think any of us, having 
watched the television coverage that this issue has received this summer, can fail to recognise 
it as a key area where statisticians have a part to play: not only in informing decision making, 
but informing public debate. While much of this applies most strongly to those of us who 
work in official statistics, I believe that all professional statisticians have a contribution to 
make, whether through involvement in non‐governmental organisations, making expert 
comment available through the media or instilling the highest standards among the students 
who will be the statisticians of tomorrow." 

John Pullinger  
12 October 2015 
https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2015.00854.x 
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"Angus Deaton: a statistician’s economist  

Written by Ian Preston on 13 October 2015.  

 
...His subject matter, at its broadest, is the welfare of households. Understanding how to 
measure living standards is the foundation of accurately assessing policy outcomes such as 
poverty and inequality, and understanding how living standards are determined by economic 
circumstances is the foundation of designing policies to address those social problems. From 
an economic perspective, living standards are determined by what households consume. 
Deaton made his name by looking both at how budgets are spent within periods and how 
spending is spread over periods in a lifetime by borrowing and saving. 

Designing policy to promote welfare requires an understanding of how the goods that people 
consume depend upon their incomes and the prices they face. The best model we have for 
that starts with the assumption that households make choices to best satisfy their preferences 
given what they can afford. Such a model not only structures interpretation of behaviour but 
also allows us to infer things about how prices and incomes affect welfare. Design of taxes on 
goods, say, can thus be made to best serve households’ interests – a topic of early interest in 
Deaton's career. 

But a specification that is too simple may neither fit the data nor leave scope for evidence to 
decide the policy questions we are interested in. Too complex a specification and we are left 
with an uninterpretable mess. Deaton, with colleague John Muellbauer, crafted a model – the 
Almost Ideal Demand System – which strikes a near-ideal balance between these 
considerations. It has become the mainstay of applied work. Easily estimated, delivering 
straightforward tests of the underlying theory, but flexible enough to describe data well, the 
Almost Ideal model is an exemplary marriage of applied work and economic theory. 

Beyond this, Deaton’s contributions to demand analysis are legion, always aimed at a 
sophisticated bridging of the gap between the necessary simplifications of theory and the 
nuances of applied work. He has helped us understand, for example, how to compare 
economic wellbeing between households of different demographic types in a way that is 
consistent with demand behaviour; or how to incorporate a recognition of how the prices 
consumers pay for goods may reflect decisions on quality choice. 

 
Consumption and saving 
 
The second strand to Deaton’s work mentioned in the Nobel citation covers allocation of 
spending over time. Once, this was a concern more of macroeconomics than microeconomics 
but Deaton, with his co-authors, has been a pioneer in treating consumption and savings 
behaviour empirically at the household level. This focus on the household is central to his 
work – Deaton has said in the past that assuming lessons about individuals can be learnt from 
aggregates is typically "as dangerous and misleading" as it is "unrealistic". 

Empirical work in household consumption and savings is problematic because households’ 
lives are longer than the periods over which they are observed in surveys. Deaton's work 
develops techniques to overcome this by combining data sources, grouping households by 
dates of birth and following generations across surveys so that the right questions can be 
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addressed. From that work emerges an understanding of how households learn and adapt to 
the arrival of information about lifetime incomes by changing their consumption plans as 
they age. Different sorts of shocks – sometimes temporary, sometimes permanent – can be 
accommodated differently and they feed through differently into spending as, within each 
generation, cumulation of shocks drives inequality in consumption and income. 

Finally, the application of Deaton’s work to the understanding of poverty in developing 
countries – especially through the use of household survey data – is credited with “immense 
practical significance”. 

... 
 
In his view, data collection and economic theory have become too separated, to the advantage 
of neither the data collector nor the economic theorist. Collectors need the guidance of theory 
and analysts need to understand the data they work with. Too often, Deaton says, “what we 
think we know about the world is dependent on data that may not mean what we think they 
mean”. 

https://www.significancemagazine.com/business/120-angus-deaton-a-statistician-s-economist 
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"Sustainable Development Goals: the challenges 
facing the statistics community 

  

 

 

RSS local group meetings 

Tuesday 20 October 2015, 06:00pm - 08:00pm   

 
Location International Centre for Mathematical Sciences Edinburgh (ICMS) 

 

 

A World Statistics Day event: 

Sustainable Development Goals: the challenges facing the statistics community 

In September, at the United Nations General Assembly, heads of states and governments 
came together to launch a new and ambitious agenda for world development up to 
2030.  The Sustainable Development Goals set out 17 goals with 169 targets.   

These new global goals address the most pressing challenges facing the planet: to end 
extreme poverty; to fight inequality & injustice; and to fix climate change. But the goals also 
pose major challenges to statistical communities around the world. What indicators should 
be used to measure progress towards these new goals and targets? How well equipped are 
national statistical systems to report on these indicators? And what needs to happen, if 
decision-makers are to have the data that will be needed to achieve the global goals by 
2030? 
 
To celebrate World Statistics Day, the RSS Edinburgh Group will host a discussion about 
the role of statistics in achieving the new global goals. 

Speakers: 
 
Glenn Everett, Director of the Measuring National Well-being Programme at the ONS, will 
provide an overview of the new sustainable development goals. He will describe the work 
that the UN Statistical Commission has initiated, to develop a set of global indicators that 
will be used to report on progress. 
 
Neil Jackson, Chief Statistician at the Department for International Development (DFID), 
will consider the challenges that national statistical systems will face in reporting on the new 
global indicators. He will discuss the actions that are being taken by the international 
community to build statistical capacity, and the particular role that DFID has been playing. 
 
Jenny Church, Chair of the RSS’ International Development Working Group, will launch a 
policy statement by the RSS, calling for a data revolution that recognises the importance of 
data for policy making and for accountability in all countries of the world. And puts useful 
and useable information into the hands of everyone who needs it, especially the poor and the 
marginalised. 
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... 
 
Tea & coffee from 5.30pm 
 
Followed by a wine reception until 8pm 

Organiser Name Jiayi Liu 

Email Address jiayi.liu@bioss.ac.uk 

Organising Group(s) RSS Edinburgh local group 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/events-calendar/eventdetail/484/-/sustainable-
development-goals-the-challenges-facing-the-statistics-community  

  
 
  
Celia Macintyre @celiamac58 19 Oct 2015  

@RoyalStatSoc http://bit.ly/1ZIttx6  Edinburgh event on SDG for #StatsDay15 Goal 1. End 
poverty in all its forms everywhere 

 
 
.................................................................... 
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"...a report by a High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons...recognised that for too long 
development efforts have been hampered by a lack of the most basic data about the social and 
economic circumstances in which people live." 
 
World Statistics Day statement  
Royal Statistical Society and other organisations 
20 October 2015 
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Statistical organisations spread misinformation on 
global goals 

 
Royal Statistical Society, American Statistical Association and many other organisations: 
 
 
 

""""Data for Sustainable Development Data for Sustainable Development Data for Sustainable Development Data for Sustainable Development ––––    A Statement for World Statistics A Statement for World Statistics A Statement for World Statistics A Statement for World Statistics 

Day Day Day Day     

    
In September, at the United Nations General Assembly, heads of states and governments 
came together to launch a new and ambitious agenda for world development from 2016 to 
2030. The Sustainable Development Goals..."  
 
["New and ambitious" - especially combined with the statistical organisations' concentration 
on "SDGs" and "Millennium Development Goals" rather than the actual UN agenda - is 
liable to exaggerate the new ambition of the 2015 agreement.  It is liable to mislead on 
differences between the existing UN agenda and the new agenda. 
 
1. Existing key human rights agreements can reasonably be seen as far more "ambitious" 
than the "SDGs".] 
 
2: It is standard for UN summits to reaffirm existing agreements.  
 
Some UN goals are more ambitious than the new "SDG" targets:  
 
a) Water and sanitation goals for 2020 and 2025 rather than 2030.  Leaders in 2015 agreed 
that the Least Developed Countries Programme for 2020 is an 'integral part of the new 
Agenda'. 
 
b) The World Food Summit 2009 set a goal of eradicating hunger globally as soon as 
possible, not by "2030". 
 
The existing agreements are in fact part of the old and new agendas, because they have 
been reaffirmed by UN member states, but the statistical organisations here fail to mention 
them. 
 
3: The "new" "SDG" target on hunger is less ambitious than African Union member 
governments' "resolve" of 2013 to end hunger in Africa by 2025. 
 
Mentioning the "SDGs" just after the "new and ambitious agenda" may mislead that the 
Goals are the whole agenda.]  
 
 
 
"set out 17 goals with 169 targets and more than 300 indicators to monitor progress."  
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[A significant error. The indicators were not set out in the "Goals" in September 2015.  
 
Leaders in fact said "Indicators are being developed" (paragraph 48).  
 
SDG target 1.1 does not specify a money indicator is to be used, but says, 
 
"By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people everywhere, currently measured as 
people living on less than $1.25 a day". 
 
Also, the societies omit the key fact that some 'SDG' targets are for 2020 and 2025. 
 
For this and other reasons, it is strange that they write of 'accountability' and the need for 
'information' for 'the poor and marginalised'.] 
 
"In the lead up to the launch of the goals, a report by a High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons 
set up by the UN Secretary General to advise on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, 
recognised that for too long development efforts have been hampered by a lack of the most 
basic data about the social and economic circumstances in which people live. 

If the world is to live up to the promises made by our leaders  
 
[The statistical organisations are liable to mislead citizens by helping governments obscure 
promises, by writing of the "SDGs" rather than the actual promises, goals and other 
agreements - some of which are more ambitious.] 
 
 
"then more and better data will be essential.  
 
To abolish poverty everywhere, in all its forms, the world will need to ensure that everyone is 
counted, that progress is being monitored and that this information is made available in an 
accessible and useable form as widely as possible." 
 
[That is perhaps a strange call to make, if the statistical organisations have not been 
providing adequate information about the existing goals and statistics. 
 
Why is the Royal Statistical Society calling for information about progress to be made widely 
available, when it has not been calling out official misleading statements about progress? 
 
Where have these statistical organisations explained some of the most influential global 
statistics, such as official claims on "poverty", "income inequality", "undernourishment", 
"safe water" and so on?] 
 
 
"This will require a true data revolution, one that makes use of the possibilities provided by 
new technology, but also one that keeps the information about individuals confidential and 
which provides information that is trusted and credible." 

The signatories to this statement support the call for a data revolution and recognise the 
importance of data for policy making and for accountability in all countries of the world."  
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[What have these statistical organisations been doing about accountability? 
 
The "SDGs" are not some kind of completely new enterprise. 
 
On goals and targets, the Societies are harming accountability by publicising frameworks 
with easier targets than nations have actually agreed.] 
 
 
"The challenges of the new development agenda require new approaches including a much 
greater emphasis on open data and the use of new data sources." 

[What about the right to information? 
 
What is the point of "open data" if it does not mean clear information on targets and 
progress?] 

 
"We have to take advantage of the opportunities provided by new technology and big data 
and national statistical systems are central to this effort. These systems – set up and financed 
by governments to collect, process and disseminate the information needed to manage 
government activities – are crucial. They operate within a framework of legislation and 
ethical principles that promote objectivity, independence, confidentiality and accountability.  

[Let us read that again.  The statistical organisations make quite a claim: 
 
"...national statistical systems...operate within a framework of legislation and ethical 
principles that promote objectivity, independence, confidentiality and accountability." 
 
That is an assertion that national systems do operate within the framework.  It may give the 
impression that the societies are claiming national systems are trustworthy. 

Where is the evidence for the societies' claim? 
 
What is it supposed to mean?   
 
In how many countries?    
 
Does it mean generally, meaning perhaps over 50%, or in 100% of countries?] 
 
 

"These principles are likely to be even more important in the next 15 years than they have 
been in the past. 

Considerable progress has been made throughout the world in building and strengthening the 
capacity of national statistical systems" 
 
["Capacity" may be of interest to statisticians wanting jobs, but what the public might want is 
accuracy and relevance of output. Are these organisations concentrating on the right thing?] 
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"since the launch of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000,"  
 
[Incorrect, and liable to in effect understate leaders' promises of 2000. 

What nations agreed in 2000 included the Millennium Declaration.   
 
The Declaration is generally more ambitious than the wrongly-named "MDG" targets - in 
line with what Thomas Pogge and others have said. 
 
Some highly-publicised 'MDG' targets were in fact redundant, since nations constantly 
reaffirmed agreements containing more ambitious targets. 
 
The Declaration has human rights components and a more ambitious baseline of 2000, not 
1990.]  
 
 
"but much still remains to be done. Too many countries operate under severe financial and 
human resource constraints. To meet the data challenges of the sustainable development 
goals, national statistical systems must be properly financed, the development of statistical 
skills and expertise must be supported, and access to new tools and technology must be 
provided. Also, support must be provided not just to the collection of data, but to its 
transformation into useful and actionable information.  
 
Above all a true data revolution that puts useful and useable information into the hands of 
everyone who needs it, especially the poor and the marginalised, must be pursued." 
 
 
[It is not clear that these organisations had been providing "useful and useable information" 
that is accurate enough about global goals or about progress towards them, or the wider UN 
agenda. 
 
Nor is it clear that the organisations have done so since. 
 
They have public profiles, so the media might take notice of what they say. 
 
You don't need a "data revolution" or more "capacity" to tell the truth about existing 
statistics.   
 
It is far from clear that the RSS or ASA have told the truth to any reasonable extent about 
official claims on global progress.] 
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https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/World_Statistics_Day_statement.aspx 
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"PRESS RELEASE  

GLOBAL ORGANISATIONS CALL FOR ‘A TRUE DATA REVOLUTION’ IN 

ORDER FOR UN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS TO BE REACHED  

  

The Royal Statistical Society (RSS), with both the International Statistical Institute 

(ISI) and the American Statistical Association (ASA), is marking World Statistics Day 

on the 20th of October with a statement urging that global development must no longer 

be hampered by a lack of the most basic data about the social and economic 

circumstances in which people live. At the time of going to press, almost 50 

organisations worldwide have signed up to the statement calling for ‘a true data 

revolution’ to measure progress toward the new Sustainable Development Goals.    

 
Marking the second ever World Statistics Day, the statement emphasises that national 
statistical systems are central to global development. In order for poverty to be abolished, 
everywhere and in all forms, it is essential that everyone is counted, progress is monitored, 
and that information is made available as widely as possible. Above all, the statement 
concludes, useful and useable information must be put into the hands of everyone who needs 
it.  

 
Whilst the statement notes that significant progress has been made internationally in 
strengthening national statistical systems, more must be done to meet the data challenges of 
the Sustainable Development Goals.   

 

The statement calls for:  

 All national statistical systems to be properly financed.  

 Support for the development of statistical skills and expertise.  

 Access to new tools and technology to be provided.  

 Open data and the use of new data sources for development.  

 Support for the transformation of data into actionable information.  

 

 RSS President, Professor Peter Diggle commenting on the statement said:  

 “The poorest people in the world face an overwhelming need for progress. Each country 
needs to make its own progress on the Sustainable Development Goals, but there are crucial 
gaps in the data and capacity to measure this. The RSS is glad to see yet more evidence of 
broad support for a genuinely world-wide ‘data revolution’ on World Statistics Day.”  

  

ENDS"  
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"NOTES  

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were set in September 2015, at the United 
Nations General Assembly. These goals formed part of an ambitious agenda for world 
development"  
 
[The Society is correct that the "SDGs" are only part of the agenda.   
 
However, it makes a key error in failing to say what the rest of the agenda is.  
 
"Ambitious" may mislead, given the fact that some "SDG" targets are less ambitious than 
those in existing agreements  
 
- such as  
 
the Least Developed Countries Programme,  
Agenda 21 and  
African Union members' "resolve" to end hunger in Africa by 2025.] 
 
 
 
from 2016 to 2030: to wipe out poverty,  
 
[Are the statistical organisations right to give the impression that the UN agenda is to "wipe 
out poverty" by 2030? 
 
Leaders' 2015 document says in paragraph 3,  
 
"We resolve, between now and 2030, to end poverty and hunger everywhere".   
 
However, one SDG "target" is to eradicate only "extreme poverty", and another to "halve 
poverty by national definitions."   
 
The World Bank target is not even to eradicate extreme poverty. 
 

In any case, member states have also agreed human rights.] 
 
 
fight inequality and tackle climate change. Seventeen goals with 169 targets and more than 
300 indicators were put in place to monitor progress.    

[Incorrect. Indicators were not "put in place" in September 2015. 

 

Leaders in fact said "Indicators are being developed" (paragraph 48).  

 

SDG target 1.1 is  

 

"By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people everywhere, currently measured as 
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people living on less than $1.25 a day".] 
 

"For further information on the ‘data revolution’, please see the United Nations’ Independent 
Expert Advisory Group (IEAG) 2014 report, entitled ‘A World that Counts: Mobilising the 
Data Revolution for Sustainable Development’, on how a ‘data revolution’ in sustainable 
development might be brought about. www.statslife.org.uk/news/1902-un-publishes-report-
on-using-data-for-sustainable-development   

 

 Joint partners on the statement:   

 

The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) founded in 1834 is one of the world's most distinguished 
and renowned statistical societies.  It is a learned society for statistics, a professional body for 
statisticians and a charity which promotes statistics, data and evidence for the public good. 
Today the Society has 6000 members around the world. www.rss.org.uk    

 

 The International Statistical Institute (ISI) is a non-profit, non-governmental organisation 
and has consultative status by the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations since 
1949. Officially, the ISI was established in 1885, though the initial international gatherings of 
statisticians started earlier - back in 1853. www.isi-web.org/  

 
The American Statistical Association (ASA) founded in 1839, is the world’s largest 
community of statisticians, The ASA supports excellence in the development, application, 
and dissemination of statistical science through meetings, publications, membership services, 
education, accreditation, and advocacy. Its members serve in industry, government, and 
academia in more than 90 countries. www.amstat.org/   

 

The RSS’s Significance magazine will soon publish an article on the topic of ‘the data 
revolution’ by Claire Melamed, who is director for poverty and inequality at the Overseas 
Development Institute. Claire will also be speaking at an RSS event to mark World Statistics 
Day in London on the 20th October. We can make the Significance article available to 
reporters on request."  
 
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/press-releases/2015-10-07-global-organisations-
data-revolution-development.pdf  

 

 "Statistical Challenges to inform action to meet the 

SDGs"  
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Fiona Underwood @FionaMUnderwood 30 Oct 2015  

How can statistical research help the world reach the #SDGs  
 
http://www.fmunderwood.com/2015/10/30/helping-reach- ……tical-research/  
 
for my talk @RSSAnnualConf #RSS2015 

0 replies 1 retweet 1 like  

    

    

    

""""Helping reach Helping reach Helping reach Helping reach the SDGsthe SDGsthe SDGsthe SDGs    with with with with statistical researchstatistical researchstatistical researchstatistical research    

 
Friday 30th October 2015 

 
 
 
 
There has, and continues to be, a lot of discussion about the (statistical) challenges in 
defining the indicators that measure the sustainable development goals (SDGs). But what 
about the statistical challenges that are faced in helping countries reach the SDGs? 

This was the topic of the talk I was invited to give at the Royal Statistical Society’s Annual 
Conference in a session organised by their International Development Working Group  on the 
SDGs.  The first speaker Kenny Bambrick of DfID introduced the SDGs and their wide 
ranging set of goals, targets and indicators The second speaker Geoffrey Greenwell of 
PARIS21 discussed how indicators based on administrative data (ie routinely collected data 
by, for example government departments such as health) could help countries focus on 
improving their basic information systems and service delivery. 

An underlying motivation of my talk was to show that statistical issues around international 
development and the SDGs don’t relate only to national statistics, capacity building and the 
creation of indicators. Although these are clearly very important issues I worry that this is all 
that the most statisticians perceive as the statistical challenges are in international 
development. 
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I wanted to show that to help provide better evidence to inform policy decisions around 
international development there are  challenging statistical problems that need solving.  These 
statistical problems are related to several areas of current statistical research. 
The talk expanded on many of the points I have raised in previous posts (see here and here) 
and a copy of the slides can be found here. 

One topic we all discussed was the SDG aim to “leave no one behind”. Many of the poorest 
and most vulnerable communities, for example street children, pastoralists, or slaves are 
difficult to find, let alone count or consider and investigate how they are affected by different 
policies. Special sampling and analytical tools, such as mark-recapture ideas or adaptive 
sampling techniques may be are required to help study, understand and estimate these 
populations (at local, regional or national level). 

I also noted that we need to be careful about the excitement around the big data revolution. 
Although this leads to exciting opportunities for acquiring different types of data and 
engaging with many different communities the most vulnerable populations are the least 
likely to have access to these technologies and are in danger of falling even further behind. 

Overall, my main message was that there are many interesting statistical research problems in 
international development. We need to encourage communication between statisticians and 
those working in international development. This will be something I will be working on so 
watch this space. 

Any thoughts and contributions on how to do this would be welcome in the comments 
below." 
 

http://www.fmunderwood.com/2015/10/30/helping-reach-sdgs-statistical-research/  



189 
 

 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 4 Nov 2015  

29 countries have no poverty data. We'll invest to meet development data gaps says 
@JimKim_WBG @WorldBank 

1 reply 10 retweets 4 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Jil Matheson served as national statistician, head of the Government Statistical Service and 
chief executive of the UK Statistics Authority from 2009 until her retirement in 2014. She is 
currently a member of the Stiglitz Group on Measuring the Progress of Societies, and is 
chairing a review of the BBC’s use and reporting of statistics. Jil began her career as a survey 
researcher followed by a number of posts at ONS, developing a particular interest in the 
public role of statistics. Until retirement she was chair of the OECD's Committee on Statistics 
and Statistical Policy and of the UN Statistical Commission. Jil is a fellow of the Academy of 
Social Sciences and the RSS." 
 
18 November 2015 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/511/-/the-cathie-marsh-lecture-what-does-the-
failure-of-the-polls-tell-us-about-the-future-of-survey-research 
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"Reporting margins of error is essential";  
 
Royal Statistical Society "would like BBC 
corrections on the day": 
 
 
"Reporting margins of error is essential for readers to critically assess the reliability of a 
source. ...it is always important for readers to have all the facts.  The margin of error should 
therefore always be made clear so the public can have confidence in the statistical 
information being presented to them and be able to assess it for themselves. ... 
 
Upholding timely and accurate statistical reporting should be a key principle for the BBC in 
its role as a public service, and in its dialogue with the public and with regards to online 
content, we ideally would like corrections to be dealt with on the day they are received." 
 
Royal Statistical Society  
Contribution to BBC Trust Impartiality Review on BBC reporting of statistics 
2015 
 
 
 
.......... 
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More extracts: 
 

"We developed free online courses for journalists on science and statistics, and over the last 
four years we also trained 1,500 journalists and student journalists with the help of our 
volunteer network. 3, 4"   
 

"We would also like to stress that knowledge of statistics is not just for data journalists, as 
statistics will underpin all areas of reporting. An improved training programme would allow 
for example, interviewers the skills to successfully question those who are misusing 

statistics." 

"a second area for improvement would be for a more open dialogue between the BBC and the 
statistics community. It is important that there are known points of contact on statistics in the 
BBC. This would enable a more effective dialogue; especially when particular statistics based 
news items require clarification or a correction." 

"Reporting margins of error is essential for readers to critically assess the reliability of a 
source. We understand that statistics based stories need to be presented in a way that is 
newsworthy but it is always important for readers to have all the facts.  The margin of error 
should therefore always be made clear so the public can have confidence in the statistical 
information being presented to them and be able to assess it for themselves."   

"The BBC’s correction process is a related area which we believed could be improved. We 
are aware of other outlets that have a policy of publishing corrections on online articles, and 
we believe this to be good practice. For BBC stories, corrections are made with no mention 
that the article has been amended, making such corrections very difficult to identify. The time 
spent on responding to complaints also varies greatly. As it stands the guidelines on 
corrections states:  

“We email or post over 90% of replies within 2 weeks (10 working days) but cannot always 
guarantee this.”7  

Quick response rates are an especially important principle with regards to statistical 
corrections, as this leads to more timely reporting of the correct information. In the age of 
24/7 journalism, two weeks seems like an unduly long response time.  

Upholding timely and accurate statistical reporting should be a key principle for the BBC in 
its role as a public service, and in its dialogue with the public and with regards to online 
content, we ideally would like corrections to be dealt with on the day they are received." 

 
 
Royal Statistical Society 
Contribution to the BBC Trust Impartiality Review on BBC reporting of statistics 
2015 
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"Goal one: For statistics to be used effectively in the public 
interest, so that policy formulation and decision making are 
informed by evidence for the good of society ... 
 
In February we built on the Society’s long history of work on poverty and brought 
together over 100 attendees when we hosted the Statistics User Conference on 
poverty statistics, jointly sponsored by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the 
Resolution Foundation. Attendees were reminded of the strengths of poverty data in 
the UK, but also some of the challenges around keeping the debate alive... 
 
Our International Development Working Group supported the United Nations’ call for 
a data revolution with its Sustainable Development Goals for world development, 
issuing a statement on World Statistics Day to which 45 other organisations have 
signed up. We also hosted a related event at the annual Hay Festival earlier in the 
year, with a panel discussion on the theme of ‘Measuring the world we want'.... 
 
 

 
Goal two: For society to be more statistically literate, so that 
people’s understanding of data, risk and probability can inform 
their daily decision making, leading to better outcomes... 
 
 
Goal three: For a strong body of professional statisticians to  
maintain and develop the skills they need so that they can 
critically apply methodology, interpret results and communicate 
findings... 
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Goal four: For statistics as a discipline to thrive, so that 
methodology is advanced, applied and made accessible, 
leading to greater understanding of an increasingly complex 
world" 
 

http://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/RSS-key-achievements-2015.pdf  
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"Better training and guidelines would 
improve BBC stats reporting, says RSS 

Written by Web News Editor on 05 January 2016. Posted in News  

 

A comprehensive statistical training programme, more detailed editorial guidelines around 
the use of statistics and increased links with the statistics community would significantly 
strengthen the BBC's statistics reporting, according to the RSS. 

These recommendations were made in a response to an independent review commissioned by 
the BBC Trust (PDF), which is looking at whether the BBC's news and current affairs 
programming reports statistics impartially. The review is being led by the former national 
statistician Dame Jil Matheson. 

The RSS noted the Corporation's 'serious approach in its reporting of statistics’ and its 
‘potential to be a world leader in providing accurate and impartial reporting of statistics 
alongside accessible critical analysis’. The Society also commended the Radio 4 programme 
'More or Less' - one of the few programmes that takes an in depth look at statistics. 

However, the RSS called for editorial guidelines to be strengthened to ensure, for example, 
that sources of figures are always reported. Guidelines should also stress the importance of 
stating margins of error, the RSS says, 'so that the public can have confidence in the 
statistical information being presented to them.' The RSS response also suggests that the BBC 
should publish the full results of surveys it commissions, since these surveys are publicly 
funded. 'The BBC should facilitate access to the data as part of its role,' it says, adding that 
this would not be arduous to implement. 

The RSS would also like to see Corporation's correction process – which can take up to two 
weeks  

[!! - it took getting on for four years, in the case of the same World Bank statistics of which 
Tim Harford, whose programme was complained about, said previously, 
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"it's hard to think of a more important figure than the number of people living on under a 
dollar a day".] 

– sped up so that corrections are ideally dealt with on the day they are received. It 
recommends fostering a dialogue between the BBC and the statistics community so that 
clarifications and corrections could be passed on more easily. 

While the BBC does offer stats training to its journalists, the RSS calls for 'a more 
comprehensive, consistent in-house training programme' to be developed for all of its 
journalists. 

The review is the seventh in a series of impartiality reviews carried out for the Trust; previous 
reviews have looked at the BBC’s of coverage of topics such as business and science. This 
particular review is expected to be published in summer 2016. 

Here is the RSS consultation response in full (PDF)." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2626-better-training-and-guidelines-would-improve-bbc-
stats-reporting-says-rss  
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"In this lecture John Pullinger will discuss how his role as President of the RSS was perfect 
preparation for his current jobs as UK National Statistician and Chair of the United Nations 
Statistical Commission." 
 
Royal Statistical Society 
Information on lecture of 27 January 2016 
https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Events/Online_and_virtual_events/Professional_statisticians__fo
rum/Past_PSF_events/RSS/Events/Online_and_virtual_events_sub/Past_PSF_webinars.aspx 
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"Science, Statistics and the Truth   

 

RSS local group meetings 

Wednesday 03 February 2016, 03:30pm - 05:00pm 

Location Department of Health, Quarry Hill, Leeds 

 

James Cockerill - Campaign Manager, AllTrials campaign, Sense about Science 

Joseph O’Leary - Senior Writer/Researcher, Full Fact 

The aim is to hear some presentations about the portrayal of statistics and the work these 
organizations do followed by a discussion of the issues raised. 

The AllTrials campaign calls for every clinical trial, past and present, to be registered and 
their results reported. Only around half of all clinical trials ever conducted have reported 
results, and thousands more have never even been registered. Information on what was done 
and what was found in these trials could be lost forever - leading to bad treatment decisions, 
missed opportunities for new medicine, and trials being needlessly repeated. Support the 
global effort to get all clinical trial results reported. Without improved transparency vital 
information could be lost to medicine forever. 

Full Fact, are an independent, non-partisan, factchecking charity. They check claims made by 
politicians, the media and pressure groups, and stop misinformation spreading by pressing for 
corrections. They separate the facts from the spin and present our findings and sources so that 
you can judge the claim — and our factcheck — for yourself.  

... 
 

Contact Please see local group website (https://sites.google.com/site/rssleedsbradford/) for more 
details 

Organising Group(s) RSS Leeds/Bradford Local Group 

 

... 

We offer a range of events and training to develop thinking, provoke debate, learn new skills 
and meet people interested in statistics and data analysis. ... 
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Become part of an organisation which works to advance statistics and support statisticians" 
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"SDGs indicators: more about politics than statistics  
 
TOPICS: indicators   targets and indicators 

Posted By: b.tritton@odi.org.uk February 5, 2016  

This blog is written by Jan Vandemoortele, Co-architect of the MDGs and critical friend of 
the SDGs. Read his previous articles for deliver2030.org here. 

 

Statistics can shape the way in which we perceive the world. Numbers have repeatedly been 
abused to influence public debate. 

This is true for the entire ideological spectrum, but particularly so in recent years to entrench 
the neoliberal worldview and the power of markets. Suffice to mention the Dow Jones, FTSE 
100 and Nikkei, which by being reported daily succeed in reinforcing the grip of the financial 
markets over our collective psyche. In his book Damned Lies and Statistics (2001), Best 
points out that ‘people who bring statistics to our attention have reasons for doing so’. 

Some statistics are manufactured and manipulated as ammunition for political struggles, 
although their purpose is hidden behind assertions of objectivity and accuracy. Phony 
numbers get frequently amplified in the echo chamber of mainstream media. One should 
never naïvely accept that statistics always reveal truths. More often than not, they are misused 
to manage our perception rather than to help us understand complex realities. In his book 
How Numbers Rule the World (2014), Fioramonti argues that numbers are used ‘to control 
without giving the impression of control […] to rule, without coercion’. 

Later this month, the UN Statistical Commission will discuss the SDG indicators as proposed 
by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group. It is thus warranted and timely to take a closer look at 
the proposed list. 

Let’s start with the proposed indicator for target 16.5, which aims to ‘substantially reduce 
corruption and bribery in all their forms’. The proposed indicator is the ‘percentage of 
persons who had at least one contact with a public official, who paid a bribe to a public 
official, or were asked for a bribe by these public officials, in the previous 12 months’. 
Fortunately, it is marked with an asterisk, meaning that it is still being reviewed by the Expert 
Group. Why fortunate? Because it purposely puts corruption and bribery in the public sphere, 
pretending it does not exist in the private sphere. Volkswagen’s ‘diesel-gate’ is just the latest 
example that corruption and cheating are not the monopoly of the public sector. 

The adoption of this particular indicator, which is based on the World Bank’s definition of 
corruption, can hardly be seen as balanced or unbiased. To be valid, statistical rigor and 
robustness must rest not only upon the competence of the institution producing the data, but 
also on its disinterested nature. Corruption and bribery are perceived as a public sector issue 
because the neoliberal worldview has defined it as such; while corruption and bribery in the 
corporate and private sectors are disregarded. Eventually, people’s perception will internalize 
the narrative that the public sector is inefficient and corrupt and needs to be privatized. 



200 
 

Target 2.1 aims to ‘end all forms of malnutrition by 2030’ and the proposed indicators cover 
stunting (height-for-age) and malnutrition (weight-for-height). The body mass index is not 
included, although overweight and obesity represent a major public health challenge. Within 
the next decade, the number of children in the world who suffer from overweight will exceed 
those who are underweight. Yet, the so-called universal agenda for development for the next 
15 years omits obesity. This for political expedience, because high- and middle-income 
countries prefer to focus on hunger in the least-developed countries rather than to tackle the 
food industry in their own country. 

Target 10.1 aims to tackle inequality – ‘progressively achieve and sustain income growth of 
the bottom 40 per cent of the population at a rate higher than the national average’. 
Conveniently, both target and indicator are formulated in such a way as to circumvent the 
issue of inequality. It allows countries to claim to have achieved the target despite rising 
inequality; by eroding the income share of the middle 50 per cent while that of the top 10 per 
cent soars unabatedly – a trend re-confirmed by Oxfam’s latest report An Economy for the 
1%. 

The flawed formulation of the inequality target could easily be addressed by including the 
Palma ratio (i.e. income share of the top 10 per cent divided by that of the bottom 40 per 
cent). But the proposed list of SDG indicators does not mention the Palma ratio. For those 
who argue that this would change the meaning of agreed target, we invite them to look at the 
proposed indicator for target 1.2, which aims to ‘reduce at least by half the proportion people 
living in poverty in all its dimensions according to national definitions’. The proposed 
indicator is the ‘proportion of the population living below the national poverty line’, which 
clearly changes the meaning of the target by letting the money-metric dimension supplant all 
others. 

In short, political and corporate leaders in many member states do not want to measure what 
is really important, and leadership in international institutions does not dare to challenge 
them. So they focus on something else – such as ‘data revolution’ and ‘no one left behind’. 
Do we measure what we want, or do we want what we measure? That is the question. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20160513233743/http://deliver2030.org/?p=6738  
 
 
 
......................................... 
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 6 Feb 2016  

#SDGs indicators: more about politics than statistics - http://deliver2030.org/?p=6738  

0 replies 8 retweets 5 likes  
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"AMERICAN STATISTICAL ASSOCIATION RELEASES STATEMENT ON 
STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE AND P-VALUES  

Provides Principles to Improve the Conduct and Interpretation of Quantitative Science  

March 7, 2016  

The American Statistical Association (ASA) has released a “Statement on Statistical 
Significance and P-Values” with six principles underlying the proper use and interpretation of 
the p-value  
[ http://amstat.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00031305.2016.1154108#.Vt2XIOaE2MN ].  
The ASA releases this guidance on p-values to improve the conduct and interpretation of 
quantitative science and inform the growing emphasis on reproducibility of science research. 
The statement also notes that the increased quantification of scientific research and a 
proliferation of large, complex data sets has expanded the scope for statistics and the 
importance of appropriately chosen techniques, properly conducted analyses, and correct 
interpretation.  ... 
 
The statement’s six principles, many of which address misconceptions and misuse of the p-
value, are the following:  
 

1. P-values can indicate how incompatible the data are with a specified statistical model.  

2. P-values do not measure the probability that the studied hypothesis is true, or the 
probability that the data were produced by random chance alone.  

3. Scientific conclusions and business or policy decisions should not be based only on 
whether a p-value passes a specific threshold.   

4. Proper inference requires full reporting and transparency.  

5. A p-value, or statistical significance, does not measure the size of an effect or the 
importance of a result.   

6. By itself, a p-value does not provide a good measure of evidence regarding a model or 
hypothesis. ... 

 

“The contents of the ASA statement and the reasoning behind it are not new—statisticians 
and other scientists have been writing on the topic for decades,” Utts said. “But this is the 
first time that the community of statisticians, as represented by the ASA Board of Directors, 
has issued a statement to address these issues.”  
 
“The issues involved in statistical inference are difficult because inference itself is 
challenging,”  

Wasserstein said. He noted that more than a dozen discussion papers are being published in 
the ASA journal The American Statistician with the statement to provide more perspective on 
this broad and complex topic. “What we hope will follow is a broad discussion across the 



203 
 

scientific community that leads to a more nuanced approach to interpreting, communicating, 
and using the results of statistical methods in research.” " 

 

https://www.amstat.org/asa/files/pdfs/P-ValueStatement.pdf  
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"ASA publishes statement regarding p-values 

Written by Web News Editor on 08 March 2016. Posted in News  

 

The American Statistical Association has published a statement regarding the use of ‘p-
values’ to determine the significance of the result of a scientific study. 

It is common practice to deem a result ‘significant’ if its calculated p-value is less than 0.05. 
However, many have questioned this method, to such a degree that last year the editors of the 
journal Basic and Applied Social Psychology banned the use of it altogether in its published 
articles. 

In order to address the doubts cast over the use of p-values, the ASA assembled more than 
two dozen experts in this area, including the RSS fellow Stephen Senn, to produce some 
guidance around proper use. The group met for two days in October 2015 to discuss the issue 
and over the following months a statement was drafted. 

The final statement, published on 7 March 2016, acknowledges that ‘While the p-value can 
be a useful statistical measure, it is commonly misused and misinterpreted.’ The 
statement articulates six principles that would improve the understanding of what a p-value 
represents. 

Collectively, the six principles emphasise the limitations of relying on p-values alone as a 
measure of significance and warns against using p < 0.05 as a line that divides whether 
something is ’true’ on one side and ‘false’ on the other. ‘Scientific conclusions and business 
or policy decisions should not be based only on whether a p-value passes a specific 
threshold,’ the statement stresses.  

The principles also warn against cherry picking research findings (also known as ‘data 
dredging’, ‘selective inference’ and ‘p-hacking’) and supports full disclosure by researchers 
of all data collection decisions, all statistical analyses conducted and all p-values computed. 

The statement concludes by defining what constitutes good statistical practice when 
presenting the findings of research:  
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'Good statistical practice, as an essential component of good scientific practice, 
emphasizes principles of good study design and conduct, a variety of numerical and 
graphical summaries of data, understanding of the phenomenon under study, 
interpretation of results in context, complete reporting and proper logical and 
quantitative understanding of what data summaries mean. No single index should 
substitute for scientific reasoning.’ 

ASA President Jessica Utts said: ‘Over time it appears the p-value has become a gatekeeper 
for whether work is publishable’. This, she says, can lead to potentially important research 
never being published and can encourage practices such as p-hacking. Ron Wasserstein, 
ASA’s executive director, said he hopes the statement will steer research into a ‘post p < 0.05 
era’.  

RSS president Peter Diggle welcomes the ASA statement, saying: 'There is no doubt  that p-
values are over-used and often wrongly used, but  a more constructive response than banning 
them is to educate people about their uses and limitations - as the ASA statement does and 
the RSS will also continue to do.' " 
 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2714-asa-publishes-statement-regarding-p-values  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 11 Mar 2016  

Replying to @HetanShah  

Glad to see the issue of #prereleaseaccess picked up by #BeanReview - central to 
@RoyalStatSoc #DataManifesto  
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/manifesto  

1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  

 

 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Mar 2016  

 

An unhealthy obsession with p-values is ruining science  

 

http://www.vox.com/2016/3/15/11225162/p-value-simple-definition-

hacking?utm_campaign=vox&utm_content=article%3Afixed&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twi

tter …  

 

@voxdotcom @AmstatNews (HT @C2update) 

3 replies 2 retweets 6 likes  
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"This is one of a series of notes to support our policy positions as summarised in the RSS Data 
Manifesto. It was first published in April 2015, and was updated in May 2017. You can download the 
PDF version at this link. ... 
 

 

1. Summary 

The RSS Data Manifesto calls on government to help build public trust in statistics.  
 
[MB: Why?  Should that not be "build public trust in trustworthy statistics, and distrust of 
untrustworthy statistics"? 
 
Is the RSS call any more sensible or responsible than advocating "public trust in words"?] 
 
Statistics are one of the key building blocks to create the evidence base for science and 
research, for government policy making, and for public and media use. Impartial, 
independent and high quality statistics are therefore essential for a high-quality democratic 
debate. Government ministers should not be the arbiters of whether data are accepted as an 
official statistic: the independent UK Statistics Authority should continue to fulfil that role, 
and should be the prime guardian of the correct use of official statistics. 

End the practice of pre-release access whereby some people in government see statistics before the 
public. ... 
 
 
The public needs to be reassured that statistics are not being misused  
 
[MB: See above.  Why emphasise that the public needs to be reassured, rather than that the 
statistics, and the words and other forms of message about them, should be trustworthy?] 
 
to suit political or media agendas, and decisive action against pre-release access is one of the 
actions needed to respect the impartial nature of official statistics, and that all should have 
equal access to them. 

 

Legislation should be changed to empower the UK Statistics Authority to keep pre-release access to a 

minimum across all four UK administrations. ... 

Straightforward abuse of statistics to exert political control is rare, but access 24 hours in advance of 
release (as is the case in England and Northern Ireland) allows the possibility for media management, 
and the suspicion that this could be taking place. The situation in Scotland and Wales is worse in that 
up to five days of pre-release access is allowed. ... 

 
3. Ministers and public officials should handle data with 
integrity 
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All too often statistics are being misrepresented in the public debate. Ministers, MPs and 
other public officials are guided by the Ministerial Code to follow the UK Statistics 
Authority’s Code of Practice [12]. The Code states that at all stages in the production, 
management and dissemination of official statistics, the public interest should prevail over 
organisational, political or personal interests, and that no statement or comment is issued to 
the press or published ahead of the publication of the statistics [13]." 
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_manifesto/Public_trust_and_pre-
release_access_of_statistics/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_democracy_sub/Public_trust_and_pre-
release_access_of_statistics.aspx 
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"Putting evidence at the heart of policy 
debate 

 
 
 
This is one of a series of policy notes to support our policy positions as summarised in the 
RSS Data Manifesto, and was published in April 2016. You can download the PDF version at 
this link. To discuss policy advocated here, please contact the policy team at 
policy@rss.org.uk. 

 
Summary 

Evidence must be taken more seriously in policy formulation and evaluation, and official 
statistics must be at the heart of the policy debate" 

The RSS’ Data Manifesto calls on the UK government to take evidence more seriously in 
policy formulation and evaluation, and highlights that official statistics should be at the heart 
of policy debate. Whilst evidence based policy making is an established concept, more must 
be done to ensure that decision makers are committed to incorporating it as an intrinsic part 
of the policy making process. The RSS recognises that policymaking is a complex process 
and that elected representatives have to balance a range of considerations including public 
opinion, political judgement, ideology etc. We are not arguing for a technocratic approach to 
policy which ignores this, but we do think that evidence should have a stronger role as policy 
is formed.  Even when resources are lacking, policy makers should be able to take into 
account the probable quantifiable consequences of all the options. Resources need to be 
strategically allocated to strengthen data infrastructure, to identify data gaps, and to share and 
supply data that society needs.  

Independent publication of data and evidence that underpin public policies, separate from 
political commentary, helps make our decision-makers truly accountable. This is also crucial 
for building public trust. The evidence and data that informs decisions must be made clear, if 
government policies are to be properly assessed and for the political process to be truly 
democratic. Well-founded independent communication of evidence is necessary for trust in 
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information, and forms the basis for wider public understanding of science, statistics and 
evidence.  

We should also take pride in wider systems for evidence based scrutiny, and ensure that 
evidence gathered outside government is well accounted for. We believe links between 
Parliament, the UK’s science and research base, and other public bodies will lead to more 
effective policy making. We welcome the ongoing commitment to bodies such as the What 
Works Centres, and would like to see greater commitment by government to long term 
evaluation of policy. We would like to see all avenues of scrutiny further promoted including 
a strengthened regulatory function for the UK Statistics Authority, and continuation of 
parliamentary scrutiny as a key way in which policy makers can be held to account. 
 

Strengthen data infrastructure and identify data gaps to 
share and supply data that society needs 

We would like to see more confidence across government to share the data that it already 
holds, and to do so by establishing safeguarded approaches 

The UK needs to strengthen its data infrastructure, and should assess and address data gaps 
for statistics and research that will inform decisions across our society and economy. We 
would like to see a strong policy focus on this issue with a concerted campaign to share and 
supply the data that is needed nationally and locally. This should engage the UK’s third 
sector and private sector research base in collaboration with the statistical service across 
government. Such collaboration is sorely needed. For example, the Bean Review of 
Economic Statistics has found that the UK lacks data that is needed to measure the modern 
economy, and needs to update methods of production, so that we can have more accurate 
statistics that draw on multiple data sources.1 The Equalities and Human Rights Commission 
has reported on Britain’s progress on equality since 2010, and found that worryingly, there 
are significant data gaps on sections of the population, in particular, marginalised groups.2 
This is a major concern as these are groups who are in need of public services, but currently 
the government and its services lack sufficient information on these groups. We would like to 
see more confidence across government to share the data that it already holds, to support 
statistics and research in the public interest, and to do so by establishing safeguarded 
approaches, with no unnecessary disruption of access for researchers and statisticians. 

The establishment of the UK Statistics Authority in 2008 provided a professional centralised 
body for the independent scrutiny of all official UK statistics. It should take a leading role in 
addressing data gaps and data sharing, through its ability to scrutinise the scope and use of 
official statistics throughout the public sector. To produce statistics that are comprehensive 
for the UK, the Office for National Statistics must also be able to exercise powers in 
legislation to access the data it requires. Across Europe, National Statistical Institutes are 
expected to exercise their legal mandate for data collection, to access all the data they need to 
produce comprehensive statistics.3 We support that the UK’s mandate for this must be fully 
applied in the UK. Further investment must also be made in an infrastructure that allows, as is 
the case in Finland, the Office for National Statistics access to all major public and private 
datasets for statistical purposes (which are regulated and controlled to focus not on us as 
individuals, but on how society is changing as a whole). 
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Greater access rights to data should be accompanied by more a significant role for the users 
of statistics. Users need to be continuously involved, by ONS and the Government Statistical 
Service, to help identify the key outstanding questions for statistics to answer, gaps in the 
data, and quality requirements. High level user groups should be established in all areas of 
official statistics to ensure user needs are kept in mind when statistical outputs are being 
produced. This will ensure our data infrastructure is strong enough for the needs of a 
changing economy and society. 
 

Data and statistics must be used effectively for evidence 
based policy making 

We would like to see a more authoritative approach taken with regards to new data collection 
and new methodologies to form evidence. Policy makers have begun to adopt big data and 
commission research making use of statistical methods, such as predictive analytics and 
machine learning, to inform their decisions. Some of these methods, such as randomised 
control trials, provide a powerful tool to evaluate policy options before long term decisions 
go ahead. Investment in the seven existing What Works Centres including the National 
Institute for Health Care Excellence has been hugely important for offering objective, 
evidence based guidance on which effective policy can be built. However, the issue remains 
that policy makers are not always aware of the distinction between more robustly tested 
evidence and more speculative or partially tested results, and there are times when the 
standard of research referenced by policy makers is unclear.  

As more sources of data become open and more big data methods are utilised it is important 
that the government calls on appropriate expertise to assess statistics. The RSS also welcomes 
the increased authority and reputation of Select Committees in scrutinising the evidence base 
for decisions. Several Select Committees have published “evidence checks” on particular 
policies, we would like to see frameworks like this introduced on a more regular basis. The 
House of Lords plays a further, crucial role, in part due to its ability to evaluate and scrutinise 
in an often more detailed way than the House of Commons is able to. 

 
The Government must publish the data and evidence 
behind its policies  

Researchers must be prepared to link their research up with the policy domain and to translate 
complex workings. This must be accompanied by a greater willingness to open up 
government data for research. 

Transparent communication of government data and evidence supports evidence gathering 
and open policy making to inform decisions. Leadership, clear guidelines and mechanisms 
are required for the publication of data and evidence. For example, we welcome the 
ministerial commitment at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, to the 
progressive opening up of environment data in the UK, including the commitment to release 
8000 new open data sets within one year.4 Cultural shifts are also needed to allow more 
proactive working within departments on opening and evaluating their own data. Progress has 
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been made under the Government’s open data initiative, as more data has been made 
available for scrutiny by citizens. However, this does not necessarily link data back to 
specific policies, and it remains the case that the decision on whether data is open and 
publicly available remains within government. 

The RSS wishes to see a commitment from all government departments to publish their 
evidence in parallel with policy announcements and consultations. There is a need to 
approach this in a more systematic, open, clear, and accessible way, with a coherent strategy 
in place. Currently, government departments vary greatly in terms of how much of their data 
is publicly available and also the process and timeline for publication. Access to externally-
commissioned research is affected by similar issues. An independent review has found that 
only four departments provide a public, searchable database of all their commissioned 
research, and called for a central register of this information across all the departments to 
bring those that are lagging up to speed.5 Freedom of Information remains an important 
mechanism for members of the public and the media to request 'hidden' data and information 
from the government on issues that are of importance to them; such requests should also lead 
to systematic improvements. 

Policy making is also improved by effective engagement with relevant researchers, experts 
and citizens providing scrutiny and evidence. The “Evidence Transparency Framework” 
published by the Institute for Government in partnership with the Alliance for Useful 
Evidence and Sense About Science, offers an assessment tool for the public to assess the 
transparency of government departments and a checklist for the departments to follow.6 Such 
frameworks are a helpful step to facilitate communication and transparency in the policy 
making process. The more regular publication of data and evidence by government will allow 
parliamentarians to effectively question why some policies may have ‘evidence gaps’ and 
also recognise when government departments have used evidence effectively in policy 
making.  

The RSS seeks to play its part to inform use of data for effective policy making and engage 
statistical experts inside and outside government. Researchers must be prepared to link their 
research up with the policy domain and to translate complex workings so they can be more 
easily understood by civil servants. However, this must be accompanied by a greater 
willingness from the government to open up their data for research purposes. With our reach 
to data analysts, data scientists and statisticians inside and outside government, the RSS is 
glad to help to inform policy with evidence. 
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 4 May 2016 
Replying to @HetanShah  

Delighted that @RoyalStatSoc is now a champion for the Global Data Partnership 
@Data4SDGs http://www.data4sdgs.org/champions/  

0 replies 2 retweets 0 likes   
 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 5 May 2016  

Delighted that @ODIdev is partnering with @RoyalStatSoc for @AndyTatem Beveridge 
lecture on measuring #SDG progress  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/607/-/2016-beveridge-lecture-mapping-
progress-towards-the-sustainable-development-goals … 

2 replies 6 retweets 4 likes  
 

 

 
 

 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 9 May 2016  

Replying to @HetanShah  

We need to link geospatial data with traditional data sources to measure sustainable 
development goals  
 
http://deliver2030.org/?p=6864  #SDGs 

0 replies 6 retweets 1 like  

 

.......................... 
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"UPDATE, 9 May 2016: The RSS has become a 'Data for SDGs champion'. See a list of the 
supporting organisations at www.data4sdgs.org/champions " 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2495-global-partnership-for-sustainable-development-data-
launches-at-un-summit  
 
 
 
 
 
 

"The fourth and final core session, chaired by former National Statistician Jil Matheson, 
looked at how we can develop measures beyond the current GDP as an indicator of national 
success. Professor Diane Coyle (University of Manchester) outlined the strengths and 
weaknesses of GDP versus alternative measures, and a second presentation by Jooyeoun Suh 
(Oxford University) highlighted the importance of time use surveys as a data source to 
capture developments such as unpaid household work." 
 
The Bean review: Making it happen - conference report | StatsLife 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2894-the-bean-review-making-it-happen-conference-
report 
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"Higher AIMS: Expanding our work in international development 

Written by Web News Editor on 25 May 2016. Posted in Features  

 

 
The adoption of the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals at the turn of the 
century..."  

 
[False and misleading - RSS continues to effectively understate leaders' promises] 

Royal Statistical Society 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2897-higher-aims-expanding-our-work-in-international-
development 
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"Filling global population data gaps: an interview with Andy Tatem 

Written by Web News Editor on 07 June 2016. Posted in Features  

 

The Sustainable Development Goals is an ambitious set of targets agreed by members of the 
United Nations to eradicate poverty around the globe, but how do we know whether we are 
achieving them? How do we define the goalposts in order to check that we are moving in the 
right direction? 

In order to measure the progress being made, the UN has its own expert group within its 
statistics division http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/ devoted to creating a framework of indicators 
and statistical data to monitor progress and inform policy regarding the SDGs. Key 
challenges include a lack of data – in some countries it has been decades since the last census, 
so even basic data - knowing how many people there are in each part of a country - is out of 
date or simply inaccurate. 

Clearly, innovation in data collection and statistical techniques is needed to help improve this 
paucity of data. This is a key area of work for Professor Andy Tatem of the University of 
Southampton, who is giving this year’s RSS Beveridge Lecture: 'Mapping progress towards 
the Sustainable Development Goals’. In it, Andy will outline some of the key challenges, and 
potential solutions, to measuring the SDGs. 'Pretty much all of the SDGs are based on 
ensuring a certain percentage of the population has access to specific services or resources, or 
achieves a certain level of social, economic, or physical health’, he explains. ‘That’s why we 
need a regularly updated demographic evidence base, starting with the basics’. 

 
Mapping populations without a census 

In his lecture, Andy will describe some of the techniques currently being employed to 
measure population demographics using, for example, satellite imagery. ‘It is now possible to 
map the smallest of settlements and even individual buildings using automated analyses,’ he 
says. ‘By integrating these with small, rapid and targeted micro-censuses within statistical 
models, it is possible to map population distributions with appropriate confidence intervals 
without needing a census.’ 

There is also strong evidence that geographical variations in rates of poverty are linked to 
factors such as remoteness, urbanicity, mobility, social network characteristics and 
consumption - all of which can be mapped using satellite and mobile phone data. This 
enables further insights into a given population. 'By leveraging and integrating these multiple 
data sources,' he says, 'we can map key population characteristics that form the SDGs 
accurately.’ 

These techniques are serving to fill 'data gaps’ where key population data is scarce or out of 
date. Andy is director at WorldPop, a project which aims to improve the spatial demographic 
evidence base for low- and middle-income countries by integrating data from ‘traditional' 
sources such as censuses and surveys and matching them to digital boundary maps. 'We then 
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develop scalable methods and models for integrating ancillary data sources to complement 
and fill data gaps in these traditional sources, often integrating new technologies, including 
high resolution satellite imagery and cellphone data,’ he explains. These are compiled into 
gridded demographic maps and made available (open access) through the WorldPop web 
portal at www.worldpop.org. 

Andy initiated Worldpop after working on the Malaria Atlas Project (www.map.ox.ac.uk) at 
Oxford to improve the mapping of malaria risk. ‘Here we put significant effort into 
constructing detailed maps of the prevalence of malaria, but soon realised that we needed 
similarly detailed population distribution maps for malaria endemic countries to provide 
denominators, and that these were either lacking or outdated.’ 

Barriers to accessing data 'disappearing' 

Most of the data used and produced on Worldpop is open data - however, accessing very high 
resolution satellite imagery comes with costs and access restrictions in place. Many national 
statistics often remain behind locked doors. And access to mobile phone operator data can be 
tricky due to concerns about confidentiality. This is something Andy encountered as co-
director of Flowminder (www.flowminder.org), an organisation which collects and integrates 
anonymous mobile operator data with satellite and household survey data to analyse 
population movements and support strategies designed to tackle diseases like malaria, cholera 
and Ebola. ‘The de-identified mobile phone data we utilise within Flowminder is highly 
sensitive, and there are quite rightly certain barriers in place to protect customers' 
confidentiality,’ he says. ‘We work within international and national regulations to simply 
access these type of data, rather than obtain them ourselves.’ 

Despite these restrictions, Andy reports that accessing high quality and complete satellite 
imagery, GIS data and national statistics is easier now than when he first began work on 
WorldPop and Flowminder. ‘It is exciting to see many of these barriers disappearing, and the 
amount and quality of available geospatial data is rising every day,’ he says. 

Andy believes that integrating multiple datasets in the ways described above can bring 
together the strengths of each to overcome the many weaknesses of each. 'It is likely that only 
through data integration will we be able to measure and map progress towards the SDGs in a 
regular, consistent and subnational way.’ However, he warns that new data sources and 
statistical techniques will continue to rely on, rather than replace, ‘traditional’ approaches 
such as censuses, surveys and registration systems. 'These will continue to provide the 
bedrock of SDG measurement and we should not neglect them in a rush towards new data 
sources and modelling methods.' 

Andy Tatem is a professor in geography at the University of Southampton and director of the 
WorldPop project. His work is focused on high-resolution global mapping of population 
distributions and characteristics, the dispersal of diseases and their vectors through global 
transport networks and quantifying population movements in relation to malaria elimination 
planning. He pioneered the use of mobile operator data for use in public health in low- and 
middle-income countries in Tanzania in 2008, and is co-director of the Flowminder 
Foundation. 

He will deliver the RSS Beveridge Lecture on 22 June at the Royal Statistical Society. 
Register to attend on our events page." 
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https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2904-filling-global-population-data-gaps-an-interview-
with-andy-tatem  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 7 Jun 2016  

Our exec director, @HetanShah is now on a commission of experts to develop new poverty 
measures #SocialMetricsComm  
 
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jun/05/philippa-stroud-cross-party-commission-
poor-cuts-treasury?CMP=share_btn_tw … 

 
 
 
 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 9 Jun 2016  

Replying to @HetanShah  

Filling global population data gaps: an interview with @AndyTatem  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2904-filling-global-population-data-gaps-an-interview-
with-andy-tatem#.V1mZsudsMEI.twitter … 

1 reply 4 retweets 2 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 Hetan Shah @HetanShah 9 Jun 2016  

Last few places left for @AndyTatem Beveridge lecture on measuring the sustainable devpt 
goals  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/607/-/2016-beveridge-lecture-mapping-
progress-towards-the-sustainable-development-goals …  
 
@ODIdev @RoyalStatSoc 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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 Hetan Shah @HetanShah 10 Jun 2016  

New @CommonsIDC report says investment in #datarevolution key for meeting 
sustainable development goals  
 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmintdev/103/10309.htm#_id
TextAnchor073 … @Data4SDGs 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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"Can we improve the quality of the 
referendum debate? 

Written by Alan Renwick on 14 June 2016. Posted in Features  

...The final potential source of authoritative judgements of truthfulness is the Independent 
Press Standards Organisation (IPSO), whose role is to ‘uphold the highest standards of 
journalism by monitoring and maintaining the standards set out in the Editors’ Code of 
Practice’. The first item in the Code says, ‘The Press must take care not to publish inaccurate, 
misleading or distorted information or images, including headlines not supported by the 
text.’  So far this year, IPSO has upheld six complaints relating to inaccuracy. ... 

The problem with all these mechanisms is that they are manifestly not working – or, at least, 
not working enough. ... 

 
Mechanisms for enforcing truthfulness 

...At least four other ideas deserve further examination. One is a point long discussed in the 
wider debates over press regulation: that rulings on complaints about press coverage should 
be delivered more quickly and that, where those complaints are upheld, retractions or 
corrections should have a prominence commensurate to that of the original article. 

...If the degree of mendacity witnessed in this campaign were to become commonplace in our 
electoral politics as well, one of the crucial foundations of our democratic system would be 
badly damaged. 

This article originally appeared on the Constitution Unit website and is reproduced with 
permission." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2912-can-we-improve-the-quality-of-the-referendum-debate  
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RSS again helps politicians get away with obscuring 
agreed global goals: 
 
"169 targets to be achieved by 2030" 
 
Some targets are for 2020 or 2025. 
 
 

Wednesday 22 June 2016, 06:00pm - 08:00pm 

 

 

Speaker: Professor Andrew Tatem (University of Southampton) 

Title: Mapping progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals 

The UN sustainable development goals, an intergovernmental set of 17 aspirational goals 
and 169 targets to be achieved by 2030, were launched last year. These include ending 
poverty and malnutrition, improving health and education, and building resilience to natural 
disasters and climate change. A particular focus across the goals and targets is achievement 
'everywhere', ensuring that no one gets left behind and that progress is monitored at 
subnational levels to avoid national-level statistics masking local heterogeneities. How will 
this subnational monitoring of progress towards meeting the goals be undertaken when many 
countries will undertake just a single census in the 2015-2030 monitoring period?  

This or similar text at: 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/607/-/2016-beveridge-lecture-mapping-
progress-towards-the-sustainable-development-goals 
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 22 Jun 2016  

Peter Diggle, Pres @RoyalStatSoc wanted to put international development at the heart of 
his Presidency #TatemSDGs 

 
 
 
.................................................. 
 
 
 
"Oxford University Statistical Consulting is a reputable group... We ... can offer experience in 
all aspects of data-based research" 
 
[MB: I hope they don't offer that, because it would be impossible - by which I mean not a 
comment on their abilities, but that it would be impossible even the most experienced group.  
A strange claim.] 

 
Jennifer Rogers – Vice President for External Affairs – Royal Statistical Society  
https://uk.linkedin.com/in/jkrogers/de 
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"Calming the storm: fighting falsehoods, fig 
leaves and fairy tales 

Written by Alan Renwick, Matthew Flinders & Will Jennings on 13 July 2016. Posted in 
Features  

Will the EU referendum be remembered as a golden moment in British democratic history? 
Was it really an example of how to ‘do’ democracy in the 21st century? Or was it an example 
of fairy tales and falsehoods that tended to create more heat than light and a dysfunctional 
system that was unable to enforce truthfulness? ... 

Tighter press regulation would be a second option. The Independent Press Standards 
Organisation, has upheld at least four complaints relating to inaccuracy that related to the 
referendum. But its rulings typically take two or three months and there is a case for insisting 
that not only are rulings delivered more quickly but, where those complaints are upheld, 
retractions or corrections should have a prominence commensurate to that of the original 
article. 

If statutory measures are deemed too draconian and press regulation too harsh then the 
official campaign organisations could be obliged to recognize their civic responsibilities, in 
the sense of promoting engaged and informed citizenship, in return for their civic rights, that 
come in the form of public funds, free mailings, broadcasts, etc. The mechanism in this case 
might be an enforceable code of conduct, which the Treasury Committee’s report (at 
paragraph 235) seemed to favour. ... 
 
The views expressed are solely those of the original authors and other contributors. These 
views and opinions do not necessarily represent those of The Royal Statistical Society." 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/2937-calming-the-storm-fighting-falsehoods-fig-leaves-
and-fairy-tales  
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David Spiegelhalter, The Guardian:  

 

 

 

"Our nine-point guide to spotting a dodgy statistic  

...Boris Johnson did not remove the £350m figure from the Leave campaign bus even after it 
had been described as ‘misleading’. ... 
 
 
I love numbers. They allow us to get a sense of magnitude, to measure change, to put claims 
in context. But despite their bold and confident exterior, numbers are delicate things and 
that’s why it upsets me when they are abused. And since there’s been a fair amount of 
number abuse going on recently, it seems a good time to have a look at the classic ways in 
which politicians and spin doctors meddle with statistics. 

Every statistician is familiar with the tedious “Lies, damned lies, and statistics” gibe, but the 
economist, writer and presenter of Radio 4’s More or Less, Tim Harford, has identified the 
habit of some politicians as not so much lying – to lie means having some knowledge of the 
truth – as “bullshitting”: a carefree disregard of whether the number is appropriate or not. 

So here, with some help from the UK fact-checking organisation Full Fact, is a nine-point 
guide to what’s really going on. 
 

Use a real number, but change its meaning 

There’s almost always some basis for numbers that get quoted, but it’s often rather different 
from what is claimed. ... 

Casually imply causation from correlation ... 
 
Don’t provide any relevant context ... 

Exaggerate the importance of a possibly illusory 
change ... 

Next time you hear a politician boasting that unemployment has dropped by 30,000 over the 
previous quarter, just remember that this is an estimate based on a survey. And that estimate 
has a margin of error of +/- 80,000, meaning that unemployment may well have gone down, 
but it may have gone up – the best we can say is that it hasn’t changed very much, but that 
hardly makes a speech. And to be fair, the politician probably has no idea that this is an 
estimate and not a head count. ... 

We deserve to have statistical evidence presented in a fair and balanced way, and it’s only by 
public scrutiny and exposure that anything will ever change. There are noble efforts to dam 
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the flood of naughty numbers. The BBC’s More or Less team take apart dodgy data, 
organisations such as Full Fact and Channel 4’s FactCheck expose flagrant abuses, the UK 
Statistics Authority write admonishing letters. The Royal Statistical Society offers statistical 
training for MPs, and the House of Commons library publishes a Statistical Literacy Guide: 
how to spot spin and inappropriate use of statistics.    

They are all doing great work, but the shabby statistics keep on coming. Maybe these nine 
points can provide a checklist, or even the basis for a competition – how many points can 
your favourite minister score? In my angrier moments I feel that number abuse should be 
made a criminal offence. But that’s a law unlikely to be passed by politicians. 

David Spiegelhalter is the Winton Professor of the Public Understanding of Risk at the 
University of Cambridge and president elect of the Royal Statistical Society" 
 
July 2016 
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2016/jul/17/politicians-dodgy-statistics-tricks-guide 

 
 

 

  



228 
 

"New report calls for more stats capacity at the BBC 

Written by Web News Editor on 10 August 2016. Posted in News  

 

 
"A new report on how the BBC presents statistics in its news and current affairs programmes 
has been published by the public service broadcaster’s governing body, the BBC Trust. The 
review was led by the former National Statistician Dame Jil Matheson. 

... ‘The BBC needs to have the internal capacity to question press releases, relate them to 
other data sources and, if necessary, do some additional calculations’, the review says, adding 
that ‘it should develop plans for how to build such capability.’ This concurs with the RSS’s 
call for the BBC to develop a comprehensive, consistent in-house training programme 
available to all BBC journalists. 

RSS president Peter Diggle said: ‘We recognise that the BBC is already doing good work in 
data journalism, but welcome this report’s recommendation that more could be done. We are 
especially keen on the recommendation journalists need to develop more confidence in 
challenging conventional wisdom and misleading claims, so we are encouraged that in their 
response the BBC commits to a number of initiatives to improve their handling of statistics, 
including the better use of guidelines.’ 

The RSS is acknowledged a number of times in the report - including our Dozen rules of 
thumb for journalists (PDF). The RSS response to the BBC Trust review (PDF) was 
submitted in December last year." 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/2961-new-report-calls-for-more-stats-capacity-at-the-bbc  
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I Aver���� @i_aver 6 Sep 2016  

Replying to @pspoole  

What's the upper bound limit on these ills, @MaxAbrahms? Are lawnmowers a threat to 
wax existential? Terrorism is. @pspoole 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 
Richard Tonkin @richt2 4 Oct 2016  

How are @ONS developing data for poverty & inequality stats/research? Slides from 
@RoyalStatSoc event last week  

[Event on poverty in Wales] 

 
 
 
 
Model Westminster @ModelWstminster 28 Oct 2016  

@RoyalStatSoc origins were in trying to alleviate poverty during the 1800's and needing 
quality evidence to tackle the challenge #datarevmw 

 

 

BelieveTheTruth �������� @Sam_BTT 5 Nov 2016  

Offers no perspective. Lawnmowers have no agency & will only ever kill 69. Terrorists try for much 

more & only security agencies stop them.  

BelieveTheTruth �� added, 
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Bill Frelick  @BillFrelick  

Some perspective on terrorist threats  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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"From: Authority Enquiries <authority.enquiries@statistics.gov.uk> 
Date: 28 November 2016 at 11:42 
Subject: RE: UKSA and GSS material appears to mislead on global pledges 
 
Dear Mr Berkley, 

Thank you for your correspondence of 4 October clarifying your complaint" 
 
[Misleading.  I in fact repeated the fact that it was a complaint about the UKSA and GSS, 
which was clear from the title of the email, above.]  
 
 
 
"regarding the Millennium Development Goals."  
 
[Wrong focus.  The complaint was about giving the wrong impression of government 
pledges.] 

 
"You cited two instances where the Millennium Development Goals were stated as being 
agreed in 2000; once in Assessment Report 315 Statistics on International Development[1] 
and once in a blog posting[2] on the GSS website. I concur with you that these statements are 
factually incorrect. 

The factual situation as we understand it is that in 2000 world leaders adopted the UN 
Millennium Declaration at the UN Millennium Summit. The Millennium Development Goals 
were developed subsequently as part of the implementation of the Millennium Declaration. 
 
[The Authority obscures the problem.   
 
Perhaps more accurate: the "MDGs" were developed "as part of the non-implementation" or 
"watering down" or "avoiding the full commitments of the Declaration".] 
 
 
"We consider this error a factual inaccuracy and not statistical misreporting. To rectify it, we 
have corrected"  
 
[The UK Statistics Authority seems to make another untrue claim.   
 
It in fact removed the incorrect part.  It did not "correct" it or explain the problem in the 
online version, and there is no indication that the Authority made any changes at all to the 
printed version.    
 
There is no indication that the Authority "rectified" any wrong impression given to anyone, 
except for its statement that it had informed the government department.  So "rectify" appears 
wrong as well.]  
 
 
"and republished Assessment Report 315. "  
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[? – Is that adequately true?  Did they reprint it?  With what circulation?]  
 
 
"The original text stated: 

“DFID is working towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) by the target date of 2015, as agreed at the UN Millennium Summit in 
2000.” 

This sentence has been replaced with the following: 

“DFID is working towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) by the target date of 2015.” " 

[At best confusing, since by the time of the amendment in 2016, the statement was 
untrue. DFID was not working towards that.] 
 
 

"And footnoted with: 

“Paragraph 2.14 of this report was amended in November 2016 to correct a 
factual inaccuracy regarding when and where the MDGs were agreed.” " 
 

[Again, seems untrue.   
 
Firstly, the inaccuracy was not "corrected" but removed.   The Authority chose not 
to tell anyone the correct position in the new version. 

Secondly, that text misleads on the purpose of the amendment.  No-one cares 
much where or when "MDGs" were agreed.   
 
Again, the purpose of the amendment was in fact to remove the misleading 
implication that what leaders agreed in 2000 was the easier targets. 
 
Thirdly, it is not clear what the UK Statistics Authority means the "correct" 
version is on "when" or "where" "the MDGs were agreed".  Their text makes it 
seem as if those are straightforward matters and that the problem was merely the 
time and place of the "agreement".  But they have provided no evidence that any 
such "agreement" took place.  Nor have they provided any evidence that such an 
"agreement" was valid, in view of what member states actually said.  In reality the 
General Assembly in 2001-15 reaffirmed the generally more ambitious and wider 
pledges of summits and conferences.] 
 
  

"Furthermore we have posted a correction note to the GSS blog posting.  
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It would seem the inaccurate reporting of what was agreed at the Millennium Summit in 
2000, where world leaders adopted the UN Millennium Declaration not the Millennium 
Development Goals, has been common place.  
 
In that regard we will raise this issue with DfID and also with the team working on 
international development in the Office for National Statistics. 

We appreciate you contacting us in this regard. 

 
[1] https://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/statistics-on-international-
development-2/ 
 
2 https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/blog/2015/09/a-sustainable-approach-to-statistics-and-
geography/ 

 
Yours sincerely, 

Victoria 

   

Victoria Leadbetter  | UK Statistics Authority | Central Policy Secretariat | 1 Drummond 
Gate, London, SW1V 2QQ 
Web: www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk Twitter: @UKStatsAuth 
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"Turing Lecture: Stats, Decision Making and Privacy 

Monday 05 Dec 2016.... 

In the latest event in our series on data science in the public realm, the UK’s National 
Statistician, John Pullinger, will explain how data is helping Government and others make 
better decisions, from the National Census and many other sources, firmly based on evidence. 
Reflecting the importance of data ethics and privacy to making data as freely available as 
possible, in the second lecture Microsoft Research’s Cynthia Dwork will discuss the technical 
challenges of privacy and how new research may help increase access to valuable data in a 
way that safeguards the privacy of data owners.   

Speaker One: John Pullinger Mobilising the power of data to help Britain make better 
decisions ‘Good’ data about the state of our economy and society, helps governments, 
businesses and citizens, to make informed decisions for the future. Demands to generate this 
data faster, in more detailed and tailored forms are growing, whilst the data revolution is 
providing rich opportunities for the data science community to come together to identify 
novel solutions to these demands. It also raises important questions about data ethics, data 
security and data quality, amongst other concerns. In this talk, John Pullinger will explore the 
nature of these questions, current responses to them, and the potential for building 
relationships between The Alan Turing Institute, the Office for National Statistics, the 
Government Statistical Service, and others who share an interest in developing insights from 
data to benefit the public. ... 
 
John Pullinger is the UK National Statistician and most recent Chair of the United Nations 
Statistical Commission. He has previously been President of the Royal Statistical Society and 
Chair of the Getstats campaign for statistical literacy. He has worked in statistical, research, 
policy and leadership roles in the UK government at the Department of Trade and Industry, 
Department of Environment, and Office of Manpower Economics, as well as the UK 
Statistics Authority. He also spent ten years leading information services at the UK House of 
Commons as Librarian of the House, and developing new services to enable the public to 
engage with Parliament." 
 
Turing Lecture: Stats, Decision Making and Privacy | The Alan Turing Institute 
https://www.turing.ac.uk/events/turing-lecture-stats-decision-making-and-privacy 
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"Some of the biggest statistics in the world are 

things which people are misinformed about" 

 

Matt Berkley questions John Pullinger. 

 

John Pullinger was UK National Statistician, 2015 UN Statistical Commission Chair, and 
2013 Royal Statistical Society President. 
 
5 December 2016. Turing Institute, London 

 
.... 

 
Matt Berkley:  
 
Some of the biggest statistics in the world are things which people are misinformed about. 

A few days ago, I had a reply from your organisation, the Statistics Authority, about what is 
in fact a major scandal - where the United Nations, and the British Government, Royal 
Statistical Society, and many other organisations have claimed that in 2000 world leaders 
made 25-year pledges known as the Millennium Development Goals.  
 
It's not true. I expect you know about this - about my complaint. I received a very weak reply 
but it admitted that this confusion was commonplace. 

This is a fraud.  I mean, it's visible in the Millennium Declaration what leaders said. 

So one question I have is, what is in the heads of people who don't deal with this? 
Why is it that you are not holding the British Government to account? 
Why is it that the Royal Statistical Society is making these mistakes? 
 
And these are not the only things. While you were chair... 

 
 
Andrew Blake: Shall we, sort of, put the question to John? 

 
 
Matt Berkley:  Can I just say a couple of things? [pause] 

While you were chair of the Statistical Commission at the UN, the UN has been misreporting 
things like water.  They don't have clean water statistics, but many people say they do.  

They don't have statistics on inflation for poor people.  But the BBC's More or Less 
programme, awarded - given awards by the RSS, has told the world that these statistics are 
based on a "basket of food".  It's completely untrue.  And they've made other mistakes as 
well. 
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So what is in your heads, and how did you not know about these things while you were chair 
of the Statistical Commission, and why don't you hold governments properly to account? 
 
 
 
http://www.globalfactcheck.org/documents/2016-12-
05%20Matt%20Berkley%20confronts%20John%20Pullinger,%20UK%20National%20Statis
tician,%20most%20recent%20Chair%20of%20UN%20Statistical%20Commission%20on%2
0Millennium%20pledge%20fraud,%20bogus%20water%20claims%20and%20inflation%20f
or%20the%20poor.mp4  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 8 Dec 2016  

PostTruth: How bullshit conquered the world - new book in 2017 from @RoyalStatSoc 
award winner @jamesrbuk  
 
https://www.bitebackpublishing.com/posts/biteback-publishing-to-publish-post-truth-how-
bullshit-conquered-the-world-by-james-ball … 

2 replies 4 retweets 4 likes  
 

 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley 8 Dec 2016  
Replying to @HetanShah  

Please correct the Royal Statistical Society claims on Millennium pledges.  
 
https://twitter.com/MDGScandal/status/638253990057254912 …  
 
@RoyalStatSoc @jamesrbuk 

 

................................. 
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"Hetan Shah, RSS executive director, explained why the RSS welcomes the initiative. ‘It’s 
good to see this project that will help producers of statistics think about the issues that the 
public care about and want data gathered on,' he said. 'This will help ensure public debates 
can be informed by good evidence.’ " 
 
7 February 2017 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3178-full-fact-launch-need-to-know-project  

 

 
 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 13 Feb 2017  

Watch: #PostTruth and what can we do about it? @RoyalStatSoc @senseaboutsci 
@FullFact @oiioxford event now online  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B62O0CTmHvA … 
 

1 reply 22 retweets 12 likes  
 

 

 

"Three ways to tackle post-truth politics 

17th Feb 2017 

...The Royal Statistical Society bravely set out to answer these questions with a panel 
discussion last week. 

Hetan Shah, Chief Executive and chair of the discussion, said the organisations represented 
on the panel are “purveyors of truth.” ... 

We all need to hold those in power to account for the way they use information. When 
statistics are used in a speech or given coverage in the news those numbers should be in the 
public domain. People should provide sources for their claims. Mistakes should be corrected. 
And we all need to challenge people who aren’t living up to those standards." 
 
Charlotte Browning  
Full Fact 
https://fullfact.org/blog/2017/feb/three-ways-tackle-post-truth-politics/   
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"Event report: Post-truth: what is it and what can we do about it? 

Written by Olivia Varley-Winter on 20 February 2017. Posted in Features  

 

On 7 February 2017, the RSS hosted the event 'Post-truth: What is it and what can we do 
about it?' in association with Sense about Science, Full Fact, the Oxford Internet Institute, and 
SAGE publishing. The panel of speakers comprised James Ball, special correspondent for 
Buzzfeed News and author of a forthcoming book on 'post-truth', Tracey Brown, director of 
Sense About Science, Will Moy, director of Full Fact and Helen Margetts, director of the 
Oxford Internet Institute. The event was chaired by RSS executive director Hetan Shah. 

Opening the event, Hetan Shah dedicated it to the memory of Hans Rosling, who had died 
that morning. Rosling was well known for his public presentations of statistics, which 
challenged his audiences on subjects such as global healthcare, population, prosperity, and 
the problems of the poorest around the world. His strongly expressed support for ‘factfulness’ 
(that the public should base their opinions on fact) provided a clear counterpoint to ‘post-
truth’ narratives. 

Shah noted that the term ‘post-truth’ began to circulate during the UK’s referendum on 
whether to remain members of the European Union, as concerns were raised over the 
statistics being used in referendum campaigns. The ubiquity of the phrase ‘post-truth’ even 
led to the Oxford Dictionary declaring it as 2016's 'word of the year'. The dominance of the 
post-truth concept has been boosted further by events in the USA, with heated debate about 
‘fake news’ and ‘alternative facts’ that has surrounded President Trump's election. For this 
discussion it would be important to focus on the particular circumstances of the UK, rather 
than being pulled into the orbit of events overseas. While the current period has been called 
‘post-truth’, we have never been in anything called a ‘truth’ era, particularly in politics. So 
the panelists would consider what has really changed, and what actions can be taken to 
promote 'factfulness' in the UK. 

Helen Margetts focused on some of the likely challenges and responsibilities for social 
media. Social media is blamed, she said, for almost everything, and has of course been 
heavily implicated in post-truth politics. Three aspects of media and political campaigning 
have been attributed to social media, perhaps unfairly: 
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• Fake news. Social media is said to be fuelling the creation of news items that are 
untrue, or almost completely untrue. A further characteristic of fake news is that it has 
a political bias that is intended to be disruptive. Historically, fake news was associated 
with authoritarian governments. The difference now is that with access to social 
media, others such as teenagers in bedrooms can generate revenue from creating it. 
 

• Computational propaganda or ‘bots’. These really are a new development as the scope 
for automated bots to spread a message via social media have grown with 
technological advances. On the other hand, attempts to create ‘ethical’ bots to 
compromise the messages of extremist bots are getting more sophisticated.  
 

• Echo chambers. Social media is said to create a situation where we hear our opinions 
reflected by others, and therefore think more and more what we already thought. The 
idea is that in this environment, we are more vulnerable to fake news. Margetts said 
that it is very much unproven whether social media makes echo chambers worse. We 
are very good at creating our own echo chambers in the analogue world, and hearing 
only what we want to hear. Social media and the internet also offer ways to exit the 
echo chambers that they create – for example by looking at ‘trending’ topics to see 
what is the most popular news at present. However, social media giants could be a lot 
better at educating their users. For example, most people using Facebook don’t realise 
that they only see a fraction of what their friends post in that setting. 

James Ball discussed the role of news and journalists. He considered that in the UK, the issue 
of ‘fake news’ is over-emphasised, as this refers to stories that are entirely fabricated. 
Buzzfeed undertook an investigation last year and concluded ‘Britain has no fake news 
industry because our partisan newspapers already do that job’ – the point being that UK 
readers are provided with a different type of story to satisfy their biases, which take one true 
event or one statistic and present it out of context. The demand to feed biases is also met by 
social media interest groups such as ‘Britain First’, which share large numbers of stories that 
support their pre-existing opinion with others on Facebook. Polls such as ‘Perils of 
perception’ by Ipsos MORI show that personal views of the facts are often inaccurate. In the 
US for example, those polled on average thought that 17% of the population are Muslim, 
when the recorded figure is only 1%. There have to be norms and values in how the news 
presents information, he said, which can emerge through campaigns and public pressure. 

Will Moy commented that public cynicism and scepticism about the truthfulness of 
politicians and the media is concerning, as it implies the public have made up their minds that 
there are powerful people who will tell lies with impunity and that there is nothing that can be 
done about it. A new tradition is emerging, which is to maintain a position regardless of the 
facts. This amounts to a culture war, he said. 

However, public polling has shown that the public do want civil servants to be truthful. For a 
world of statistics and facts, he highlighted two main solutions 

• Make it easier to use reliable information 
 

• Make it ineffective to use unreliable information 

He highlighted some levers to change, which include: 
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• The UK’s many public institutions, which have a long history of caring about 
evidence, need to get better at winning the public’s attention. The UK Statistics 
Authority has a role in calling out and addressing wrong claims, and the RSS trains 
‘stats ambassadors’ to speak to the media about statistics. News outlets and 
individuals that treat audiences with respect also need to be rewarded. The RSS plays 
a part in this with its statistical excellence awards for journalists. 
 

• Journalists need to be trained to challenge statistics provided to them. With regard to 
this, new BBC guidelines have been put together and all BBC journalists are going to 
be trained in statistics. 
 

• Challenging inaccurate claims starts with an evidence base. This takes a great deal of 
time to establish, and needs ongoing support. Full Fact's Need to Know project has 
recently been launched to anticipate the questions that need to be answered in public 
debates, and ensure the statistics are readily available to answer them. Full Fact are 
also collaborating with Google and with Facebook on mechanisms for fact-checking. 
When mistakes are made, we need better ways to correct the record. 

Tracey Brown concluded the panel’s presentations. She asserted that the importance of truth 
in public life is being threatened by the ‘post-truth’ narrative and praised a recent article by 
Will Davies on ‘how statistics have lost their power’, and said that statistics about the social 
and political and natural world should be a common good. Members of the public can feel 
alienated from the facts when metrics such as GDP dominate reporting, providing a picture of 
national progress that they don’t identify with. Cynicism about the public and its attitude 
toward evidence needs to be challenged, as everyone has a ‘flash point’ at some stage in their 
lives where they need to know the facts behind a decision, and may want to interrogate or 
change it. Sense about Science’s ‘Evidence Matters’ campaign put a spotlight on this, and 
brought members of the public to Parliament to speak to MPs about why evidence mattered 
in their lives. Those of us who care about facts need to also take care that the public’s 
demand for evidence is met. 

The event was followed by a reception, sponsored by SAGE publishing. 

Watch the event here: 

 https://youtu.be/B62O0CTmHvA  
 
 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3202-event-report-post-truth-what-is-it-and-what-can-
we-do-about-it   
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Write-up of #posttruth event with @senseaboutsci @FullFact @oiioxford ft @jamesrbuk 
@HelenMargetts @puzzlesthewill  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3202-event-report-post-truth-what-is-it-and-what-can-
we-do-about-it … 

4:52 PM - 21 Feb 2017  

 

2 replies 5 retweets 8 likes  

 

 

 Hetan Shah @HetanShah 28 Feb 2017  

The legacy of poverty mapper Charles Booth (@RoyalStatSoc President 1892-94) 
http://bit.ly/2lQ6nbh  @LSEInequalities 

 

 

...................................... 
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"Many charities are part of the infrastructure of fact-checking and truth telling in our public 
life. We need these charities more than ever, holding out and fighting back against post truth 
degradation of public discourse. ... 
 
The Royal Society promotes excellence and honesty in science and scientific method. The 
Royal Statistical Society is a charity working to safeguard the integrity and robustness of 
statistics as a public good, interacting with official bodies like the Office of National 
Statistics." 
 
 
Charities’ Role in the “Post Truth” Era  
Andrew Purkis 
2 March 2017 
https://andrewpurkis.wordpress.com/2017/03/02/charities-role-in-the-post-truth-era/ 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 6 Mar 2017  

Our work is referenced in this blog by @AndrewPurkis about the role of charities in the 
#posttruth era  
 
https://andrewpurkis.wordpress.com/2017/03/02/charities-role-in-the-post-truth-era/ 

0 replies 3 retweets 2 likes  
 

 

 

 
"David Spiegelhalter, said: 'I was delighted that RSS fellows were involved in producing 
these guidelines. Statistics are often a key part of news stories so it’s essential to be able to 
communicate both their strengths and possible limitations." 
 
BBC 'immensely grateful' for RSS input into new stats guidelines 
16 March 2017  
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3412-bbc-immensely-grateful-for-rss-input-into-new-stats-
guidelines 
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"I believe that drawing unjustified conclusions based on selected exploratory p-values should 
be considered as scientific misconduct and lead to retraction or correction of papers." 
 
David Spiegelhalter 
President of the Royal Statistical Society 
April 2017 13 
 

 
 
 
 
Leeds Uni Media @LeedsUniMedia  

Poor numbers, poor news: @jairolugo discusses the ideology of poverty statistics in the 
news media @RoyalStatSoc  
 
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/afternoon-meeting-statistics-the-media-and-public-
engagement-tickets-33242144148 … 

10:49 AM - 4 May 2017  

 

0 replies 2 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 
......................................... 
 
 
 

"...Hetan Shah, chief executive of the Royal Statistical Society, which is calling for social 
media platforms to accept they have an implicit editorial function. 

“...they have been talking about third party fact-checking for months,” he said. “...They are 
slowly waking up to the fact they do have some sort of editorial function.” " 
 
[MB: At the risk of saying something obvious, how would the same not apply to the 
Society?] 
 

                                                 
13 
https://dyz6l42c0kkca.cloudfront.net/articles/downloaded/wiley/1f1d8aae17b098e008dc959862dd163

53f3b949a26288f9abab4793dfbaa518e.pdf?response-content-

disposition=attachment%3Bfilename%3D%22Matthews_et_al-2017-Significance.pdf  
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8 May 2017 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/may/08/facebook-help-tackle-fake-news-during-
general-election  
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"Afternoon meeting: Statistics, the media and public engagement 
 
by Leeds Bradford Royal Statistical Society  
 
Wed, 10 May 2017... 

On the 10th May several high profile presenters including David Spiegelhalter, Royal 
Statistical Society President and Winton Professor for the Public Understanding of Risk, 
University of Cambridge, and Chris Cook, Policy editor for Newsnight, plus speakers from 
the Universities of Leeds and Sheffield, and NHS Digital will discuss this important topic. 
 
David Spiegelhalter, RSS President and Winton Professor for the Public Understanding of 
Risk in the Statistical Laboratory, Centre for Mathematical Sciences, University of 
Cambridge. 

Getting the numbers out there: the public role of statisticians  
 
... 

Jairo Lugo-Ocando, Associate Professor, School of Media and Communication, University of 
Leeds. 

Poor numbers, poor news: the ideology of poverty statistics in the news media 

 
Jonathan Hope (Analytical Section Head, NHS Digital and RSS ambassador) and Kristina 
Wilcock (Senior Media Relations Manager, NHS Digital). 

Official Statistics in the news: How statisticians and media professionals work together 
to ensure Official Statistics are reported in an independent objective and accurate way. 

For abstracts and further details see the local group website: 
https://sites.google.com/site/rssleedsbradford/home/2016_2017_session/mediamay17 " 

 
 
 
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/afternoon-meeting-statistics-the-media-and-public-
engagement-tickets-33242144148#  
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"Critical thinking and stats literacy are the answers to a post-truth age 

Written by Hetan Shah on 17 May 2017.  

 
...Academics can play an important role in getting the facts out in this election, but few tend 
to do so successfully. You need to be prepared to put your head above the parapet, respond in 
a timely fashion, speak a language that people understand, and not go beyond your expertise. 
It’s a tricky balance, but hugely rewarding. 

Independent fact checkers can help. But they suffer a free-rider problem: everyone likes the 
idea, but nobody wants to pay for what they provide. Foundations and philanthropists need to 
step in and put money behind them. It is good to see that the BBC has set up its own internal 
‘Reality Check’ team.    

And yet, even facts in themselves are not enough. There are concerns that telling people the 
facts can just reinforce their existing views; the so-called ‘backfire effect’. Promising new 
research by Sander van der Linden and colleagues suggests, however, that we can inoculate 
the public against misinformation by giving information about the methods through which the 
facts are obscured or denied alongside giving facts themselves. 

Ultimately, we need a citizenry that has access to tools of self-defence against mistruth and 
that cares about the quality of news it consumes. Learned societies have a role to play in 
reaching out beyond their traditional audiences. For example. the RSS has developed free 
statistical training for journalists and politicians to help improve the debate. We have also 
hosted public debates about key social issues such as ‘the facts about migration’. 

We should explore new ways of promoting critical thinking, statistical literacy and a curious 
mindset among people young and old. As is so often the case, technical and policy fixes can 
only take us so far; education is the only sustainable answer to this major societal issue." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3460-critical-thinking-stats-literacy-are-the-answers-to-
a-post-truth-age  
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"David Spiegelhalter on being RSS president 

Written by David Spiegelhalter on 15 June 2017.  

 
...I also added my tweets to the UK election-night drama, complaining that the BBC was not 
telling us the margin of error on the exit poll, and then afterwards congratulating the fine 
performance (again) of the model developed by RSS fellow David Firth and others. 

I have chaired, rather nervously, my first RSS Council. ... 
 
I strongly believe that this profession is honourable and impartial, and I am delighted the 
Society is doing so much to give statisticians a stronger voice in this age of ‘alternative 
facts’. However, in the end the Society relies on its members for their subscriptions and 
voluntary activity, and so all of you deserve credit for supporting this fine institution." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3483-david-spiegelhalter-on-being-rss-president 

 

............................................ 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 15 Jun 2017  

Replying to @HetanShah @RoyalStatSoc and  

My @CityAM piece a few weeks ago calling for an end to #prereleaseaccess to statistics  
 
http://www.cityam.com/265559/royal-statistical-society-boss-end-undemocratic-pre-
release … 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 23 Jun 2017  

Replying to @HetanShah  

If you missed @RoyalStatSoc #PostTruth event earlier this year, this one from 
@instituteforgov looks good  
 
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/events/post-truth-and-what-we-can-do-about-it … 

0 replies 1 retweet 3 likes  
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"As long as they have the chance, governments will never be able to resist the 
incentive to spin numbers. And tellingly, the public doesn’t think they should get the 
chance: research by NatCen indicates that a majority (67%) support official statistics 
being made available to everyone at the same time with no pre-release access. 
 
 
Opening up 

The Royal Statistical Society, of which I am executive director, has long campaigned 
for an end to pre-release access.  
 
In the run-up to the election, we tried to raise awareness of the issue in a letter to 
The Times with 114 signatories – precisely the same absurdly high number of people 
with pre-release access to that day’s labour market statistics." 
 
Hetan Shah  
In a victory against spin, ministers lose pre-release access to statistics 
29 June 2017 
https://theconversation.com/in-a-victory-against-spin-ministers-lose-pre-release-
access-to-statistics-79793  

 
 

 

 

"Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data Announces 

New Board  
 
June 29, 2017  

... “I am immensely grateful that this stellar group of individuals are lending their 
considerable expertise and experience to guide the Global Partnership in achieving the 
political commitment, collaboration and concrete action that will make the data revolution a 
true reality. I am particularly pleased that both the Board and Technical Advisory Group are 
gender balanced and regionally representative,” said Claire Melamed, Executive Director of 
the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data." 
 
Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data Announces New Board 
http://www.data4sdgs.org/news/global-partnership-sustainable-development-data-announces-
new-board 

 
 
 Hetan Shah @HetanShah 30 Jun 2017  

Delighted that former @RoyalStatSoc President John Pullinger has joined the board of 
@Data4SDGs http://www.data4sdgs.org/master-blog/2017/6/29/gpsdd-announces-board … 
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0 replies 1 retweet 4 likes 
 
 
 

 

" "Dealing with the size of the p-value fixes some things," he [David Spiegelhalter] 

says. "But it’s not dealing with the most important issues." " 

 

These People Are Trying To Fix A Huge Problem In Science 

29 July 2017 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/tomchivers/signifying-nothing 
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Significance 

 

 

Measuring the “poverty penalty” in the UK 

Kingsley Purdam  
Sam Royston  
Graham Whitham  
First published: 02 August 2017 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2017.01056.x 
Sections 

PDF 
Tools 
Share 

Abstract 

People with limited financial resources can face additional costs for essential goods and 
services. This is a challenge for the new British government to address, and a problem that 
must be reflected in government statistics, say Kingsley Purdam, Sam Royston and 
Graham Whitham 

https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1740-
9713.2017.01056.x?platform=hootsuite 
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Staff @SocialStatsMan 3 Aug 2017  

More people living in poverty in the UK. See 
http://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/hub/issue/10.1111/sign.2017.14.issue-4/ … 
@signmagazine @childsocpol @UoMNews 
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GM Poverty Action @GMPovertyAction · 14 Aug 2017 
 
Underestimating poverty in the UK? #Poverty costs - new research  
@GrahamWhitham  @signmagazine @RoyalStatSoc ow.ly/jcFo30eovbm 
 

 

...................................... 

 

"Session Details  
Title: 5.4 Invited - Sustainable Development Goals 

Time: 06/09/2017, 09:55 - 11:15  

Location: Conference Room 3  
 

 

Exciting opportunity to learn about how Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are being 
applied and developed, at home and abroad. How this mammoth agenda impacts every area 
of the Government Statistical Service and beyond – and the data challenges and opportunities 
that face the statistical community. 
Organised by the Office for National Statistics" 
 
Royal Statistical Society annual conference session 
2017 
 

 

https://events.rss.org.uk/rss/frontend/reg/titem.csp?pageID=39108&eventID=93   
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"BBC’s Robert Cuffe talks media engagement 

Written by Brian Tarran on 07 September 2017. ...  

 
Report from one of the sessions at the RSS 2017 Conference. More reports of conference 
sessions are listed here. 

Robert Cuffe, the new head of statistics at BBC News, was at the Royal Statistical Society 
Conference with some advice for statisticians on engaging with the media. 

In particular, he highlighted his involvement in the RSS Statistical Ambassadors programme 
as having been crucial in providing experience of working with journalists and press officers 
– the sort of experiences he was able to talk about when interviewing for the BBC position. 

Cuffe also recommended that statisticians seek out and befriend press officers, especially 
those in academic institutions who may be tasked with promoting scientific work to the 
national media. These press officers will often find themselves dealing with the ‘big beasts’ 
of their institutions who are pushing for stories to get media coverage, though the press 
officers themselves may not have the statistical knowledge to be able to communicate some 
of the most important elements and limitations of the work presented to them. 

Statisticians who offer a helping hand in these scenarios may therefore find themselves being 
called on to work on future stories. Indeed, said Cuffe, press officers are valuable in helping 
academics to connect with and build relationships with trusted journalists. He highlighted the 
Science Media Centre’s ‘Before the headlines’ initiative as another helpful route to achieve 
this. 

• Robert Cuffe was speaking during the ‘Statistical Excellence Award for Early-Career 
Writing’ session, organised by the Young Statisticians Section and Significance. Look 
out for more from the prize winners in the October edition of Significance, and online 
at significancemagazine.com." 

 https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3555-bbc-s-robert-cuffe-talks-media-engagement  
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"Measuring the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals – an update 

Written by Web News Editor on 11 September 2017.  

Report from one of the sessions at the RSS 2017 Conference. More reports of conference 
sessions are listed here. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have been agreed and have been well under way 
since 2015. But how achievable will it be for the UK and other countries to measure progress 
in all of these goals? A session organised by the Office for National Statistics addressed this 
question. 

Glenn Everett, deputy director of well-being, inequalities, sustainability and environment at 
ONS, gave a brief background of the SDGs. Developed with a view to build and expand on 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the SDGs initially had 12 goals and 50 targets. 
However, by the time they were formally launched in 2015 the remit had expanded to 17 
goals with 169 targets. 

This means there are now 244 indicators regarding gender, ethnicity and so on. ONS will 
need to report on some of these indicators. Getting all of this this data out there will be a 
challenge and requires cooperation across the Government Statistical Service as well as 
exploring new data sources. ONS is currently consulting on this and a reporting platform is 
under development. 

Kim Bradford-Smith from Department for International Development (DfID) explained that 
the challenges in getting SDG data out are far greater in poorer countries which may not have 
birth and death registers or a regular population census. 

Taking an example of the SDG Goal 5 – gender equality, which has nine targets and 14 
indicators – Kim described what this looks like in developing countries. Too often women are 
not identified separately in datasets. In theory there are tools to get this data but in practice 
some of the tools are not designed for the job and compromises will need to be made. The 
Global Forum on Gender Statistics is working on this – but even with these efforts there may 
not be much data. 

The MDGs were criticised for being a ‘tyranny of averages’ - many national averages didn’t 
count everyone, particularly poorer people. The 2030 agenda for sustainable development 
pledges that no one will be left behind. The big challenge, Kim said, would be to measure the 
P20 – the poorest 20% of the world’s population. There are moves to see whether big data 
could be used to measure some of these indicators. 

A discussion led by Matthew Powell of Oxford Policy Management explored some of the 
other challenges faced in measuring the SDGs. However, there are opportunities too, to invest 
in statistics at all levels, forge partnerships to deliver the reporting and develop new methods 
such as data linkage and web scraping. 

The meeting closed with a request from Jenny Church to sign up for the Royal Statistical 
Society’s International Development Section if interested in the section’s work in this and 
other areas. 
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• This session was titled Sustainable Development Goals and took place on Wednesday 
6 September 2017. 
 

• This article was updated on 21 September 2017, replacing the sentence 'Women are 
often missing from data in these countries' with 'Too often women are not identified 
separately in datasets'." 
 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3556-measuring-the-un-s-sustainable-development-goals-
an-update   
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"Bridging the gap: better communication and understanding of stats 

Written by Web News Editor on 18 September 2017. Posted in News  

 

Report from one of the sessions at the RSS 2017 Conference. More reports of conference 
sessions are listed here. 

How can we communicate data and what they mean to the public? This question was 
addressed by a Tuesday session in the RSS conference’s Communicating Statistics stream, 
titled: Understanding and communication of statistics. 

The session focused on communication of statistics so they are better understood by the 
public. Rebecca Goldin (who later delivered the conference’s President’s Invited address on 
the same issue) argued that because the public have so little interest or access to statistical 
education, that the media plays an essential role in discussing statistics as they will arguably 
have more influence than the scientific community.  Rebecca’s organisation, STATS, has 
made efforts to encourage and improve statistical literacy in the US media. 

The RSS has been making similar efforts in the UK with its journalism training; this was 
covered by RSS head of statistical literacy and education, Scott Keir, in his talk on the work 
the Society has been involved in to improve statistical literacy in the UK. Scott's talk was 
followed by RSS president David Spiegelhalter, who acknowledged that the terminology in 
statistics is potentially baffling to those not formally schooled in statistics. He proposed 
developing a resource that explains statistical concepts and terms, from tweetable soundbites 
to more extensive explanations. This, however, will need considerable collaborative effort. 

A discussion followed that discussed the problems of getting people in different professions 
to appreciate the value of statistics in their field. Despite many statistical concepts being 
applicable across disciplines, professionals tend only to engage once you give case studies 
and examples relevant to their professions. Scott Keir talked about a guide for barristers 
currently in development that very much takes this approach. 

This session was called Understanding and communication of statistics." 
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https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3568-bridging-the-gap-better-communication-and-
understanding-of-stats  
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"Building public trust in official statistics 

Written by Web News Editor on 21 September 2017. Posted in News  

Report from one of the sessions at the RSS 2017 Conference. More reports of conference 
sessions are listed here. 

David Matz, who chairs the RSS Official Statistics Section, introduced this session discussing 
trust in official statistics. 

Ian Simpson from NatCen began the session with findings from the British Social Attitudes 
(BSA) survey, which revealed that the ONS was more trusted than many other public bodies. 
However, much work remains to be done in raising public trust in how official statistics are 
used, as a mere 26% of respondents felt Government presented official figures honestly and 
only 18% felt the media did so. 

These findings were followed by an overview of the proposed refreshed Code of Practice for 
Statistics, presented by Job de Roij from the Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR) – an 
independent arm of the UK Statistics Authority (UKSA). Job explained that the OSR’s 
primary aims are: 

• To enhance public confidence, 
• To challenge misuse and 
• To ensure the correct collection and development of statistics. 

The refreshed Code of Practice helps to achieve this with its three pillars: trustworthiness, 
quality and value, which are underpinned by key principles. Although the code is aimed 
primarily at official statistics, the principles of good practice extend beyond this. An official 
consultation on the proposed code is currently ongoing and the new code will be released in 
early 2018, including an interactive version. 

Roger Halliday, the chief statistician for Scotland and chief data officer for the Scottish 
Government, emphasised that the entire aim of making statistics independent is to establish 
trust. He summarised five key actions to achieve this: 

• Statistical excellence and expertise coupled with understanding of the policy context, 
to ensure the best decisions are made for the public good. 
 

• User engagement to ensure that statisticians understand the data sources and users of 
statistics understand the underlying analysis. The award-winning Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation  is a prime example of this. 
 

• Keeping distance from political influence – this puts statisticians in a position of 
power and responsibility. 
 

• Raising public confidence in data handling by minimising risks of data loss and 
ensuring data are shared and used only for the public good. 
 

• Educating ministers and journalists in the proper use of published statistics. 
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Iain Wilton (RSS director of policy and public affairs) kicked-off the discussion by thanking 
the speakers and expressing gratitude to the UKSA on behalf of the RSS for the proposed 
new Code of Practice. Iain highlighted that the appointment of RSS statistical ambassador 
Robert Cuffe to the role of BBC head of statistics is a positive development and recalled 
RSS’s recent successful campaign to stop pre-release access to ONS official statistics, 
wondering whether the next BSA survey results might be influenced by this change. 

Deana Leadbeter of the Statistics User Forum highlighted a number of challenges to 
establishing public trust in official statistics, which have been flagged up in discussions with 
users. These include: 

• Responsiveness: users are more likely to trust data that are relevant and accessible 
to them, and expert users have more confidence in the data if they can see their 
comments being taken into account. 
 

• Complexity and detail: there is often pressure to simplify statistics by presenting a 
single figure, but the reality in which the user lives is more complex. If the single 
figure (e.g. an average) doesn’t correspond to the user’s personal experience, the 
full clear picture is needed to build trust. 
 

• Fairness and openness: if users find data access challenging and perceive it to be 
less so for others, this leads to feelings of distrust. 

Questions from the audience covered a range of topics including journalists’ attitudes to the 
09:30 release of official statistics, the pros and cons of pre-release access for statistics, the 
results and technical details of the BSA survey, trust in health statistics from NHS England 
and the necessity to bring the concept of uncertainty more prominently into explanations of 
statistics. 

This session was titled: Trust in official statistics 

An open discussion event is being held on 21 September – ’Ensuring Public Confidence in 
Statistics: Consultation on the new Code of Practice‘ with Ed Humpherson and Penny Babb 
(UKSA), hosted by the Official Statistics Section and National Statistics Advisory Group. To 
respond to the consultation on the proposed changes to the Code of Practice for Statistics, 
follow this link. The consultation is open until 5 October 2017. 

Join the Official Statistics section’s mailing list. 

Copies of presentations from the session can be downloaded: 
Ian Simpson slides (.ppx) 
Job de Roij summary (.doc) and slides (.ppx) 
Roger Halliday summary (.doc)" 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3575-building-public-trust-in-official-statistics  
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Diane Coyle  @DianeCoyle1859 27 Sep 2017  

Nominations wanted for 'Statistic of the Year' (it has to be accurate, coherent and not 
misleading…): http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  

0 replies 10 retweets 4 likes    
 
Retweeted by Hetan Shah, Executive Director of the Royal Statistical Society 

 

 

 Owen Boswarva @owenboswarva 27 Sep 2017  

The statistic "should be accurate, coherent and not misleading" – *and* capture the zeitgeist 
of 2017? Tough one.  

Owen Boswarva added, 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

What's your #StatoftheYear? Nominate the statistic that captures the zeitgeist of 2017 

http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  

 
 
 

 Olivia Varley-Winter @ovarwin  

T&Cs: it should be accurate, coherent and not misleading; should ideally provide a new and 
interesting insight ... http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  

11:30 AM - 28 Sep 2017  
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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  Shaun Clarkson @ShaunJClarkson 28 Sep 2017  

A request for the statistic that sums up the year, but is "accurate, coherent and not 
misleading". Isn't that a contradiction in terms?  

Shaun Clarkson added, 

Tim Harford  @TimHarford  

The @RoyalStatSoc invites your suggestions for #StatOfTheYear 

http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  - Nice idea. Keep it clean, people! 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 
........................................ 
 
 

"The Royal Statistical Society is seeking nominations for the best statistic of 2017 – they’re 
looking for the “statistics that you think really capture the year so far”. The nomination form 
(docx) can be downloaded from their website, and their criteria include that it should 
be accurate, coherent and not misleading, and that it should have a public interest dimension 
(but it doesn’t need to have already had media attention)." 

https://aperiodical.com/2017/10/rss-stat-of-the-year/  
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"Researchers and evaluators working in development are highly dependent on household 
surveys.  
 
However many of the most excluded populations are either outside households – such as 
street children, or sparsely distributed – such as the disabled.  
 
The need for better methods to measure such groups is only becoming more accute...." 

Statslife 
Royal Statistical Society 
October 2017 
statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/1020/-/where-there-is-no-frame-applying-methods-from-
ecological-statistics-in-international-development 
 

 

 

 

"The Royal Statistical Society is working with the The African Institute for Mathematical 
Sciences (AIMS)  to help and encourage RSS fellows to volunteer in South Africa, Senegal, 
Ghana, Cameroon or Tanzania as lecturers on statistics and probability MSc courses teaching 
talented African students. 

Several RSS fellows have already lectured at AIMS centres in Africa, among them RSS 
President Peter Diggle, president elect David Spiegelhalter and Professor Jane Hutton of 
Warwick University. We now seek to build on this success and further develop our 
volunteering activities with AIMS. Read more about the Society’s partnership with AIMS." 

?2017 (copyright date) 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Volunteering_with_AIMS/RSS/Get_involved/Volu
nteering_with_AIMS.aspx?hkey=f549853b-bd67-4bef-91f5-d229152c8d60  
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"Video: Dodgy Data in the News  

• Winton Centre for Risk and Evidence Communication 

 
How to Spot it and How to Stop it 

On October 23rd 2017, we co-hosted a panel discussion with Cambridge Big Data on the 
problems of reporting of statistics.  

You can watch clips of our four panellists here:  
 

Prof Sir David Spiegelhalter, Winton Centre for Risk & Evidence Communication: ..." 

 

 

https://wintoncentre.maths.cam.ac.uk/events/video-dodgy-data-news  
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"Meet the RSS president: A Q&A with 
David Spiegelhalter 

Written by Web News Editor on 02 November 2017. Posted in Features  

 

Nearly halfway through his presidency of the RSS, Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter 
talks about the Society's latest initiatives and its relationship with the Office for 
National Statistics. 

 
What gets you out of bed in the morning? 
 
Mainly the dog wanting to go out for a walk. But after that’s done, then listening to the radio 
generally gets me enervated: so many claims are made without evidence to back them up, and 
interviewers are not good at challenging ‘how do you know that?’. So after shouting at the 
radio for a bit, I am ready for a day working on communication and statistical literacy. 

 
 
What excites you about the coming few months in RSS? 
 
The Society is in fine form, and there’s many great meetings coming up on data visualisation, 
inequalities, and so on. It’s also the 75th anniversary of the Beveridge Report, and Alan 
Milburn will be speaking on this at the Society on 29th November. But I’m particularly 
excited at the launch of the new Statistic of the Year competition – we’re hoping for some 
fine examples of important or surprising numbers. 

 
 
How do you see the relationship between RSS and ONS? 
 
They are very closely attached, helped of course by [current National Statistician] John 
Pullinger’s influence and many members in common. It’s claimed that there is decreasing 
trust in expertise and the scientific method, but trust in ONS is holding up well – I believe 
this is helped by the increasing attention being paid to communication, and an increasing role 
for expert statistical commentary. But the RSS should always stay as a ‘critical friend’ of 
ONS, UK Statistics Authority and all the other organisations we work with. 

 
What advice would you give to young statisticians? 
 
First, you should congratulate yourselves at getting into a fascinating and worthwhile 
profession. Then try to get involved in as wide a range of projects as possible, to not only 
grow both your technical and presentational skills, but also to get a feel for how statistical 
science fits in with other endeavours, and where it can really help. I don’t think this can be 
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taught – it has to be experienced as a type of apprenticeship. I would of course, also 
recommend you sign up for membership of the RSS. 

 
What's on your wish list for the RSS? 
 
Obviously I want the RSS to grow and thrive, and it’s got a good strategy for doing so. I 
would like to see members able to contribute more to the huge variety of activities, and to see 
statisticians and data scientists develop into mutually supportive communities, with 
increasing numbers of people considering themselves as both.  But I suppose my biggest wish 
is for statistical science to have a prominent voice in society, and for data literacy to be 
considered an essential skill for citizens.  

An episode of In Our Time on statistical inference would also be a welcome surprise, but 
that’s probably hoping for too much. 

  

This interview was first published on the ONS website." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3636-meet-the-rss-president-a-q-a-with-david-spiegelhalter  
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"Monitoring the World - the sustainable 
development goals and what they mean to 
statisticians   
 
 
RSS local group meetings 

Tuesday 07 November 2017, 05:30pm - 07:00pm 

  
Location ICMS, 15 South College Street, Edinburgh, EH8 9AA 

Speaker: Phil Crook, the secretary of the RSS International Development Section and a 
consultant development statistician. Phil previously worked for the Department for 
International Development as a statistics adviser, with projects in Africa, Eastern Europe and 
the Former Soviet Union. 

In September 2015 the United Nations General Assembly adopted seventeen aspirational 
"Global Goals”, stretching from “No Poverty” and “Zero Hunger” through “Gender Equality” 
and “Decent work” to “Climate Action” and “Peace, Justice and Strong institutions”. 

The goals are associated with 169 targets and 241 global indicators and the annual report on 
progress towards the targets will cover every country, developed as well as developing. Data 
disaggregation to ensure that no-one is left behind will be a key feature of reporting. 
Experience in the UK and globally shows that targets and indicators such as these can have 
profound effects. 

The talk will cover the process and politics leading up to global goals, the experience with the 
Millennium Development Goals which preceded the SDGs, and then the SDGs themselves 
and the statistical challenges and opportunities they are throwing up. 

Registration: This is a free event open to everyone. Your registration would be useful for the 
organisers to know how many people are likely to attend, so please complete the registration 
below. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1Gz_ofje8V3VKy8O0gJkI5s4U_7dCLdufr_5FQfkW6Zw/e
dit?uiv=1 

 ... 

Organising Group(s) Edinburgh RSS Local Group" 
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"Measuring Sustainable Development   
 
  
RSS local group meetings 
Thursday 09 November 2017, 03:00pm - 05:00pm   
Location Room 115, Health Science Building, Forresterhill, University of Aberdeen 
 

 
Speaker: Phil Crook (Secretary, RSS International Development Section) 

In September 2015 the United Nations General Assembly adopted seventeen aspirational 
"Global Goals”, stretching from “End Poverty” through “Combat Climate” to “Peace, Justice 
and Strong institutions”. 
  
The goals are associated with 169 targets and 241 global indicators and the annual report on 
progress towards the targets will cover every country, developed as well as developing. Data 
disaggregation to ensure that no-one is left behind will be a key feature of reporting. 
Experience in the UK and globally shows that targets and indicators such as these can have 
profound effects. 
  
The talk will cover the process and politics leading up to global goals, the experience with the 
Millennium Development Goals which preceded the SDGs, and then the SDGs themselves 
and the statistical challenges and opportunities they are throwing up." 
  
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/993/-/measuring-sustainable-development  
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BBC: 
 

"Five mind-blowing facts about what the 
UK looks like 

Mark Easton Home editor @BBCMarkEaston on Twitter  

9 November 2017 

[BBC dates may be inaccurate despite their rules on not rewriting history when pages are 
altered] 

 
...To test the accuracy of your impression of the UK, here are five questions on UK land use.  

One of the classifications is "continuous urban fabric" (CUF), applied to areas where 80-
100% of the land surface is built on.  

 
[The BBC misleads.  
 
The truth is that it is applied to only some of those areas.  That can be inferred from the 
categories listed with Alasdair Rae's map (used by the Royal Statistical Society). It is very 
clear from the official definition noted by Stella Stafford: 
 
"This class is not applicable for: 

• industrial, commercial or public complexes and ports, even if those areas are > 80 
% sealed" 

https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-cover-nomenclature-
guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html  
 
MB: Note that CUF does, or at least is supposed to, include  
 
"public service and commercial/industrial buildings with their connected areas < 25 ha". 
 
The BBC article continues:] 
 
 
Up to a fifth might be gardens or small parks, but the vast majority is built on. The City of 
London is the local authority with the highest proportion of CUF in the country - 98%.  
 
 
[MB: Given that the official definition above excludes commercial complexes over 25 
hectares, the claim that the City of London is 98% CUF might on the surface be surprising.  
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Perhaps the researchers treated individual large buildings separately, rather than as larger 
commercial complexes, so that they were counted as areas under 25 hectares. 
 
Maybe the 98% also reflects a limitation of the "land cover" approach which may be relevant 
more broadly - it is two-dimensional.   That seems to be a further problem in claiming that 
CUF is all the land "densely built on".  A skyscraper would seem more densely built than a 
concrete yard, and sometimes more in keeping with the idea of a "concrete jungle". 
 
The BBC article continues:] 
 
 

 
1: What proportion of the whole UK is classified as 
continuous urban fabric? 

A: 0.1% 

I am going to guess that was lower than you expected.  
 
 
[MB: "Industrial and commercial areas" over 25 hectares would seem to cover quite a lot of 
area, though, and it is often, in normal use of language] 
 
 
[BBC:] Continuous urban fabric is actually a very rare land use in the UK.  
 
[MB: This hints at the BBC's error.  The categories in fact take some account of the use of 
land.  They are not just based on the density of built-up areas - which is how they seem to be  
misinterpreted by the BBC, Royal Statistical Society, Ipsos Mori and so on.] 
 
 
[BBC:] There is another category called discontinuous urban fabric, places where between 
50% and 80% of the land surface is built on.  
 
[MB: That seems to mislead also, since that category only includes some, not all, such 
places.] 
 
 
Many of our urban areas are greener than you think.  
 
[The BBC appears to have confused "urban fabric" - which is a technical classification - with 
what people usually think of as "urban areas". 
 
What people usually think of as "urban areas", unlike the technical classifications, include 
the larger industrial and commercial areas.   
 
The Royal Statistical Society, its panel, Ipsos Mori and the BBC may have been unwise to 
assume that the use of words in an official report corresponds to what people would normally 
think the words mean.] 
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2: What proportion of the UK is classified as 
discontinuous urban fabric? 

A: 5.3% 

You are probably suspecting that these figures are missing something,  
 
[MB: You would be right.  By design, the figures are meant to miss the industrial and 
commercial areas over 25 hectares.] 
 
but a variety of different land use data sources come up with broadly the same picture.  

The UK National Ecosystem Assessment (NEA), for example, estimates that less than 1% of 
the country is "built on", about 2% of England. I wrote about their work five years ago.  

[MB: See comment below.] 
 
...Ordnance Survey data suggests that all the buildings in the UK - houses, shops, offices, 
factories, greenhouses - cover 1.4% of the total land surface. Looking at England alone, the 
figure still rises to only 2%." 
 
 
[MB:  If 1.4% is covered by buildings, is it likely that only 0.1% is densely built on? 
 
The 0.1% - "continuous urban fabric" - is meant to include not only buildings but also 
artificial surfaces. 
 
The BBC may have a similar problem about "0.1%" in relation to the NEA's "less than 1%" 
and "about 2% of England", which the BBC mentioned above.] 
 

Buildings cover less of Britain than the land revealed when the tide goes out.  
 
The complaint that vast swathes of our landscape have been "concreted over" doesn't stand up 
to scrutiny.  
 
 
[MB: That reminds me of the at-best-incompetent "scrutiny" by More or Less of the World 
Bank "poverty" claim in March 2012.   
 
Instead of scrutinising the World Bank claim, the team gave a false description of the 
research method, claiming it used a "basket of essential goods" - a "basket of food".    
 
Tim Harford said "there we are then - the target's been met" instead of questioning what the 
so-called "poverty" figures meant in real life.] 
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Although, the impact of urban development clearly extends beyond its physical footprint, in 
noise, pollution and infrastructure.  

It is also true that the psychological effect of the built environment is greater than other land 
use types because most of us spend the vast majority of our time surrounded by it. We live 
our lives in buildings, on roads and pavements and tend, as a result, significantly to 
overestimate how much of it there is.  
 
[The article understates it by omitting the industrial and commercial areas over 25 hectares.] 

It is often only when we fly home from holiday and look down that we are reminded just how 
green our country actually is. 

To get a clearer idea of how UK land is used, we have divided the 44 different land use types 
into four broad categories:  

• farmland - pastures, arable land, orchards, vineyards et cetera  
• natural - moors, forests, lakes, grasslands et cetera  
• built on - buildings, roads, airports, quarries et cetera  
• green urban - parks, gardens, golf courses, football pitches et cetera  

This reveals most of the UK land mass (57%) is devoted to agriculture, and just over a third 
(35%) might be termed natural or semi-natural. The categories will always be open to debate 
because, for instance, moorland used by sheep farmers could be placed in either grouping. 
We chose to put moorland into the "natural" category.  

Image  

The question of how to deal with urban landscape is equally problematic. It is clearly 
important to quantify how much "green" urban there is in our towns and cities. Parks and 
gardens matter to people. Equally, one shouldn't overstate the greenness of our landscape. 

Discontinuous urban fabric assumes between 50% and 80% of the land is built on, but we 
have taken the most conservative assessment of 80%. We have also assumed that 100% of 
continuous urban fabric is built on, even though it may be as low as 80%.  
 
 
[MB: The BBC and Professor Rae have not made their method clear.  They do not say how 
much of the "industrial and commercial areas", railway property, ports or airports they 
count as "built on".] 
 

Interestingly, the UK NEA thinks our urban landscape is much greener than that, calculating 
that only 21% of our towns and cities is built on. 
 
 
[MB: Are the definitions of "built on" the same in all the BBC's uses here? 

Land can be reasonably described as "not built on" while still being clearly not "green".] 
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Using our much higher assumptions, 5.9% of the UK is built on and 2.5% is what might be 
called green urban - parks and gardens, golf courses and sports pitches.  

... 

But, if you want more detail, all the original local authority mapping data is available in A 
Land Cover Atlas of the United Kingdom by Alasdair Rae, from the University of Sheffield, 
who has also been enormously helpful in producing our online maps and quiz questions.  

 
Methodology 

The largest component of the "built on" category is "discontinuous urban fabric", within 
which 20-50% of the surface area may be green space. To account for this we have 
reassigned the minimum 20% of "discontinuous urban fabric" to "green urban", which in 
many cases may be an underestimate. The map uses building land cover data from Ordnance 
Survey." 

9 November 2017 according to BBC 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-41901297 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mummygirl/ Bev Stein @mummygirl 9 Nov 2017  
Replying to @BBCMarkEaston  

Does an area densely occupied with tall tenement buildings count as more or less?! Surely 

stacking accommodation can deceive a score.  

3 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 14 Nov 2017  

Can you suggest a statistic that summarises 2017 @FullFact @BBCRealityCheck 
@FactCheck ? Why not nominate it for our inaugural #statoftheyear? Details on how to 
nominate: http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  
 

 
 
1 reply 8 retweets 3 likes  
 

 

 

 

 

"could there be a way of ensuring the integrity of statistics is respected in public debate?  
 
Our panel...includes...Hetan Shah (Royal Statistical Society)." 

17 November 2017 
https://www.ideasfestival.co.uk/events/statistics-lies-and-truth-in-the-post-fact-world/  
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"Science and Technology Committee Press Release: 
Evidence hearing 

   

House of Commons 

Science and Technology Committee 

EVIDENCE HEARING: Research integrity 

Tuesday 21 November 2017 at 10.50 am, Committee Room 5, Palace of Westminster 

Science and Technology Committee holds its second evidence session on Research integrity. 
Watch it online at Parliament TV. 

Witnesses: 

At 10.50 am 

      Professor David Hand, Royal Statistical Society" 

 

 
................................. 
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"The Freakonomics Of Extreme Extreme Vetting 
 
Richard Todd 
 
09/02/2016 05:13 pm ET Updated Dec 06, 2017  

 

There is a clear and present danger in 
America.  

Over the past decade, it has taken over ten 
times as many American lives as immigrant 
Islamic jihadists. 

Neither candidate for president will discuss it 
publicly. They don’t have talking points, 
much less a plan to protect the American 
people from this dire threat. 

I am referring to lightning.  

Over the past ten years, lightning has killed 
an average of 31 Americans annually. That’s 
310 lives snuffed out by thunderbolts, 
compared with only 16 killed by radical 
Islamic terrorist immigrants in the same 
period. 

This is something that ISIS has in common 
with the lotto - the odds are greater that you 
will be struck by lightning than win the lotto 
or be killed by an ISIS terrorist.  

 
 
 
[MB: He cannot know the odds of being killed by a terrorist. 

He does not know what is planned or how those plans might be obstructed.  
 
It is a mistake to mention past figures and say that is the risk.] 

 
No one is doing anything about lightning. Unlike the “extreme, extreme” immigration vetting 
proposed by Donald Trump to make our country safer, no one is talking about deporting 
clouds or banning rain or setting up a department of homeland meteorological defense.  
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Another unanswered threat to Americans is the one posed by toddlers. As was the case with 
lightning, armed toddlers killed more Americans than Islamic terrorists in 2015. Despite the 
extreme extreme threat posed by gun-wielding toddlers, no one is subjecting infants to 
ideological testing to determine whether or not they harbor hostile attitudes toward our 
country or its principles. 

In the course of researching this article, I was astonished to discover literally dozens of 
threats to the homeland far more treacherous than the one posed by immigrants. The 
following is a sample: 
 

 

The lapses in homeland security are indeed breathtaking. Though hundreds of Americans are 
slaughtered annually by radicalized lawnmowers and buses hell bent on imposing their 
mechaniacal agenda on our way of life, none of our presidential candidates have yet 
articulated a plan to keep us safe. Mainstream media, complicit in a dastardly conspiracy to 
blind Americans from perils hiding in plain sight, change the subject with coverage about 
immigrant Muslim extremists coming to kill us all. 

In fairness to politicians and the media, our collective memory of 9/11 demands eternal 
vigilance. We’ll never forget the 2,996 Americans who were murdered by 19 Islamic 
terrorists who entered the country with guest and student visas. America’s response to the 
terrorist threat has been robust. To date, the United States has spent 1.7 trillion dollars and 
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nearly 7,000 American lives on the war on terror, along with the lives of 500,000 Iraqi men, 
women and children. 

Eternal vigilance has a stiff price in America when it comes to terrorism, though not so much 
for other threats facing the homeland. For example, 11,348 Americans were shot to death by 
other Americans in 2001 - nearly four times the number that were killed on 9/11. What has 
been our government’s response? It looks like this: 

• 2003: Congress passed the Tiahrt Amendment prohibiting law enforcement from publicly 
releasing data showing where criminals bought their firearms 

• 2004 saw the sunset of the assault weapons ban included as part of the 1994 Violent Crime 
Control and Law Enforcement Act. Gun manufacturers were once again permitted to 
manufacture weapons like the AR-15, the weapon of choice for mass murderers.  

• 2005 brought the Protection of Lawful Commerce in Arms Act, shielding gun 
manufacturers from liability when their products are used to commit crimes. 

• 2016: republicans in both houses of Congress reject legislation that would prevent suspected 
terrorists on the no-fly list from purchasing firearms. While high-risk individuals may not 
board a plane, they are free to buy as many guns as they wish. 

On average, 11,737 Americans have been shot to death every year by other Americans since 
9/11. That’s over 180,000 lives lost - 60 times the number of people killed on 9/11 and 7,200 
times more than have been killed by Muslim immigrants in the United States over the same 
period. 

No significant federal gun control legislation has passed Congress since 1994.  

In fairness, Congress hasn’t done anything about lightning either. Some things are simply 
beyond our control.  

The next time someone dies in America, before you blame immigrants, remember that the 
odds are greater that you can blame it on the rain." 

 

[MB: The article, here in the version dated 6 December 2017, makes a sensible point that - in 

the presence of the existing security arrangements - relevant deaths from terrorism have been 

low. 

If Richard Todd had said, on the basis of those numbers and much more importantly, other 

information, that he believes the extreme vetting procedures are not justified, that would have 

been a different message, and I would say a far more sensible one. 

 

The article could perhaps have been both useful and clear on risk if it had explained that 

assessment of future terrorism risk depends on judgement about the future - based on current 

information - not blind application of past numbers which were the result of past situations. 
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The assumption that all the other causes of death listed in the table show a greater threat 

than terrorism from immigrant supporters of ISIS is misconceived. 

The article also clearly makes a sensible point about numbers of gun deaths, and failure to 

tackle that problem. 

 

It does present interesting claims (though I have not checked what its sources say about how 

the figures were derived).] 

 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-freakonomics-of-extre_b_11821634  
 

 

................................................................ 

 

 

 

 

 

  



283 
 

Below is text from a Royal Statistical Society web page.   

 

More comments by Matt Berkley about the "Statistics of the Year 2017" are on the press 

release, further below. 

 

 

"Statistic of the Year 2017: Winners announced 

"13 December 2017" [? - The press release has embargo date of 18 December] 

 

We are delighted to announce our first ever UK Statistic of the Year and International 
Statistic of the Year, a new initiative that celebrates how statistics can help us better 
understand the world around us. The winning entries all, in some way, have been felt by our 
judging panel to capture the year so far. 

[MB: How? The land area claim is based on figures from 2012.  The figures omit the 
construction sites of 2012, but the Society is making a claim about built-up land in 2017.] 

 
Nominations were made by members of the public as well as RSS members worldwide. The 
judging panel, chaired by RSS president, David Spiegelhalter, includes former UK National 
Statistician, Jil Matheson and BBC News home editor Mark Easton. 

'We were delighted with the quality of the nominations for the inaugural ‘Statistic of the 
Year’, said RSS executive director Hetan Shah. 'Taken together, the selected statistics tell us 
a story about important issues in 2017: land use (in the context of debates about housing), 
pressures on pay, mobile phone usage, teen pregnancies, our environment, and even deaths 
by lawnmowers. We’re already looking forward to Statistic of the Year 2018.' 

The winners for 2017 are announced as follows: 
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WINNER: UK STATISTIC OF THE YEAR 

0.1% 

The percentage of the United Kingdom land area that is densely built upon. 
 
[A strange claim since that is obviously subjective.   
 
It is also based on error in interpreting the official definition - see comments on press release 
below] 

 

Click to see more detailed maps. 

This figure is for what is officially designated ‘continuous urban fabric’ (CUF) in the UK.  
 
[In that case the words "densely built up" mislead.  CUF is clearly not all "densely built up" 
areas, since it omits the industrial and commercial areas over 25 hectares.  This is from the 
official guidelines: 
 
"This class is not applicable for: 

• industrial, commercial or public complexes and ports, even if those areas are > 80 
% sealed" 
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https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-cover-nomenclature-
guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html  
 
Note that CUF does, or at least is supposed to, include  
 
"public service and commercial/industrial buildings with their connected areas < 25 ha". 
 

(quotation from the same document)] 
 
It was revealed this year in A Land Cover Atlas of the United Kingdom by Professor Alasdair 
Rae, from the University of Sheffield. 
 
[See comments on press release below] 

Land is designated as CUF (under the ‘Corine Land Cover Classification System’) if more 
than 80% of ground is covered by artificial surfaces - what most people would call ‘urban 
jungle’. 
 
[Correction: If more than 80%... and it is not in another category] 

This statistic appealed to the judging panel because the debate about housing, urbanisation 
and environmental protection is highly topical and, the judges believe, it will come as a 
surprise to many people just how little [!] of the UK has been ‘concreted over’. 
 
[Misleading. Industrial and commercial areas over 25 hectares use concrete.] 
 
 

The same research estimated that only 5.4% of the UK land area has been built upon, or in 
other words, is urban fabric,  
 
[BBC makes similar error here as with "continuous urban fabric".] 
 
while 9.4% consists of peat bogs. 
 

Source. 

David Spiegelhalter said: 'The strength in this statistic is its surprise element. I think the 
figure is far smaller than most people will have expected. Whatever side of the argument you 
sit on, this statistic gives true insight into the landscape of the United Kingdom.' 

 [Misconceived - see above notes, and comments on the press release, below, for details.] 
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WINNER: INTERNATIONAL STATISTIC OF THE YEAR 

69 

This is the annual number of Americans killed, on average, by lawnmowers - compared 
to two Americans killed annually, on average, by immigrant Jihadist terrorists. 
 
[time period not specified] 
 
The figure was highlighted in a viral tweet this year from Kim Kardashian in response to a 
migrant ban proposed by President Trump; it had originally appeared in a Richard Todd 
article for the Huffington Post. 
 
[in September 2016] 

 

 
Todd’s statistics and Kardashian’s tweet successfully highlighted the huge disparity between  
 
(i) the number of Americans killed each year (on average) by ‘immigrant Islamic Jihadist 
terrorists’ 
 
[Is that only in the USA?  
 
How many US citizens were killed by terrorists outside the USA?   
 
Is there an easy distinction between terrorists and fighters? 
 
How many non-"American" victims in the USA?] 
 
and  
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(ii) the far higher average annual death tolls among those ‘struck by lightning’, killed by 
‘lawnmowers’, and in particular ‘shot by other Americans’. 

Todd and Kardashian’s use of these figures shows how everyone can deploy statistical 
evidence to inform debate and highlight misunderstandings of risk in people’s lives. 
 
[The Society has made a fundamental error in claiming Todd's use of the figures shows how 
people can "highlight misunderstandings of risk".   
 
Like the Sun's claim which the director, president and other judges promoted, Todd's were 
exactly the kind of unjustified claim about "odds" and "threats...far more treacherous than 
the one posed by immigrants" which the president later said were not what the panel meant 
to communicate. 

Todd's claims about risks from terrorists compared to other causes of death would need 
inside knowledge about terrorists' plans and other people's countermeasures - and even that 
might not be enough to say how likely terrorist murders are. 
 
The context for his table was his claim that he was listing "threats" greater than terrorism.] 
 

Judging panel member Liberty Vittert said: 'Everyone on the panel was particularly taken by 
this statistic and its insight into risk - a key concept in both statistics and everyday life. When 
you consider that this figure was put into the public domain by Kim Kardashian, it becomes 
even more powerful because it shows anyone, statistician or not, can use statistics to illustrate 
an important point and illuminate the bigger picture.' 
 

[That second claim about risk may also mislead, since the risk of large numbers of deaths 
from one or more terrorist attacks is extremely difficult to estimate. 
 
This error is made worse by the Society's claim that Richard Todd's use of the statistics 
shows how people can highlight misunderstandings of risk.  
 
Todd did clearly claim that you were more likely to be killed by lightning than a terrorist - 
something he is extremely unlikely to have good evidence about. 
 
But the Society's problem here is wider.  
 
Todd's article claims that various other causes of death in the table pose more of a "threat" 
than Islamic terrorism from immigrants, also on the basis purely of past numbers. 
 
So his use of statistics is fundamentally flawed, yet the Society praises "Todd ['s] use of these 
figures".   
 
The Society's director posted this on Twitter: 
 
 
"Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis." 
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As Nassim Nicholas Taleb stated, David Spiegelhalter (chairman of the judging panel and the 
Society's president) promoted that post with its claim to know about future risk from 
terrorism. 
 
https://twitter.com/nntaleb/status/942737795088572417  
 
The current President, Deborah Ashby, has also promoted it: 
 
https://mobile.twitter.com/HetanShah/status/942664424422363137/retweets  

 
 
Ben Page, one of the judges, posted the same claim. 
 
Diana Coyle, another of the judges, retweeted the director's post mentioning the misleading 
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Sun headline about risk.] 
 
 
See comments on press release, further below. 
 
The Royal Statistical Society web page continues:]  
 
 
 
 

 

HIGHLY COMMENDED 

- 3% 

At the beginning of 2017, real average pay in the United Kingdom was still around 3% 
lower than in 2008. 

The state of the UK economy is extensively covered in the press - especially in the latter half 
of the year, with the annual Budget announced by the Chancellor in November. 

The judging panel thought this statistic, taken from the Office for National Statistics' analysis 
of real earnings, captures amongst other things, how damaging the recession of the late 
noughties continues to be - nearly ten years later. 
 
 
[Is there such a thing as a "real" average pay fall?  Inflation is partly subjective, as items or 
their proportions of spending change. 
 
How can earnings "capture how damaging" a recession is, without looking at what is in the 
inflation index at different times, or whether people "need" to spend more or less than before, 
or whether their assets and debts went up or down, or their working and commuting hours or 
working conditions, for example?] 

 
Source. 

Sir David Spiegelhalter said: 'This is a very simple but equally powerful statistic. It shows the 
enduring pressures on people's incomes, nearly a decade after the financial crash. It 
encapsulates the real problems facing millions of families, as well as the growing pressure on 
decision-makers to get things moving in the right direction once more.' 

  

  



290 
 

21.0   

According to figures publicised this year, the under-18 conception rate in the UK in 
2015 was 21.0 conceptions per thousand women aged 15 to 17. This is the lowest such 
rate recorded since comparable statistics were first produced in 1969. 

 

This is one of several statistics about young people in the UK which show the significant 
changes in their lifestyle choices over the last 40 years or so. The numbers of young people 
drinking and smoking regularly have also similarly decreased. 

The judging panel thought the chosen statistic was a powerful one - demonstrating 
some significant improvements in sex education and access to health services for young 
people in the UK, as well as their own changing behavioural choices. 

Source. 

Member of the RSS judging panel and Chief Executive of Ipsos MORI, Ben Page, 
said: 'A lot of work has been done on the “perils of perception”: how wrong we are about a 
whole range of things about society. The judging panel felt this statistic, showing the sharp 
fall in teenagers and young women having babies, is a good example of this. The public 
believe one in five teenagers have babies - they are wrong. The fact that young people now 
drink less, fight less and are better educated, among other measures, has had some press 
coverage, but we think there should be much greater public awareness of such a dramatic 
change in young people’s behaviour.' 
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403.3   

New figures, released in October 2017, showed that the concentration of carbon dioxide 
(CO2) in the atmosphere has now exceeded the symbolic threshold of 400 parts per 
million, reaching 403.3ppm - its highest level for around 800,000 years. 

The calculations appeared in a report by the United Nations' World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO). 

The WMO's report added that the atmosphere's rising CO2 levels "have the potential to 
initiate unprecedented changes in climate systems" - leading to "severe ecological and 
economic disruptions." 

Before the Industrial Revolution, CO2 levels are believed to have been lower than 280ppm. 

Source. 

Dr Liberty Vittert said: 'The judging panel received some fascinating nominations on 
important ‘green’ issues - such as the amount of plastic in the oceans. But we felt this was the 
best environmental contender, with some striking figures being put forward in a very strong 
historical context.' 

  

 
7.7 billion 

In June 2017, the number of active phone connections (7.7 billion) exceeded the world’s 
population for the first time ever. 

The judging panel thought this statistic was worthy of ‘Highly Commended’ status as this 
landmark was finally reached in 2017 after several years of dramatic increases in phone 
connections around the world. 

It now seems astounding that, in 2001, more than half of the world’s population had yet to 
make their first phone call. 

Source. 

Judging panel member Mark Easton said: 'In the view of the judging panel, this was a 
staggering statistic. It shows just how rapidly the whole world is now entering into the 
communication age.' 
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< 0.005 

For nearly 100 years, findings have been declared to be 'statistically significant' if "P < 0.05", 
which means that the chance of getting such dramatic results, if all that were operating were 
pure chance, was less than 5%.  Many people have claimed that this is too lax a criterion, in 
that too many 'discoveries' are announced, only for them to disappear when experiments are 
repeated.  

In 2017 a large group of prominent statisticians argued that the default criterion for 
significance should be made more stringent and set to P< 0.005.  This bold proposal would 
lead to radically fewer, but possibly more reliable, scientific claims. 

Background information. 

Sir David Spiegelhalter said: 'We think that few people will have heard of this statistic, or the 
concern about ‘P’ values. However, this figure is at the heart of a very important and ongoing 
scientific debate. Statisticians want to ensure that numbers can be trusted but, if scientific 
experiments cannot be replicated, how can the public trust their findings? Those proposing 
this new criterion for scientific ‘significance’ claim it could lead to a major improvement in 
the quality of the published scientific literature.' 

 
 
[MB: I view the Society's presentation here as inadequate and likely to mislead.    
 
The panel and the Society have chosen to emphasise a new "criterion" for "scientific 
'significance' " out of the proper context.   They have omitted at least one key point - the "p-
value" at any level fails to reflect the differences often referred to as "effect sizes".   I think 
"effect size" may be a misleading term, since whether there is an effect of an intervention or a 
condition is what is being investigated, and so cannot be merely assumed. 

I wrote about this in 2006 (see below, in comments on the RSS press release), and David 
Spiegelhalter said the same thing in his 2017 Presidential Address.  Yet the panel and the 
Society portray something else as a "bold proposal" in the context of "ensuring that numbers 
can be trusted".   What they have presented is clearly not "the" concern about p-values.    

See below for more, in comments on the press release.] 
  

The Statistic of the Year judging panel was chaired by RSS president, Professor Sir David 
Spiegelhalter. The other panel members were: 

• Mona Chalabi – Guardian US 
• Professor Diane Coyle – University of Manchester 
• Mark Easton – BBC News Home Editor 
• Dame Jil Matheson – Former UK National Statistician 
• Ben Page – Chief Executive, Ipsos MORI 
• Dr Liberty Vittert - University of Glasgow 

Use the hashtag #StatoftheYear on Twitter to join the discussion. 
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RSS Council  

Open Data " 
 

 

..................................................................................................  
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MB: Below is the Society's press release of December 2017.  

 

In addition to comments on the press release below, please see also comments on the web 

page above. 

 

 

 
Press Release: The Royal Statistical Society announces 

Statistic of the Year 2017 

Embargo: 00:01 GMT Monday 18 December 2017 

 

 

 

[MB:  How does an embargo - which seems to mean pre-release to uncritical 

mass media organisations more interested in celebrities than questions - not 

conflict with the principle underlying the Society's own campaign against pre-release 

of official statistics to government ministers? 

 

Does the midnight GMT release not similarly obstruct timely, reasoned and informed 

public discussion of the claims, at least in Europe, Africa and much of Asia? 

How are those choices by the Society in the public interest, rather than its own 

interest in gaining uncritical publicity for its claims, whether justified or not?] 

 

The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) is pleased to unveil its first ever UK Statistic of 

the Year and International Statistic of the Year, for 2017. Judges also commended 

five other runners up.  
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UK STATISTIC OF THE YEAR  

 

0.1%  

The percentage of the United Kingdom land area that is densely built upon.  
 
 
[MB: Even aside from the Society's errors in omitting, for example, large industrial 
and commercial areas, it is not clear why it presents this clearly subjective claim as if 
it were a provable fact.   
 
Even if "continuous urban fabric" clearly showed the most densely-built areas 
(however that might be defined in terms of  
 
a) building height,  
b) ratio of buildings to ground-level surfaces or  
c) other criteria),  
 
how dense is dense?  
 
Contrary to the claim by the panel and the Society, the 0.1% is not  
 
"the percentage... of land area that is densely built upon",  
 
even if "densely" is twisted to mean "most densely" and we ignore height. 
 
There are other relevant categories, such as 0.8% for "industrial and commercial 
units [over 25 hectares]".   
 
It is far from clear why large amounts of that land might not be not "densely built 
upon".   
 
The official definition for "continuous urban fabric" makes clear that the definition for 
"continuous urban fabric" - the basis of the Society's claim - is not just about density 
of impermeable artificial cover, but - crucially - takes into account land use. 
 
I am grateful to Stella Stafford for pointing out the detailed official definition, which 
reads: 
 
 
"The occurrence of at least 80 % of soil sealing is not the sole criteria for assigning an area to 
this class; also land use aspects have to be taken into account." 
 
 
So the Society's claim that the 0.1% is all the "densely built upon" land - whatever 
that means - is misconceived. The official document says:  
 
 
"The dominant land use type is residential, which can be also mixed with public services or 
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local governments and commercial or office areas.  
 
 

This class is applicable for: 

• urban centre types and dense ancient suburbs where buildings form a continuous and 
homogeneous fabric;  
 

• non-vegetated cemeteries inside urban fabric (regardless of size). 

 

This class includes: 

• residential buildings; 
• public service and commercial/industrial buildings with their connected areas < 25 ha; 
• interstices of non-vegetated or bare surfaces; 
• parking lots, concrete or asphalt surfaces; 
• transport network < 25 ha and < 100 width; 
• small squares, pedestrian zones, yards; 
• urban greenery (parks and grass areas) < 25 ha amounting to maximum 20% of the 

polygon area; 
• vegetated cemeteries < 25 ha located inside continuous urban fabric. 

 

This class is not applicable for: 

• industrial, commercial or public complexes and ports, even if those areas are > 80 % 
sealed (classes 121, 123);  
 

• urban fabric with > 20% scattered greenery (class 112)." 

https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-cover-

nomenclature-guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html   

 

 

MB: The "Generalisations" tab on that EU web page makes clear that some land 

which is classed as "continuous urban fabric" is not counted as such: 

 

"If two adjacent areas of discontinuous and continuous urban fabric occur, each of them < 25 
ha, but in total > 25 ha, they should be mapped as one single polygon, and discontinuous 
urban fabric is privileged." 

 

MB: In addition to the facts that  

 

a) "densely built" depends on what you mean by "densely" - it is not just subjective 

in terms of how dense, but also arbitrary in terms of whether you look at how tall 
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buildings are - and  

 

b) the Society made the error about omitting land use, and 

 

c) the issue about whether "densely" should take into account height, 

 

it also depends  

 

d) how you divide up the areas - in terms of size and shape. 

 

 

That includes the question of how large or small the areas are that you look at. 

 

 

Why is the Society making a definite claim about "densely-built-upon" when the 

official definition of a different category whose statistic was reported as 5.3% (see 

below) says 

"Most of the land is covered by structures" ? 

 

Would many people not think that means densely-built? 

 

Alasdair Rae, on whose work the Society based its claim, said: 

 

"For ‘discontinuous urban fabric’, the London Borough of Lewisham comes out top, at 

87.1%." 

 

So, according to the Society, Lewisham is overwhelmingly not "densely built". 

 

So "densely built" is a perhaps unusual use of words, which would seem to need 

explanation.  It isn't just subjective and arbitrary - it is also highly questionable 

whether the Society's numbers relate at all closely to what people think of as 

"densely built". 

 

Another problem relates to time.  

 

The Society claims a figure for what "is" "densely built upon", which implies 

they are talking about 2017. 

 

But in fact the figures are from 2012. In 2017 the Society appears to assume that 

there has been no change.   

 

The 2012 figures included a substantial (by comparison with the "0.1%") area of land 

for construction sites, some of which might reasonably be expected to change the 

figures for land that, in 2017, the Society claimed "is" built on.  
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Some might not be land that would have been included as "continuous urban fabric".  

However, what about construction sites begun during the years 2013-17, which 

might have resulted in built areas by the end of 2017? 

 

The Society points to Alasdair Rae's work as a source.   

 

But what his atlas actually says is not that "CUF" means "densely built upon", but: 

 

"‘industrial or commercial units’ (0.8%),...‘airports’ (0.2%) and ‘continuous urban fabric’ 

(0.1%). This last category relates to the very most densely populated areas of the UK".   

 

https://ndownloader.figshare.com/files/9231904  

 

Note that Rae uses the words "densely populated" rather than "densely built". 

 

He links to the official "land_cover.pdf" document: 

 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/COR0-landcover/download  

 

 

 

 

"Nomenclature definitions 

1. Artificial surfaces 

1.1. Urban fabric 

1. 1. 1. Continuous urban fabric 

Most of the land is covered by . Buildings, roads and artificially surfaced area 

cover almost all the ground. 

Non-linear areas of vegetation and bare soil are exceptional. 

 

1.1.2. Discontinuous urban fabric 

Most of the land is covered by structures. Buildings, roads and artificially 

surfaced areas associated with vegetated areas and bare soil, which occupy 

discontinuous but significant surfaces. 

 

1.2. Industrial, commercial and transport 

1.2.1. Industrial or commercial units 

Artificially surfaced areas (with concrete, asphalt, tamacadam, or stabilised, 

e.g. beaten earth) devoid of vegetation, occupy most of the area in question, 
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which also contains buildings and/or vegetated areas. 

 

1.2.2. Road and rail networks and associated land 

Motorways, railways, including associated installations (stations, platforms, 

embankments). Minimum width to include: I 00 m. 

 

1.2.3. Port areas 

Infrastructure of port areas, including quays, dockyards and marinas. 

 

1.2.4. Airports 

Airport installations: runways, buildings and associated land." 

 

 

MB: One problem is that Rae linked to those summary descriptions, which might be 

regarded as inadequate in some respects, rather than to the detailed descriptions in 

the document quoted above, mentioned by Stella Stafford. 

 

Clearly, some of these areas might be regarded as under 80% built on - for example 

railway embankments and cuttings, or other vegetated areas. 

 

However, even from the document Rae did point to - and even perhaps from the 

information on the map the Society's press release reproduced -  it is clear that the 

Society has confused a sufficient condition with a necessary one. 

 

The panel and the Society assumed that the densely-built areas in the other 

categories have nothing to do with the Society's headline claim about the 

"0.1%", or any of its other messages including the one about "concreted-over". 

 

The official documentation also mentions the problem of how to consider an area 

which combines more than one type of surface: 

 
"When defining this unit, it must always be borne in mind that, in reality (in the field) land 
cover always occurs as a combination of surfaces which are to a greater or lesser degree 
homogeneous/heterogeneous, whatever the scale used. 

Furthermore, irrespective of how they have been processed, data acquired by spaceborne 
remote-sensing systems do not provide a representation of the actual land cover situation; nor 
can land cover be mapped in all its complexity/diversity. 

Given these circumstances a spatial/statistical unit must be conceived, for all land cover 
mapping activities, that meets the following two requirements: (a) its content must provide 
the thematic data required by the users, and (b) it must provide an acceptable representation 
of reality." 
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MB: How far the "thematic data" on categories can ever reflect an "acceptable" 

representation of "reality" may be debatable. 

The Society's press release continues with a graphic whose list of categories seems 

to show it has made a basic error in excluding some densely built-up areas:] 

 

 

 

 

Cole, B., King, S., Ogutu, B., Palmer, D., Smith, G., Balzter, H. (2015). Corine Land 

Cover 2012 for the UK, Jersey and Guernsey. 

NERC Environmental Information Data Centre 

 

 

This figure shows what is officially designated ‘continuous urban fabric’ (CUF) in the 

UK.  

 

 

[MB: "Continuous urban fabric" is a specific use of words by researchers.   

 

It is not necessarily meaningful to journalists or the public in a press release.   
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The Society failed to make clear that the researchers' perhaps strange use of the 

words "urban fabric" can easily be misunderstood - as seems the case here.    

 

The words are strangely used for a separate category excluding what are clearly 

"densely built upon" areas of urban land in other categories such as "industrial and 

commercial areas [over 25 hectares]".   

 

This seems strange because significant amounts of such areas could plausibly be 

both "continuous" and "urban". 

 

So what is that form of words - "continuous urban fabric" - doing in a press release? 

 

The press release continues:] 

 

 

It was revealed this year in A Land Cover Atlas of the United Kingdom by Professor 

Alasdair Rae, from the University of Sheffield. 

 

[MB: Misleading.  Rae's atlas doesn't talk about "densely built on" land.] 

 

Land is designated as CUF (under the ‘Corine Land Cover Classification System’) if 

over 80% of ground is covered by artificial surfaces 

 

 

[MB: The Society has, basically, confused  

 

"all CUF land is over 80% covered..." 

with  

 

"all land over 80% covered...is CUF". 

 

In any case, what does "over 80%" actually mean?  

 

Is there a clear way of deciding whether it is over 80%?    

 

Does it not depend on the sizes and shapes of the areas taken into consideration?    

 

Does it depend how you draw the areas?  For example, you can draw a built-up area 

including a park, or count the park separately.  Is it one area with more park, or two 

areas, park and built-up? 

 

But also the Society's statement seems highly misleading.  

 

Since "CUF" is a separate category from "industrial and commercial areas [over 25 
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hectares]", ports and so on, in reality it seems that it may be, or may be largely, 

limited to residential and some other areas.   

 

So for inclusion as "continuous urban fabric" while it may be necessary that land is 

80% covered, it is not, as the Society seems to claim, sufficient.  In other words, 

there is a lot of other land which seems highly relevant to what the Society is 

claiming, but the Society has left out.]  

 

 - what most people would call ‘urban jungle’.  

 

[MB: Is the Society sure most people omit railway property, ports, or industrial and 

commercial areas over 25 hectares, or parts of the "discontinuous urban fabric", 

when they think of "urban jungle"?] 

 

 

This statistic appealed to the judging panel because the debate about housing, 

urbanisation and environmental protection is highly topical and, the judges believe, it 

will come as a surprise to many people just how little of the UK has been ‘concreted 

over’.  

 

 

[MB: "Just how little of the UK has been ‘concreted over" is liable to mislead, since 

the 0.1% clearly excludes large areas that have been "concreted over". 

What about the sport and leisure facilities, the factories, commercial units, ports, 

roads, railways, airports?   

 

The categories are clearly separate, since they basically add up to 100%.  

 

So the Society's reference to "just how much of the UK is concreted over" looks 

grossly misleading, and its main claim about "densely built upon" both wrongly 

presenting subjective judgement as fact, and highly questionable in excluding what 

seem to be greater areas which might well meet the criterion the Society mentions. 

 

In putting "0.1%" near the words "just how little of the UK has been ‘concreted over", 

why has the Society omitted - and maybe distracted from - what we might think are 

very large concreted-over areas included in "discontinuous urban fabric"? 

That total was reported as 5.3% compared to the 0.13% of "continuous".  Is it not 

obvious that it includes a lot of concrete? 

 

Again, the percentages seem to depend on the sizes of the areas considered.   

 

Of the "discontinuous urban fabric" areas, 100% of the fully concreted-over parts are 

in fact "continuous urban fabric".   
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"Urban fabric" may mislead if parts of towns or cities which most people would 

consider "urban fabric", such as industrial and commercial areas over 25 hectares, 

are left out.] 

 

The same research estimated that only 5.4% of the UK land area has been built 

upon or, in other words, is urban fabric  

 

 

[MB: The Society seems confused here as well.  Why is it claiming "built upon" is "in 

other words" "urban fabric"?  

 

Those are two different things. 

 

For example, how are larger areas such as these out of town not built upon"? 

Railway lines, stations and yards,  

major roads,  

industrial and commercial areas over 25 hectares,  

port areas and  

airports. 

 

Similarly, how are none of those artificial surfaces and buildings on "densely built-

upon" land? 

 

The press release continues:] 

 

 

- while 9.4% consists of peat bogs.  

Source: https://doi.org/10.15131/shef.data.5266495   

 

The Chair of the Judging Panel and RSS President, Professor Sir David 

Spiegelhalter, said: “The strength in this statistic is its surprise element. I think the 

figure is far smaller than most people will have expected.  

 

 

[MB: Is it possible that the discrepancy is to a significant extent due to the Society 

altering a description which was already unhelpful to journalists and the public - 

"continuous urban fabric" - to an even more unhelpful phrase - "densely built upon"? 

 

Royal Statistical Society press release, quoting its President:] 

 

 

Whatever side of the argument you sit on, this statistic gives true insight into the 

landscape of the United Kingdom.”  
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[MB:  How can it be "true insight" if density is subjective, the method arbitrary and 

the category misleading? 

 

It is not clear what reasoning or evidence might support the claim that the statistic 

presented as about "densely built upon" land gives a "true insight". 

The idea that the statistic shows the area "densely built upon" has no clear basis in 

any evidence the Society has mentioned or pointed to. 

The claim amounts to saying that - by the figures in Rae's atlas which calls it 

"continuous urban fabric" - there are 326.8 square kilometres of what the Society for 

some reason calls "densely built upon" land. 

 

But that would be only about 18 by 18 kilometres - about 11 by 11 miles of "densely 

built upon" land in the entire UK.] 

 

 

**********************  

 

INTERNATIONAL STATISTIC OF THE YEAR  

  

69  

This is the annual number of Americans killed, on average, by lawnmowers -

compared to two Americans killed annually, on average, by immigrant Jihadist 

terrorists.  

 

[MB: That would seem to imply worldwide. Is it in fact only for attacks in the USA?  

How many US citizens were killed by terrorists outside the USA?   

There may not be an easy distinction between terrorists and fighters. 

 

How many non-"American" victims were there in the USA?] 

 

Also, the "statistic" is phrased in the present tense, while giving no time period. 

 

Should it not read, if the statistics are correct, "was the annual number in the last x 

years", so that the terrorism figures clearly relate to those years? 

 

Fenton and Neil say that the period seems to be 2005-14, rather than any current 

average.  If so, then the Society's statement that this "is the annual number" could be 

more misleading in its implication that the terrorism number, also, applies to the most 

recent years.] 
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The figure was highlighted in a viral tweet this year from Kim Kardashian in response 

to a migrant ban proposed by President Trump; it had originally appeared in a 

Richard Todd article for the Huffington Post.  

 

[The article's stated original date is September 2016] 

 

Todd’s statistics and Kardashian’s tweet successfully highlighted the huge disparity 

between (i) the number of Americans killed each year (on average) by ‘immigrant 

Islamic Jihadist terrorists’ and (ii) the far higher average annual death tolls among 

those ‘struck by lightning’, killed by ‘lawnmowers’ and in particular ‘shot by other 

Americans’.  

Todd and Kardashian’s use of these figures shows how everyone can deploy 

statistical evidence to inform debate and highlight misunderstandings of risk in 

people’s lives.  
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[MB: The Society's words above are liable to mislead.  The last paragraph reads, 

 

 

"Todd...’s use of these figures shows how everyone can deploy statistical 

evidence to inform debate and highlight misunderstandings of risk in people’s 

lives."  

 

 

Thieme's February 2018 article defending the Society refers to the word "risk" being 

the problem.   

 

That seems a strange defence given that it is the concept of risk which would have 

given the wrong impression.  The word is in fact repeated, but even if it had only 

been used once, it should be obvious that a key word can mislead.   

 

A single letter in a word can change the entire meaning of an assertion, whether 

about statistics or something else. The fact that it is only one word is hardly a strong 

argument against a claim that journalists or the public were liable to be misled.  

 

The Society has made its problems here worse by referring to Todd's use of the 

figures as an example of how people highlight misunderstandings of risk.   

 

"Todd's use of the figures" clearly involves confusing the past with future risk.  

 

The Society told mass media outlets: 

 

 

"Todd’s statistics ...successfully highlighted the huge disparity between...and 

(ii) ...death tolls among those ‘struck by lightning’, killed by ‘lawnmowers’ and 

in particular ‘shot by other Americans’. 

Todd ['s]...use of these figures shows how everyone can ...highlight 

misunderstandings of risk in people’s lives."  

 

 

MB: So it seems clear that the Society, in a formal communication, told journalists 

that Todd's use of the figures on terrorism, lightning, lawnmowers and/or gun 

crime  

 

"shows how everyone can...highlight misunderstandings of risk". 

 

What, then, did Richard Todd say? 
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How did he, in the Society's words, "highlight" one or more "misunderstandings of 

risk in people's lives"? 

 

The current (May 2019) version of his article, dated 6 December 2017, reads: 
 

"the odds are greater that you will be struck by lightning than win the lotto or be killed 

by an ISIS terrorist." 

 
But he cannot know the odds of a terrorist attack, or how many people it might kill. 

 

Fuller extract: 

 

"Over the past ten years, lightning has killed an average of 31 Americans annually. 
That’s 310 lives snuffed out by thunderbolts, compared with only 16 killed by radical 
Islamic terrorist immigrants in the same period. 

This is something that ISIS has in common with the lotto - the odds are greater that you 

will be struck by lightning than win the lotto or be killed by an ISIS terrorist." 

 
 

MB:  Fenton and Neil claim that he may have been referring to 2005-14 rather than 

2008-17, at least for some figures.  But more fundamentally: 

 

What would Todd need to know, in order to make a reasonable claim about the 

relative risks of being killed by lightning and terrorism? 

 

In order to make that statement on good grounds, it is self-evident that he would 

need reliable information on current likelihood 

 

- because current likelihood depends on: 

current intentions and abilities of the terrorists, and  

the abilities of government information-gathering agencies, police forces  

 

and so on.  

 

It should be clear that in politically-charged situations, current risk is a very 

different matter from information on what occurred in the past. 

 

We might think he would need reliable information from: 

 

a) all relevant ISIS groups and individuals, and  

b) intelligence agencies and police forces who might be in a position to stop them.  
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It is not sensible to claim to know the odds of being killed by a terrorist. Implying that 

they are the same as the last ten years is based on assumption, not analysis. 

 

Also, Todd states, introducing the table: 
 

"I was astonished to discover literally dozens of threats to the homeland far more 

treacherous than the one posed by immigrants. The following is a sample:" 

 

 

That is similarly problematic.  He cannot know the threat from terrorism - that is one 

reason it is called terrorism. 

 

What he could have sensibly said is that  

 

a) few people have been killed by terrorism in the past, in a particular time period, 

and  

 

b) he has thought about various real-life reasons why he is optimistic or pessimistic 

about future risk, given the political situation now. 

 

 

The Royal Statistical Society press release continues:] 

 

Member of the RSS judging panel, Dr Liberty Vittert, said: “Everyone on the panel 

was particularly taken by this statistic and its insight into risk 

 

 

[MB: Perhaps the Society's position is that journalists should have been able to work 

out that the Society was not saying the relative risk was the ratio of 69 to 2. 

However, it might not seem unreasonable for a journalist at the Sun newspaper or 

the Irish Times to think that was what the Society itself was claiming. 

 

A press release needs to be clear, because of the pressures on journalists. 

 

In any case, the Society's director and president promoted that claim about risk ("34 

times more likely");  so did another panel judge, Ben Page. They were all publicising 

the claim made by the Sun. 

 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb made the point that David Spiegelhalter (chairman of the 

judging panel and President of the Society) publicised the claim about the risk being 

"34 times...": 
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https://twitter.com/nntaleb/status/942737795088572417] 

 

 

The current President, Deborah Ashby, has also retweeted the misleading claim on 

risk: 

 

https://mobile.twitter.com/HetanShah/status/942664424422363137/retweets  

 

 

 

 

 

The Royal Statistical Society press release, quoting Liberty Vittert:] 

 

"...Everyone on the panel was particularly taken by this statistic and its insight into 

risk - a key concept in both statistics and everyday life. When you consider that this 
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figure was put into the public domain by Kim Kardashian, it becomes even more 

powerful because it shows anyone, statistician or not, can use statistics to illustrate 

an important point and illuminate the bigger picture.”  

 

 

[MB: What important point does the Society or the panel claim was being made? 

 

David Spiegelhalter's later position as stated in Significance magazine was that the 

word "risk" was not well chosen. 

 

If we don't know what terrorists are planning or what security services are doing 

about it, why would past statistics about what they have done be "powerful" or 

"important"? 

 

Perhaps more troubling - what did Spiegelhalter mean about the word "risk" being 

badly chosen, if there is no suitable alternative word, given that the statement was 

about risk being a "key concept"?] 
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HIGHLY COMMENDED  

  

- 3%  

At the beginning of 2017, real average pay in the United Kingdom was still around 
3% lower than in 2008.  
 
 
[Is there such a thing as a "real" average pay fall?  Inflation is partly subjective, as 
items or their proportions of spending change.] 

The state of the UK economy is extensively covered in the media - especially in the 

final half of the year, with the annual Budget announced by the Chancellor in 

November.  

The judging panel thought this statistic, (taken from the Office for National Statistics' 

analysis of real earnings) captures, amongst other things, how damaging the 

recession of the late noughties continues to be - nearly ten years later.  

 

[MB: How can earnings "capture how damaging" a recession is, without looking at, 

for example, 

a) what is in the inflation index at different times,  

b) whether people "need" to spend more or less than before,  

c) whether their assets and debts went up or down, or their working and commuting 

hours or working conditions? 

Do the judges not think about these things in relation to their own finances, and how 

"damaging" the recession might be for them if they were in the position of people in 

different situations?] 

 

Source: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandwork

inghours/articles/supplementaryanalysisofaverageweeklyearnings/latest     

 

Sir David Spiegelhalter, said: "This is a very simple but equally powerful statistic. It 

shows the enduring pressures on people's incomes, nearly a decade after the 

financial crash. It encapsulates the real problems facing millions of families, as well 

as the growing pressure on decision-makers to get things moving in the right 

direction once more."  

 

**********************  
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21.0    

According to figures publicised this year, the under-18 conception rate in the UK in 

2015 was 21.0 conceptions per thousand women aged 15 to 17. This is the lowest 

such rate recorded since comparable statistics were first produced in 1969.  

This is one of several statistics about young people in the UK which show the 

significant changes in their lifestyle choices over the last 40 years or so. The 

numbers of young people drinking and smoking regularly have also similarly 

decreased.  

The judging panel thought the chosen statistic was a powerful one - demonstrating 

some significant improvements in sex education and access to health services for 

young people in the UK, as well as their own changing behavioural choices.   

Source:  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/c

onceptionandfertilityrates/bulletins/conceptionstatistics/2015   

 

 

Member of the RSS judging panel and Chief Executive of Ipsos MORI, Ben Page, 

said: “A lot of work has been done on the “perils of perception”: how wrong we are 

about a whole range of things about society. The judging panel felt this statistic, 

showing the sharp fall in teenagers and young women  

 

[Seems wrong - how can the figure show "teenagers and young women" when the 

description says "under-18" and "15 to 17"?]  

 

having babies,  

 

[How does it show information about babies? It is on conception.] 

 

is a good example of this. The public believe one in five teenagers have babies - 

they are wrong. The fact that young people now drink less, fight less and are better 

educated, among other measures, has had some press coverage, but we think there 

should be much greater public awareness of such a dramatic change in young 

people’s behaviour.”  

 

**********************  
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403.3    

 

New figures, released in October 2017, showed that the concentration of carbon 

dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere has now exceeded the symbolic threshold of 400 

parts per million, reaching 403.3ppm - its highest level for around 800,000 years.  

The calculations appeared in a report by the United Nations' World Meteorological 

Organization (WMO).  

The WMO's report added that the atmosphere's rising CO2 levels "have the potential 

to initiate unprecedented changes in climate systems" - leading to "severe ecological 

and economic disruptions."  

Before the Industrial Revolution, CO2 levels are believed to have been lower than 

280ppm.  

 

Source: https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/greenhouse-gas-

concentrations-surge-new-record   

 

Dr Liberty Vittert, said: “The judging panel received some fascinating nominations on 

important ‘green’ issues - such as the amount of plastic in the oceans. But we felt 

this was the best environmental contender, with some striking figures being put 

forward in a very strong historical context.”   

 

**********************  

 

 

 

7.7 billion  

In June 2017, the number [according to one website?] of active phone connections 

(7.7 billion) exceeded the world’s population for the first time ever.  

The judging panel thought this statistic was worthy of ‘Highly Commended’ status as 

this landmark was finally reached in 2017 after several years of dramatic increases 

in phone connections around the world.  

It now seems astounding that, in 2001, more than half of the world’s population had 

yet to make their first phone call.  

 

[MB: Why is that astounding?   

 

The 7.7 billion, if it is "true", doesn't tell us how many people don't have a 

connection:  it may include a substantial proportion where one person has several 
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connections: such as a landline for each of work and home, and a mobile, and an old 

mobile.  Does it include other services such as Skype? 

 

It doesn't tell us how many of those "active connections" were for old SIM cards not 

being used.  Is "active" objective and uncontroversial?.] 

 

Source: https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/    

 

Member of the RSS judging panel and BBC journalist, Mark Easton, said: “In the 

view of the judging panel, this was a staggering statistic. It shows just how rapidly 

the whole world [?] is now entering into the communication age.”  

 

[What does he mean by "the whole world"?   The statistic does not say how many 

people are not "entering the communication age", if by that he means making phone 

calls.] 

 

 

 

**********************  

 

< 0.005  

For nearly 100 years, findings have been declared to be 'statistically significant' if "P 

< 0.05", which means that the chance of getting such dramatic results, if all that were 

operating were pure chance, was less than 5%.   

 

[MB: Is that an accurate description?   

 

Is "statistical significance" "the chance...if all that were operating were pure chance", 

or is it the chance given particular assumptions? 

 

Also, is it not misleading for the RSS to say "such dramatic results"?   

 

A "result" - meaning the reported difference between two outcomes - can be very 

small, so not "dramatic" at all, yet "statistically significant".  

 

I described "statistical significance" in a 2006 public draft:  

" “Statistical significance” just means that the association seems, given the 
researcher’s assumptions, to be unlikely to be due to chance.    It can still be a small 
effect, even if all the researcher’s assumptions are correct.     
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For example, if 61% of people taking a medicine lose their symptoms and 60% of 
those without the medicine lose the symptoms, the association can still be 
statistically significant.    

So if you read a medical research paper which says a medicine is effective, an early 
question might be “how effective?”."      

Matt Berkley 
Social science and government aims - proposed standards for public goals and 
research 
Draft 10 January 2006 
https://web.archive.org/web/20081121184729/http://www.mattberkley.com/SSGA.ht
m  

 

Thirdly, is the RSS description helpful? 

 

Is it how scientists present "statistical significance", or is it presented - or perceived - 

often as if it were the probability of the finding being wrong? 

 

That could have causes other than those which might most reasonably be regarded 

as "chance". 

 

Does this distract from the probability that the researchers made one or more errors 

or worse, in either research method or statistics? 

 

What about unreported drug trials?  If some trials are not reported, is the p-value 

reported in the other trials' results accurately presented? 

 

I am not sure I understand how such things would relate to pure chance. 

 

See also, above, more of my comments on the RSS web page. 

 

The RSS press release continues:] 

 

 

Many people have claimed that this is too lax a criterion, in that too many 

'discoveries' are announced, only for them to disappear when experiments are 

repeated.    

In 2017 a large group of prominent statisticians argued that the default criterion for 

‘significance’ should be made more stringent and set to P< 0.005.  This bold 

proposal would lead to radically fewer, but possibly more reliable, scientific claims.  

 

Background information: https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-017-0189-z   
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Sir David Spiegelhalter, said: “We think that few people will have heard of this 

statistic, or the concern about P values. However, this figure is at the heart of a very 

important and ongoing scientific debate. Statisticians want to ensure that numbers 

can be trusted but, if scientific experiments cannot be replicated, how can the public 

trust their findings? Those proposing this new criterion for scientific ‘significance’ 

claim it could lead to a major improvement in the quality of the published scientific 

literature.”  

 

 

[Why is Spiegelhalter saying the figure is at the heart, without mentioning the other 

problem about effect sizes, or putting it in context?] 

 

 

 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION   

Statistic of the Year is a new initiative by the Royal Statistical Society for 2017. In a 

similar vein to the Oxford English Dictionary’s ‘Word of the Year’, the RSS looked for 

statistics that were felt to capture the overall spirit of the year. Nominations could be 

made by members of the general public and RSS members worldwide, while RSS 

staff also proactively looked for suitable statistics.  

Commenting on the initiative, Hetan Shah, RSS’s Executive Director, said: “We were 

delighted with the quality of the nominations for the inaugural ‘Statistic of the Year’. 

Taken together the selected statistics tell us a story about important issues in 2017: 

land use (in the context of debates about housing), pressures on pay, mobile phone 

usage, teen pregnancies, our environment, and even deaths by lawnmowers.  We’re 

already looking forward to Statistic of the Year 2018.”  

 

The judging panel was chaired by RSS President, Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter. 

The other panel members were:  

• Mona Chalabi – Guardian US  

• Professor Diane Coyle – University of Manchester  

• Mark Easton – BBC News Home Editor  

• Dame Jil Matheson – Former UK National Statistician  

• Ben Page – Chief Executive, Ipsos MORI  

• Dr Liberty Vittert - University of Glasgow  

 

 

ENDS  
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For more information, images or interview requests, please contact Mags Wiley, 

RSS Press & Policy Officer, at m.wiley@rss.org.uk or 020 7614 3920. Or for calls out 

of office hours, please call 07709 640476 or Director of Policy & Public Affairs, Iain 

Wilton on 07941 049205  Use the hashtag #StatoftheYear on Twitter to join the 

discussion.  

The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) founded in 1834, is one of the world's most 

distinguished and renowned statistical societies. It is a learned society for statistics, 

a professional body for statisticians and a charity which promotes statistics, data and 

evidence for the public good. Today the RSS has over 8000 members around the 

world.  

 

www.rss.org.uk @RoyalStatSoc  

 

 

 

Press release 

18 December 2017 

https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/press-releases/2018/18-12-2017-THE-

RSS-ANNOUNCES-ITS-STATISTIC-OF-THE-YEAR-FOR-2017.pdf 
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Mow woe  

Americans are 34 times more likely to be killed each year by 

lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis 

A total of 69 people in the US die at the hands of the gardening machines in the past year 

• By Tom Newton Dunn 

• 18 Dec 2017, 0:01 
• Updated: 18 Dec 2017, 10:29 

THE first ever Statistic of the Year is today unveiled as the fact that 34 times more 
Americans are killed each year by lawnmowers than foreign-born terrorists. 

A total of 69 people in the US die at the hands of the gardening machines. 

 
 
US nationals more likely to killed by a lawnmower than foreign-born terrorist 
 
Credit: iStockphoto - Getty  

At the same time, just two are murdered by immigrant jihadis over an average 12 month 
period. 
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The startling comparison is heralded by the Royal Statistical Society as its inaugural 
International Statistic of the Year. 

The mortality figures were initially highlighted in a viral tweet by celebrity Kim Kardashian 
in response to a migrant ban proposed by President Donald Trump. 

The boffins also today name the first ever UK Statistic of the Year as the fact just 0.1% of the 
UK’s entire land mass is densely built on. 

 
Kim Kardashian tweeted about the lawnmowers stat earlier this year  

As the row over where to build new housing rages, it was revealed this year in A Land Cover 
Atlas of the United Kingdom by Professor Alasdair Rae, from the University of Sheffield. 

RSS President Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter said: “The strength in this statistic is its 
surprise element. 

“I think the figure is far smaller than most people will have expected”. 

 
This graphic shows how much of the British land mass is built on  

The society have launched the new tradition to mimic the Oxford English Dictionary’s Word 
of the Year. 
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https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-likely-to-be-killed-
each-year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis/  
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    Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Dec 2017  

Here are the winners of #StatoftheYear  
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3675-statistic-of-the-year-2017-winners-announced …  
and some coverage in the FT  
https://www.ft.com/content/be09c5ae-e1c6-11e7-8f9f-de1c2175f5ce …  
& the Sun  
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-likely-to-be-killed-
each-year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis/ … 

 
 

Ben Page, Ipsos MORI   @benatipsosmori 18 Dec 2017  

Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis  
 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-likely-to-be-killed-
each-year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis/ … 

8 replies 37 retweets 66 likes  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis. 
Thanks to @KimKardashian for helping us @RoyalStatSoc to find our #International 
#StatoftheYear 

 
[image links to The Sun's error:]   

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-likely-to-be-killed-
each-year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis/  

https://twitter.com/HetanShah/status/942664424422363137 
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  

Our International #StatoftheYear has been covered in @TheSun  
 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-likely-to-be-killed-
each-year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis/ … 

9:53 AM - 18 Dec 2017  

 

0 replies 1 retweet 1 like  
 

 
 

 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  

More #StatoftheYear coverage in @IrishTimes 

https://t.co/t0ZwXjrjx0 
 
[ https://www.irishtimes.com/news/offbeat/americans-more-likely-to-be-killed-by-lawnmowers-than-
foreign-terrorists-1.3331119 ] 
 
9:55 AM - 18 Dec 2017  

 

0 replies 2 retweets 3 likes  
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  Nassim Nicholas Taleb    @nntaleb  

1) Look at head statistician from the Royal Society promoting that BS. No, the 2 variables are 
NOT comparable statistically. Your lawnmower is not trying to kill you. @DrCirillo and I 
aim to put an end to this in our book. 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb added, 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis. Thanks to 

@KimKardashian for helping us @RoyalStatSoc to find our #International #StatoftheYear 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-likely-to-be-killed-each-

year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis … 

 

12:15 PM - 18 Dec 2017  

 

 

62 replies 435 retweets 1,036 likes  

 
 
 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  

2) Here is a discussion of the reason.  
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9dKiLclupUM  
 

5 replies 50 retweets 177 likes  
 
 
  
 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  

3) At the core the "statistician" head of the Royal Society is using a variable that converged 
to the mean by LLN to another one that did not. 
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4 replies 48 retweets 149 likes  
 
 
 
 
  Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  

4)  @Mr Shah  @HetanShah, As Head of the  @RoyalStatSoc Thou Shalt Not Use 
Statistics in an Unrigorous Manner, in a way to make the person in the street more 
knowledgeable about risk than a member of the  @RoyalStatSoc 

2 replies 25 retweets 130 likes  
 
 
 
 
 Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  

5) In other words, statistics in not an IN SAMPLE description (this is called an "anecdote") 
but a representation of OUT OF SAMPLE properties (those that hold outside your sample 
set). 

4 replies 30 retweets 139 likes  
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Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  
 

6) What we just saw with @HEtanShah retweeted by the "highly cited" medical statistician 
David Spiegelhalter @d_spiegel is the justification of this tweet. 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb added, 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb  
 
In any profession, 90% of people are clueless but work by situational imitation, narrow 
mimicry & semi-conscious role-playing. Except social "science" and journalism where it is 
99% and 100%, respectively. 
 
4 replies 25 retweets 140 likes  
 
 
 
 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  

7) The saddest was when I saw Brian Greene  @bgreene making the mistake, then not 
understanding the error. The problem: because of packages, pple use statistics 
mechanistically so they either forget or don't know that "significance" is central in discussing/ 
comparing variables. 

8 replies 21 retweets 109 likes  
 
 
 
 
 Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 18 Dec 2017  

8) A more advanced discussion about "empiricism" with fat-tailed distributions. 

https://youtu.be/0iw9oqnhVKQ  
 
3 replies 20 retweets 109 likes  
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...................................................... 

 

 

 

Norbert's Puppy @psyceconotrance 18 Dec 2017  
Replying to @psyceconotrance @nntaleb and others 

don't worry about terrorism because most people die of heart disease. 

 
 
 

 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Our #International #StatoftheYear is 69 - the annual number of Americans killed by 
lawnmowers. The judges thought that it was great that @KimKardashian had helped 
promote a debate about relative risks in society. 

 

1:46 PM - 18 Dec 2017  

 

 

4 replies 11 retweets 8 likes  
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Eamonn Fitzgerald @eamonn 18 Dec 2017  

Replying to @HetanShah @KimKardashian @RoyalStatSoc  

The families of the 5 Argentinian friends killed by a foreign-born jihadi in New York in 
October should note your cruelty: 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

 
 
 

Tony Reading @ScepticInvestor 18 Dec 2017  

Replying to @TimHarford @RoyalStatSoc  

Clever statistic, stupid logic. Future risk from terrorists less predictable than risk from 
lawnmowers. Lies, damn lies and statistics. 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mark Wigmore @MarkAWigmore 18 Dec 2017  
Replying to @d_spiegel  

Except that, as @nntaleb points out, being killed by a terrorist is a totally different kind of 
risk to that of being killed by a lawnmower. They are not comparable. 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 
 
 

ab_sandbars @HGSmith4  

Now do it with soldiers overseas. 

ab_sandbars added, 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  
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Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis. 
Thanks to @KimKardashian for helping us @RoyalStatSoc to find our #International 
#StatoftheYear https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5160877/americans-are-34-times-more-
likely-to-be-killed-each-year-by-lawnmowers-than-foreign-born-jihadis  … 
 
5:28 PM - 18 Dec 2017 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Only 0.1% of UK is densely built upon - winner of our #UK #StatoftheYear as researched 
by @undertheraedar @sheffielduni 

8:00 AM - 18 Dec 2017  

 

5 replies 7 retweets 7 likes  

 

  

 

 FifeForLife @robbiefaefife 18 Dec 2017  

Replying to @HetanShah @KimKardashian and others 

Does this stat really challenge our perception of urban density; rather than our knowledge of 
the EU's Corine classification system? 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes  
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   Alasdair Rae @undertheraedar 18 Dec 2017  

good question; I'd be inclined to say a bit of both, depending upon who you ask. 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  
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.................... 
 
 
 
Social Sciences | The University of Sheffield @SheffSocScience  

Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter: “The strength in this statistic is its surprise element. I think 
the figure is far smaller than most people will have expected. Whatever side of the argument 
you sit on, this statistic gives true insight into the landscape of the United Kingdom” 

10:43 AM - 18 Dec 2017  

 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
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Alan Travis   @alantravis40 18 Dec 2017  

Only 0.1% of Britain is continuous urban sprawl. Only 5.4% of Britain has actually been built 
upon. That's less than the 9.4% that is peat bog. @RSS statistic of the year. 
 

 
 
2 replies 41 retweets 43 likes  
 
 
  
 
 Lee @cantfakethefeel 18 Dec 2017  
Replying to @alantravis40 @GuardianHeather @rss  

Key word here being ‘continuous’. Most misleading statistic of the year maybe. 

0 replies 0 retweets 3 likes  
 
 
 
F @F03148046 18 Dec 2017  
Replying to @alantravis40 @rss  
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Any idea what "continuous" means here? I'm struggling to think of a definition that makes 
any sense in the context. 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Dec 2017  

Replying to @Rosso__Malpelo  

Land is designated as continuous urban fabric (under the ‘Corine Land Cover Classification 
System’) if more than 80% of ground is covered by artificial surfaces - what most people 
would call ‘urban jungle’.  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3675-statistic-of-the-year-2017-winners-announced … 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes  
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"Apparently their other fave statistic is that ‘only’ 0.1% of Britain is ‘concreted over’. The 
official definition for the statistic they select is ‘continuous urban fabric’. Looking at the 
related map, this seems to comprise only towns, and for instance doesn’t’ include industrial 
areas, suburbs, roads, airports etc." 
 
https://biasedbbc.org/blog/2017/12/19/start-the-week-open-thread-154/  
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 ScotlandTonight  @ScotlandTonight 18 Dec 2017  

As the @RoyalStatSoc announce the #StatoftheYear - what can we learn from them? 
@LibertyVittert of @UofGlasgow tells us more at 10.55 #scotnight 
 

 
2 replies 6 retweets 7 likes 
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 M Chesney-Stroak @_stroak 18 Dec 2017  

Well you can start by differentiating between deliberate and accidental deaths - no one 
deliberately kills another by premeditated lawnmower attack... Specious use of statistics is 
very common among the MSM. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 Liberty Vittert @LibertyVittert 18 Dec 2017  

Fair point but that isn’t the intention of the stat - the idea is “risk” and our understanding of 
risk in relation to the world we live in 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes  
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 M Chesney-Stroak @_stroak 18 Dec 2017  

"Risk" is a subjective not an objective construct. Apparent risk is unrelated to statistical risk, 
especially if dealing with emotive subjects like gun crime or terrorism. There's a higher risk 
of fatal domestic accident than terrorism, but random bath drownings don't alter law. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 Liberty Vittert @LibertyVittert 18 Dec 2017  

Risk is inherently objective. It’s our understanding of it that is subjective. Also they can-
health and safety laws! fire hazard sofas, etc. 

2 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
M Chesney-Stroak @_stroak 18 Dec 2017  

2/2: subjective. Observable risk is the human perception of what constitutes harmful 
outcomes. All "risk" is quantifiable as high or low statistically, but it is the perception of the 
inherent danger that is subjective. [end] 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
Liberty Vittert @LibertyVittert  
Replying to @_stroak @ScotlandTonight and  

Really interesting perspective 

11:38 PM - 18 Dec 2017  
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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 Dave @dave_mears 19 Dec 2017  

Replying to @HetanShah  

statistics that change by 15000% simply by changing the date you start from by 1 day are 
cherry picking to the point entire trees are uprooted. 

0 replies 0 retweets 10 likes  

 
 
 
RSS Data Science @RSS_DSS 19 Dec 2017  

Brilliant initiative on the part of @RoyalStatSoc - although to be picky I can’t see that 0.005 
is going to solve the replication issue if you have to replicate at 0.005. It’s same issue as 
using 0.05 and replicating at 0.05  

RSS Data Science added, 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  
Tune into @bbc5live now to hear @RoyalStatSoc President @d_spiegel talking about 
#StatoftheYear https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3675-statistic-of-the-year-2017-winners-
announced … 
  
0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Paul Strausa @Balticduke 19 Dec 2017  
Replying to @BBCtrending @BBCNews and others 

The UK 0.1% "densely built on", whatever that means, is sheer sophistry. 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Ron Wasserstein @Ron_Wasserstein  

Well done, @RoyalStatSoc! https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3675-statistic-of-the-year-
2017-winners-announced … 

10:09 PM - 21 Dec 2017  
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0 replies 8 retweets 13 likes  
 
 
 
 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb  @nntaleb 23 Dec 2017  

The problem with the Royal Society stamp (granted by a nonstatistician) is that it is used as 
an excuse by charlatan  @conradhackett as backup against arguments for rigor. 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb added, 

Conrad Hackett  @conradhackett  
 
STATISTICS OF THE YEAR: Americans killed annually by All Islamic jihadist terrorists 
9… 
 
6 replies 33 retweets 102 likes  
 

 

BBC: 
 
 
"More or Less: Statistics of the Year 2017 
 
More or Less: Behind the Stats  

 
Phones, lawn mowers and how Kim Kardashian helped the public understanding of risk. 

... 

Higher quality (128kbps)    ... 

Release date: 31 December 2017 ..." 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p05rv4lw 
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Ipsos Mori survey's wrong question 
 
 
Survey misleads that "continuous urban fabric" category is for all land over 
80% artificially covered, and then misdescribes as "densely built up" 

 

"Public hugely overestimate how much land in the UK is densely built 

up  

New Ipsos MORI research shows the public are very wrong about the ‘UK Statistic of the 
Year’. 
 
... Bobby Duffy, Managing Director of Ipsos MORI Social Research Institute, London, said: 

People are way out in their estimate of how much of the country is densely built up, thinking 
around half the country is when actually on 0.1% is." 

2 January 2018  
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-hugely-overestimate-how-much-land-uk-
densely-built   
 
 
 
[Ipsos Mori asked the wrong question, and mislead the public.   
 
They seem to have wrongly assumed that the 0.1% included all types of buildings and 
artificial surfaces.   
 
Here is the question in their report:] 
 
 
16-010101-561 - 19-22 December 2017 

Land Density Omnibus Research 

Adults aged 16-75 in UK 

 

Q1. What percentage of land in the UK do you think is densely built up? 

‘Densely built up’ is defined as an area where 80% of it is covered by artificial surfaces such as all 

types of buildings, transport networks (including roads) or car parks. 

All Adults aged 16-75 in the UK 

 
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2018-01/ipsos-mori-land-
density-survey-tables_1.pdf   
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BBC: 
 
"The illusion of a concrete Britain  [?] 

Mark Easton Home editor @BBCMarkEaston on Twitter  

• 3 January 2018 

 
The British people, it appears, have the mistaken belief that much of the UK has been 
concreted over."  
 
 
[MB: Whether it is "mistaken" depends on what you mean by "much". 
 
The BBC continues:] 
 
 
"Could it be that the psychological impact of city living means people have a distorted idea of 
what our own country looks like?  

This misunderstanding is suggested by new survey data produced by Ipsos Mori. Asked how 
much of the UK's land area is densely built on, the average estimate was 47%. The far more 
accurate figure -based on satellite images - highlighted by Professor Alasdair Rae and in my 
blog last November - is 0.1%."  

 
[MB: One of the BBC's errors - apart from failing to recognise that "densely" is at least 
partly subjective and arbitrary - is that "densely built on" does not correspond to the 0.1%.   
 
The descriptions next to the map in the Royal Statistical Society's press release should be 
enough to at least raise doubts about this. 
 
Professor Rae's atlas does not say "densely built on".  It says "the very most densely 
populated areas".   
 
The BBC is again appearing to confuse densely populated areas with densely built-up areas.] 
 

 

[BBC:] "The average Briton thinks 356 times more of our nation's land is concrete jungle 
than is the reality."  
 
[MB: That is quite a claim for a journalist to make.   
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We might think that in order to say people are generally that wrong, the journalist would 
need very solid evidence.  Were they actually asked about "concrete jungle"? 
 
In any case, for the claim to be accurate when it is expressed so precisely ("356 times") it 
would need the meanings of the words to be established as firmly understood by the 
respondents, which seems to be far from the case here.] 

 
 
[BBC:] "This isn't just a minor misconception. The error helps to distort our mental picture of 
the UK and shift the politics of land use.  

If the UK is viewed as a large football pitch, the people in the survey reckoned that almost all 
the ground between the goal-line and half-way line is densely developed when, in reality, it 
would fit into the tiny arc marked for taking a corner."  

[MB: It can't be "reality" since it is subjective and arbitrary; this is in any case based on a 
misreading of or failure to consult the category definitions. 
 
The BBC continues:] 

 

"The 0.1% figure for what is designated "continuous urban fabric" (CUF) was named UK 
Statistic of the Year by the Royal Statistical Society (RSS) last month.  

RSS president Prof Sir David Spiegelhalter said "whatever side of the argument you sit on, 
this statistic gives true insight into the landscape of the United Kingdom". 
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"Land is designated as CUF under the Corine Land Cover Classification System if over 80% 
of ground is covered by artificial surfaces like buildings and roads."  
 
 
[MB:  Mr Easton is incorrect. He has confused necessary and sufficient conditions. 
 
Land is "designated as CUF" if two criteria are met, not one.   
 
We should add that this is according to the satellite information and the way that the areas 
are divided up. 
 
Land in fact has to meet these criteria: 
 
a) the "over 80%" criterion and  
 
b) importantly, the land is only counted as "continuous urban fabric" if it is not in the other 
categories, which include large amounts of land covered by artificial surfaces. 
 
The Corine description is accurate (at least in terms of the stated intention of the exercise) to 
the extent that the land in that category is supposed to meet the 80% criterion. 

But that is very different from saying that all land meeting the criterion is in that category. 

It is a necessary criterion, not a sufficient one. 
 
It should be obvious on reflection to anyone familiar with the country that the idea that only a 
thousandth of UK land is "densely built on" is questionable.   
 
This is shown by Rae's map of Leeds, which notes only 0.82% of "continuous urban fabric". 
 
According to Ipsos Mori, the BBC, the RSS panel and the RSS staff who publicised the award, 
this tiny area of Leeds - which one might guess is less than the actual area that buildings 
occupy -  is all that is "densely built on". 
 
BBC:] 
 
"Land is designated as CUF under the Corine Land Cover Classification System if over 80% 
of ground is covered by artificial surfaces like buildings and roads. 
 
In the survey, the pollsters explained this" 
 
[MB:  That is one of the problems.  The pollsters asked the wrong question, because they 
included too much in their definition compared to the official description of CUF.   
 
Ipsos' question not only failed to tell people to exclude the industrial areas and so on, but 
wrongly referred to "all types of building". 
 
The Ipsos survey question reads: 

Q1. What percentage of land in the UK do you think is densely built up? 
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‘Densely built up’ is defined as an area where 80% of it is covered by artificial surfaces such as all 

types of buildings, transport networks (including roads) or car parks. 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2018-01/ipsos-mori-land-density-
survey-tables_1.pdf  

 
So apart from any other problems, part of the explanation for the discrepancy is this:  

Ipsos asked the wrong question.  They told people the question was about land which was in 
fact not supposed to be in that category but was included in other categories. 

Ipsos gave people a description which would include land in other categories - "artificial 
surfaces such as"..."all types of buildings"; larger and wider areas for "transport networks"; 
and perhaps at least some "car parks". 
 
Then Ipsos exaggerated how "wrong" people were because IPSOS itself wrongly referred to 
the 0.1% instead of the area they had asked people about. 
 
To reiterate, they asked people about land including artificial surfaces and buildings which 
were not supposed to be in the 0.1%, but belonged to other categories. 
 
The BBC continues:] 
 
 
"and asked respondents how much of the UK conformed to that definition. 

Roughly one-in-six of those surveyed thought more than 71% of the UK was densely built 
up. The average guess among 16-24 year-olds was 57%."  
 
 
[MB: Perhaps the people asked thought "covered by...transport networks (including roads)" 
meant something more than just the area occupied by the roads.   
 
There is another perhaps key error.  The people asked may have been thinking on a very 
different scale from Ipsos and the BBC.  They might, for example, think in terms of regions 
many times greater than the areas used by the EU system.  So they might think "the south-
east and the Midlands are densely built up". 

Also, people may use surveys to make political points rather than to express what they 
actually believe.  
 
Assuming people are highly ignorant without examining the information they are given may 
be unwise. 
 
BBC:] 
 

"How much of your area is built on? 
 



349 
 

Why do people get it so wrong? The most likely explanation is that their experience of the 
UK is predominantly urban."  
 
 
[The BBC is seeking to "explain" a phenomenon whose existence it has not established.   
 
In order to say people are "so wrong", they need to know whether people are actually 
"wrong" or just using words like "densely" in different ways from what someone else 
assumes.   
 
But in this case, it is not clear what is "wrong" anyway, since the meaning of "densely" is not 
clear.] 

 
"Bobby Duffy, managing director of the Ipsos Mori Social Research Institute, explains: "The 
majority of people live and spend their time in built-up areas and this will make up most of 
their mental image of the country." 

But the data suggests that people who live in rural areas are not much better at estimating the 
built-up nature of the UK than those in towns and cities. The average guess for urban 
dwellers was 48% and for those in the countryside it was 45%. 

In urban Greater London, people thought the correct figure was 46%. In the rural South West, 
the average estimate was 48%. 

Image caption 
 
If the UK was a football pitch, densely developed areas would fit into one area marked for 
corner kicks"  
 
[again, this should raise alarm bells when stated as fact] 

"People's mental image of the UK is not just their personal experience - it is also affected by 
what they see on television and other media. It is also constructed, I believe, from the 
narratives about our country that we grow up with. 

The story of Britain's treasured green landscapes being gobbled up by greedy industrialists 
and developers is part of national folklore."  

 
[MB: The mention of "industrialists" is striking.   
 
Remember that the author has wrongly left out larger industrial and commercial areas.   
 
Those may occupy a far greater area of land than the misleadingly-named "densely-built-on" 
areas which Ipsos and the BBC are basing their strange ideas on.] 

 
"It has its origins in the trauma of the Industrial Revolution, when rural life was rocked by the 
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arrival of big cities, vast metropolises squatting unsteadily on the countryside and changing 
everything.  

Our politics and our culture are shaped by our relationship with the big city and with the 
bucolic idyll. William Blake warned that England's "green and pleasant land" was threatened 
by the "dark Satanic Mills" of industry, while Scotland's national poet Robert Burns lamented 
that: "Man's dominion Has broken Nature's social union." 

Image copyright Getty Images  
Image caption  
 
William Blake wove an image of a rural idyll threatened by dark Satanic mills  

The tale of the fragile ecosystem imperilled by monolithic earth-moving equipment (the 
novel Watership Down is another classic example), acts as a metaphor for the threat we feel 
to our identity from progress."  
 
["Earth-moving equipment"?  The author has left out construction sites as well.] 

 
 
[BBC:] "Our relationship to the land is fundamental to who we are - the fear that we are 
being cut off from the soil, our ancient and natural habitat, is powerful. 

The myth that we are "concreting over" our countryside plays to these anxieties, magnified in 
recent years by the social changes brought about by globalisation and new technology. Our 
cognitive urban bias is, in part, a consequence of that contemporary struggle over national 
identity and tradition. 

There are, of course, legitimate concerns about the threats to our landscape and natural 
resources. While less than 6% of UK land is built-on, the impact of that development can be 
felt beyond its physical footprint."  
 
 
[MB: If 6% of UK land is built on, how can only a sixtieth of that - 0.1% - be densely built 
on?] 
 
 
"The fact [!] we so [!] overestimate the amount of densely developed land" 
  
 
[not a "fact" but an error by Ipsos and the BBC among others - see above]  
 
"suggests its influence extends into every corner of our environment. It is vital that we have a 
national conversation about the way we protect and enhance our vital green spaces as 
population grows. 

But it is hard to have an informed and rational debate about housing policy, airport expansion 
or, for that matter, intensive agricultural methods when the country is so mistaken about the 
basics."  [!]  
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[The author's reference to "an informed and rational debate" about "airport expansion" is 
perhaps interesting, given that he has excluded airports from the "continuous urban fabric". 

Perhaps pollsters would be well advised, not just to check whether they have got the category 
right, but also whether their description fits what people think it means.  
 
Perhaps in some cases they could ask people, after the survey, what they think the question 
means in their own words.] 
 
[BBC:] "We must open our eyes and our minds to the true [!] geography of the United 
Kingdom." 

 

[MB: The Corine number of 0.13% is, according to Professor Rae, 326.8 square kilometres 

of "continuous urban fabric". 

 

How big is that area in total? 

About 18 kilometres square - about 11 miles square. 

 

Now, does that look like a plausible amount for "densely built on" land in the whole of the 

UK?] 

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-42554635  

 

 

 

Christopher Marriott @Mazza6069 3 Jan 2018  

Replying to @HetanShah @IpsosMORI @BBCMarkEaston  

Densely built on -means what ? 0.1% is 93 sq. miles... London alone covers 1600... 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 

 

Richard Hebditch @RichardHebditch 3 Jan 2018  
Replying to @benatipsosmori  

And only 3 London boroughs meet definition of "continuous urban fabric"? Camden, 
Southwark, Lewisham all aren't "densely built on" under this definition. 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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"Are lawnmowers a greater risk than terrorists?  
 
 
Norman Fenton and Martin Neil, 3 January 2018  
 

Contrary to the statement in the Royal Statistical Society citation, the figures directly 
comparing numbers killed by lawnmower with those killed by Jihadist terrorists, do NOT 
‘highlight misunderstandings of risk’ or ‘illuminate the bigger picture’.  

They do the exact opposite as we explain here. ... 
 
Based on the same time period the number of people killed in the USA from man-made 
climate change is zero. Using the same reasoning as in the RSS statement one could conclude 
that climate change risk is infinitesimally smaller than that of lawnmowers, and that measures 
to combat it are no more rational than President Trump’s measures to combat foreign Jihad 
attacks on America   ... 

While the announcement was met with enormous enthusiasm, one significant dissenter was 
Nassim Nicolas Taleb – a well-known expert on risk and ‘randomness’. He exposed a 
fundamental problem with the statistic, which he summed up in the tweet of Figure 2.  ... 

 
 
[Fenton and Neil omit a key fact. 
 
Taleb was referring to the "34 times" claim, and the fact that the director - and as he 
mentioned later, the president of the society who had chaired the judging panel - promoted 
it.] 
 
 

 
 
Indeed, rather than “inform debate and highlight misunderstandings of risk in people’s lives” 
as stated by the RSS, this example does exactly the opposite. It provides a highly misleading 
view of risk because it omits crucial causal information that explains the statistics observed. 
These are very different for the two different fatality numbers. One of the objectives of our 
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book (2) is to help readers understand how to see through such statistics and build models 
that incorporate the necessary causal context.   

Informally, Taleb’s argument is that there is a key difference between risks that are systemic, 
which can affect more than one person (such as a terrorist attack) and those that are not (such 
as using a lawnmower) which can be considered random. The chances that the number of 
people who die from a non-systemic risk, like using a lawnmower, will double next year are 
extremely unlikely. But this cannot be said about the number of people dying from systemic 
risks like terrorist attacks and epidemics. The latter can be ‘multiplicative’ whereas the 
former cannot. It is impossible for a thousand people in New York City to die from using 
lawnmowers next year, but it is not impossible for a thousand to die there from terrorist 
attacks.  ... 

Using the number of deaths per year to compare different types of ‘risk’ fails to consider the 
range of factors that affect the true risk to particular individuals or groups. A person who 
does not use a lawnmower cannot be killed by one, whereas there is a greater risk to 
gardeners; similarly, residents of major cities are at greater risk from terrorists than residents 
who live in the countryside.  Crucially, there are also causal factors that explain the number 
of terrorist deaths that need to be considered alongside the basic statistics: terrorist cells can 
be responsible for multiple deaths in a single attack, and also multiple attacks. Hence, unlike 
lawnmower deaths, the deaths in terrorist attacks are related by a common cause other than 
simply the artificial risk classification (lawnmower or terrorist attack). Moreover, because as 
Taleb says ‘your lawnmower is not trying to kill you’, there are extreme security measures in 
place to stop terrorist attacks. If these were removed the number of deaths would drastically 
increase."   
 
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.34461.00486/1   
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  Prof Norman Fenton @profnfenton  

Replying to @nntaleb @DrCirillo  

We have explained some other reasons why this use of statistics does NOT ‘highlight 
misunderstandings of risk’ and ‘illuminate the bigger picture’ as claimed by @RoyalStatSoc  
 
See: http://www.eecs.qmul.ac.uk/~norman/papers/lawnmowers.pdf … 

2:35 PM - 3 Jan 2018  

 

5 replies 26 retweets 62 likes  

 

 

 

 

  Nassim Nicholas Taleb   @nntaleb 3 Jan 2018  

Replying to @profnfenton @DrCirillo @RoyalStatSoc  

Thanks! One should add that descriptive statistics don't work for time series (even within 
probability classes) except conditional on one asserting stationarity. 

0 replies 4 retweets 15 likes  

 
 
[MB: I don't really know what Taleb means here. Perhaps he means "were killed during the 
past x years" is sensible and "are killed" isn't.] 
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Prof Norman Fenton @profnfenton 3 Jan 2018  

Are lawnmowers a greater risk than terrorists? According to the @RoyalStatSoc they are. 
But, as @nntaleb told them, they got this badly wrong (blog post with link to paper):  
 
http://bayesknowledge.blogspot.co.uk/2018/01/are-lawnmowers-greater-risk-than.html … 

0 replies 3 retweets 3 likes  

 

 

.................................................................. 
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Jonathan Jones @nmrqip 3 Jan 2018  
Replying to @kenanmalik  

Some truth in that, but a large part is that ordinary people mean something quite different by 
“densely built up” than the report does 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Brynley Heaven @BrynleyHeaven 4 Jan 2018  

awkward to see how land use stats can be presented to support either view, depending on 
whether you focus narrowly on built plots or on broader semi-urban environment.... 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
[...] 
 
Brynley Heaven @BrynleyHeaven 4 Jan 2018  

so @BBCMarkEaston is (implicitly at least) pushing the right housebuilding cause with the 
wrong stats in the sense that nobody in Vale of Aylesbury really reassured by abundance of 
Pennine moors or Lincolnshire farmland 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
Stella Stafford @stellastafford  

@BBCMarkEaston Of course CUF, continuous urban fabric, is only 0.1% of the area of the 
UK. Have you read the description of what it actually is?  
 
https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-cover-nomenclature-
guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html …  
Also (v. important!)  
https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-cover-nomenclature-
guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html … 

3:42 AM - 5 Jan 2018  
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1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  
  
 

 

Stella Stafford @stellastafford 5 Jan 2018  

ps I trust the Royal Statistical Society had not read the description either. Otherwise I feel 
that if they had applied some logic they would have realised the result was neither surprising 
nor the statistic of the year. 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

Stella Stafford @stellastafford    

Have looked into Mark Easton's much publicised CUF figure (Continuous Urban Fabric) of 
0.1%. Here is the Definition (although they have < not > in first line !) Also see 
Generalisastions + Pictures. Not surprised UK came out at 0.1%. Bound to.  
 
https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-cover-nomenclature-
guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html … 

10:43 AM - 5 Jan 2018  
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
Stella Stafford @stellastafford 5 Jan 2018  
Replying to @stellastafford @BrynleyHeaven @BBCMarkEaston  

Also the much bandied about figure of 0.1% of Continuous Urban Fabric is hardly surprising. 
Read definition of CUF https://land.copernicus.eu/user-corner/technical-library/corine-land-
cover-nomenclature-guidelines/html/index-clc-111.html … also read sentence on 
Generalisations page (v. important). UK Cities not built in this style generally. (Typo in top 
line < should be >) 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 



359 
 

Stella Stafford @stellastafford  
Replying to @ianmulheirn  

I am guessing you have read Neal Hudson on this, you need to read entire stream to get his 
representative point of view .....(just top of it here). Also if you haven't do look at 
@bbcmarkeaston on Housing. I begin to wonder if anyone has read actual definition of 
CUF except me. 

 
10:24 AM - 7 Jan 2018  

• 1 Like  

 
 
 
 
Stella Stafford @stellastafford  
Replying to @bigcatdetective @CPRE  

My main point with these maps is to counteract astonishingly inaccurate figures of 0.1% (due 
to not reading def of CUF) and 1.2% (no idea ????) developed areas which keep being 
bandied about. Surveys are slow and could be out of date. But tell them if it's wrong 

10:37 AM - 6 Feb 2018  
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 10 Jan 2018  

John Pullinger is a former RSS president and has been UK National Statistician since 2014. 
We asked John about his role in measuring the UN's new Sustainable Development Goals, 
the next census and why more people should join the RSS. http://ow.ly/rhxa30hFwlN 

 
 
................................ 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society 
 
Excellence in Journalism Awards 2018 
 
...All categories will be judged against the following criteria: ...  

2. Displayed integrity in the explanation and use of statistics, avoiding distortion and 
highlighting the extent of uncertainties." 

 
 
............................ 
 
 
Richard Johnstone @CSW_DepEd 17 Jan 2018  

The @RoyalStatSoc and @UKStatsAuth has opened nominations for the 2018 Excellence 
Award in Official Statistics. Last year's winners were civil servants behind the creation of the 
Scottish Government’s Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation.  
 
https://buff.ly/2DlJ1nJ  @PermSecScot 

 
 
 
...........................................  
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"Where next for the evidence, facts and statistics community?  
 
 
Think pieces and provocations in advance of a workshop   
at the Royal Statistical Society  
 
 
These think pieces were developed as background for a workshop held at the Royal Statistical  
Society in January 2018 to discuss the question ‘where next for the evidence, facts and 
statistics community?’   
 
 The key aims of the meeting were to:  
 
• Strengthen the networks and relationships amongst those working in this area, leading to  
informal and formal collaborations.  
 
• Help us collectively to ascertain the key issues, and to consider if there are things we  
should be doing together so that we can be more than the sum of our parts.  
  
 
The pieces were not originally written for publication but to help stimulate the conversation  
amongst senior members of this community. It was agreed, however, at the workshop that it 
might be useful to publish these pieces together in case they were of interest to others. They 
should be read in that light and they are also not necessarily indicative of the views of the 
organisations that people work for."   
 
Hetan Shah  
Executive Director, RSS 
 

 

https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/influencing-change/2018/Where-next-think-pieces-
publication-Feb-2018.pdf  
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"...this may be just an odd case of correlation... it’s hard to definitively say whether the 
current stock plunge is related to Jenner or not." 
 
Snap stock plummets after Kylie Jenner declares Snapchat dead 
The Verge 
https://www.theverge.com/2018/2/22/17040332/snap-stock-price-kylie-jenner-tweet-
snapchat-1-billion-market-loss 
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Significance magazine strangely claims an "award" is what "led to criticism", 

rather than the claim that "Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by 

lawnmowers than foreign-born jihadis" promoted by the director and 

president of the Society: 

 

February 2018 

 

 

"The award generated reams of media coverage, but it also led to criticism: Nassim 

Nicholas Taleb was among the most vocal, arguing that it was inappropriate to 

compare lawnmower deaths with terrorist killings: “the 2 variables are NOT 

comparable statistically,” he wrote (bit.ly/2CanC6n)."  

 

[MB: The magazine, published for the Royal Statistical Society and the American 

Statistical Association, misleads its readers. 

 

It was not simply "the award" which "led to criticism":  there was obviously a wide 

reaction to the director's claim about the risk being 34 times.  There was also 

criticism of the press release's specific references to risk. 

 

Secondly, it is misleading to state simply that Taleb "[argued] that it was 

inappropriate to compare lawnmower deaths with terrorist killings", 

 

in the context provided to readers of the magazine, that supposedly it was "the 

award" that led to "criticism". 

In reality Taleb argued that it was inappropriate for the director and the president 

- not the panel making the award, who the magazine is in effect referring to - to 

promote the a very different claim: 

"Americans 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than foreign-born 

jihadis." 

(The president was chair of the panel]) 

 

Significance magazine:] 

 

"Here, Norman Fenton and Martin Neil expand on the argument against the 

International Statistic of the Year," 

 

[MB:  Is that a reasonable representation of the issue?   

 

Did they argue against the award, which mentioned the past, or  

 

a) the press release which mentioned risk, and  
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b) the claim promoted by the director, which was about future risk?] 

 

"after which Nick Thieme mounts a defence.  

 
Brian Tarran" 
 

 
 
 
 
Thieme article in Significance magazine omits the actual 
material promoted by the Society's director and president, 
and so grossly misleads on what Taleb and others 
objected to 
 
 
MB: Like Brian Tarran's introduction (and the version of Fenton and Neil's case 
published in Significance), Thieme's article mentions Taleb but omits what Taleb and 
many others were talking about - the "34 times more likely" claim. 
 
So Tarran and Thieme, as well as Spiegelhalter, appear to have distracted the 
public from that clearly problematic material which was widely criticised. 
 
Thieme makes numerous statements about Taleb's position, but fails to mention the 
main one. 
 
Taleb in reality, like many other people, aimed his remarks not at the press release 
but at the "34 times more likely" claim.  That claim was promoted by the director, 
the president of the Society, and two of the other judges. 
 
 
Thieme wrote: 
 
"As explained by RSS president Sir David Spiegelhalter, the International Statistic of 
the Year was chosen not to highlight a misunderstanding in the perceived threat of 
future terror attacks, but to illustrate “possible misunderstandings about facts about 
the past”.  
 
 
 
 
That is an irrelevance used too often. The question of whether a statement misleads 
the public is not properly addressed by referring to the prior intentions of those 
making the statement, but what the readers or audience would think was meant.   
 
 
Thieme: "Aside from the use of the word “risk” – which Spiegelhalter admits could 
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have been better chosen – the RSS statement is clear on this point, referring only to 
average numbers of deaths in the past, and staying clear of forecasting." 
 
MB: It is not clear why Thieme is talking only about "the RSS statement" rather than 
the "34 times" claim objected to by so many.  
 
Nor is it clear how the problem could be the word "risk", as it was stated in the press 
release to be a "key concept".    
 
 
 
Thieme: "Taleb and Fenton may be upset that the RSS provided a descriptive 
statistic and not an inferential one, but they should admit that the statistic is 
historically accurate." 
 

That is odd, because again Taleb specifically said he objected to the "34 times more 

likely" claim promoted by the director and president.   How is that not an inferential 

statistic?   It is a wild guess presumably based on no inside information at all. 

 

 

Thieme: "[Taleb and Fenton] criticise the statistic for not “illuminat[ing] the bigger 

picture”..." 

 

Is that true?  Where did Taleb say that? 

 

 

Thieme: "Taleb is correct in saying that “Your lawnmower is not trying to kill you”..." 

 

"Taleb and Fenton argue the statistic is unfair because it ignores the roughly 3000 

deaths on 9/11."  

 

...the comparison with gun violence is intended as the deeper one.  

The RSS statement draws particular attention to the difference between Jihadist 
terror and shooting deaths.  
 
Speaking with Spiegelhalter confirms this point: “The lawnmower statistic is intended 
to arouse curiosity, and provides a sort of anchor from which to judge the high 
number of gun deaths with the low number of victims of immigrant Jihadists.”  
 

MB: Spiegelhalter is using the irrelevant argument about intention.   

 

The press release praised "Todd's use of these statistics" just after talking about 

lightning.  Todd's use of the statistics included a claim about the risk of terrorist 

murder versus lightning, and claims about various other "threats" in the table.  

 

And also, Tarran, Thieme, Spiegelhalter, Shah, Page and Coyle have yet, it seems, 
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to acknowledge the actual problem many people referred to: the essentially baseless 

"34 times" claim promoted by several panel members, the Society and the director. 

 

Significance magazine 

February 2018 

https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2018.01104.x 

 

 

................................................. 

 

 

 

Nick Thieme @FurrierTranform 7 Feb 2018  

[...] i defend the RSS's Int'l Stat of the Year (the @KimKardashian tweet below) against 
@nntaleb + @profnfenton for @signmagazine  
 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2018.01104.x/full … 

 

MB comment: Thieme is liable to mislead significantly in claiming his article 
"defended" the international "statistic of the year" against Taleb.   
 
Taleb was in fact mostly referring to the "34 times more likely" claim.  He said 
the director and president of the Society were wrong to promote it. 

Fenton and Neil had also referred to the "34 times" claim before the Significance 
articles.   
 
Secondly, Thieme omits that many other people objected to the director 

promoting the misconceived "34 times" claim. 

 

Thirdly, Thieme is focussing on the wrong source.  The source for the table is in 
fact Richard Todd's article.  A clear problem in the RSS press release is that it 
praised Todd's use of statistics.   
 
That is problematic because Todd specifically - based on a misconception - claimed:  
 
a) that his table (which Thieme reproduced here) showed "threat" levels: 
 

"I was astonished to discover literally dozens of threats to the homeland far more 
treacherous than the one posed by immigrants. The following is a sample:" 
 
and  
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b) that  
 
"the odds are greater that you will be struck by lightning than...killed by an ISIS 
terrorist." 
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"Campaign to Protect Rural England  

Standing up for your countryside  

 
Lies, damned lies, and countryside statistics  

 
 
By Matt Thomson, Head of Planning  

How much of England is built on? It’s a compelling question, and one that is actually 
surprisingly difficult to answer. It’s also a question that rears its head in emotive debates 
about the balance to be struck between protecting our countryside and tackling the housing 
crisis. 

It’s often said that development only occupies a very small percentage of England’s total land 
surface area, and this idea is often used to play down the risk that faces our countryside and 
justify the release of more land to urban development. Last year, the Royal Statistical Society 
gave its ‘Statistic Of The Year’ title to a figure from the work of Professor Alasdair Rae at 
the University of Sheffield that uses satellite data to show that just ‘0.1% of the area of 
United Kingdom land area is densely built upon’. You might think that this doesn’t sound a 
lot, (and it doesn’t), but it doesn’t quite tell the full story. 

The 0.1% figure refers to land that is designated as ‘continuous urban fabric’ - land that is 80-
100% built on.  
 
 
[MB: Perhaps we might say more accurately,  
 
"the 0.1% figure refers to land that is designated as 'continuous urban fabric' - some of the 
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land that is 80-100% built on; but far from all of it, since there is a lot more such as railway 
property, industrial and commercial areas over 25 hectares, ports and airports". 
 
In any case, what counts as 80% depends on the size of the areas you look at; and the data 
are not necessarily uncontroversial.  They come from satellites and perhaps largely 
automatic assigning of categories.] 
 
 
Continuous urban fabric is actually a very rare land use in the UK, blessed as we are with 
relatively green cities. Suburban areas with lots of parks and large gardens would not register 
under this measure, but few would argue that these areas are not developed; they’re certainly 
not countryside. 

A more representative picture emerges if you take all of the classifications of urban land,  
such as roads, rail, airports and other infrastructure (8.8% of England’s area), and urban 
greenspace (which includes gardens, allotments, parks etc, and represents 3.8%). While 
parkland and gardens provide welcome respite from the city, they are usually unmistakably 
urban, being surrounded by built development and often scattered with permanent structures 
and hard surfaces. Taking these classifications together, Professor Rae’s study shows that 
urban, or developed, landscapes take up 12.6% of the land area of England. 

But we think we need to address England’s urbanisation even further. After all, it’s not just 
the losses caused by the physical ‘footprint’ of development that we should be worried about. 

In 2007, we produced a series of ‘intrusion maps’ that quantified the amount of England that 
is affected by the presence of noise and visual disturbance from urban areas, transport and 
energy infrastructure. We found that the sights and sounds of development disturb half of 
England’s land area - up from just 26% in the early 1960s. At this rate, undisturbed 
countryside would have all but disappeared in England by the end of the century. 

This data matters; land is a finite resource, and we need to use it efficiently and responsibly to 
ensure we can protect our countryside, with the many economic, social and environmental 
benefits this provides, whilst building the houses we so clearly need. The BBC’s Mark Easton 
has highlighted this issue in a series of blogs exploring land use in Britain, and he is right 
when he says: ‘it is vital that we have a national conversation about the way we protect and 
enhance our vital green spaces as population grows.’ 

Our urban areas are fast expanding, and England’s sprawling cities are eating up our green 
spaces. According to the Government’s land use change statistics, we have lost around 
50,000 hectares of previously undeveloped land to development since 2013 – that’s an area 
roughly a third of the size of London. This loss has accelerated in recent years under the 
National Planning Policy Framework (the Government’s planning guidance for England), and 
the removal of targets to encourage higher density housing and more use of brownfield land. 

It’s clear that the landscape of our country is changing and countryside is being lost, and we 
need an urgent, nationwide conversation about what this means for us, personally and 
nationally. 

In his latest piece, Mark Easton argues that ‘we must open our eyes and minds to the true 
geography of the UK’ if we are to ‘have an informed and rational debate’ about issues like 



370 
 

housing policy. We must avoid the temptation to give too much weight to individual, 
headline-grabbing statistics when deciding how to make the best use of our finite land 
resources. The reservoir of natural resources that our undeveloped land represents has never 
been more important as we deal with critical issues, from climate change to mental health, 
obesity and fresh food. So, when the wider trends reveal that England is a rapidly urbanising 
landscape, and that this change is accelerating, we cannot afford to be complacent about 
building on more of our countryside. Disappointingly, the Government’s long-anticipated 25-
year Environment Plan does little to address the issue of land loss; in fact it largely glides 
over it. 

CPRE has always accepted that some green fields will have to be built on to meet the needs 
of the population – particularly for genuinely affordable rural housing, of which there is a real 
shortage. However, if we are to build on undeveloped land, which should always be a last 
resort to meet local housing need, we must make the best possible use of the limited land we 
have, and ensure that the homes built meet the needs of local families in terms of size and 
affordability. 

Our analysis, referred to in The Times, shows that despite building 15% fewer homes than a 
decade ago, developers are using twice as much greenfield land to build them – a hugely 
profligate use of our precious countryside. 

The greatest block to tackling the housing crisis does not come from environmental 
campaigners overestimating the amount of densely developed land. It comes from the lack of 
action to develop the thousands of suitable brownfield sites that could provide over a million 
homes close to jobs, services and existing infrastructure, and from the largest housing 
developers, whose profits are best served by building a smaller number of larger homes on 
greenfield sites. 

The greatest block to tackling the housing crisis comes from the lack of action to develop the 
thousands of suitable brownfield sites that could provide over a million homes, and from the 
largest housing developers, whose profits are best served by building a smaller number of 
larger homes on greenfield sites." 

 
 
Matt Thomson 
Campaign to Protect Rural England  
Perhaps February 2018 (date of first archive.org copy) 
https://www.cpre.org.uk/magazine/opinion/item/4761-lies-damned-lies-and-countryside-
statistics   
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 15 Feb 2018  

This is a new training course on Inequality and Poverty Analysis run by RSS, ONS and RES: 
http://eml-learning.co.uk/our-courses/economics/ons-economic-statistics-inequality-poverty-
analysis/ … 
 
 
 

[Description in 2019:] 
 

 

 

 

Inequality and poverty analysis 

1. Course Facts 
2. Summary 
3. Location 
4. Outline 
5. Outcomes 
6. Info 

Contact EML Book now  

Course Overview  

This course provides an introduction to the ways in which analysts measure inequality and 
poverty, addressing conceptual issues and practical matters including data. There are also 
hands-on sessions in the computer lab. 

Course Quick Facts  
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Duration 

Two days 

Cost 

Standard rate £780 + VAT 

Dates 

Enquire about future dates  

Summary  

This course provides an introduction to the ways in which analysts measure inequality and 
poverty, addressing conceptual issues and practical matters including data. There are also 
hands-on sessions in the computer lab. 

Location  

Central London 

Outline  

Session 
Day 1: Monday 26 March 
2018 

Day 2: Tuesday 27 March 
2018 

08:45–
09:15 

Registration and welcomes   

09:15–
10:45 

1. The power of pictures: 
description and dominance 

4. Choosing equivalence 
scales and poverty lines 

10:45–
11:00 

Tea/coffee break Tea/coffee break 

11:00–
12:30 

2. Indices of inequality and 
poverty 

5. Data issues and data sets 

12:30–
13:15 

Lunch break Lunch break 

13:15–
14:45 

3.The definition of 
‘income’ 

Hands-on computer lab 
session 

14:45–
15:00 

Tea/coffee break Tea/coffee break 

15:00–
17:00 

Hands-on computer lab 
session 

Hands-on computer lab 
sessions 

Learning Outcomes  

By the end of the course, participants will: 

• Be able to answer questions such as: Has inequality and poverty increased in the UK? 
If so, by how much? Is poverty greater in the UK than in Germany? 
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• Be aware of the major conceptual and practical issues in distributional analysis, and 
the key role played by normative judgements 

• Know about the nature and quality of the data sets that are available 
• Gain hands-on experience of analysis of real world data, using the widely available 

software package Stata 
• Be able to read relevant literature more critically and to apply the lessons of the 

course in their work 

Course Details  

Distributional comparisons and the power of pictures for (a) description and (b) normative 
conclusions based on dominance results: Pen’s Parade, density functions, Lorenz and 
generalised Lorenz curves, TIP curves. Introduction to dominance concepts and the 
relationship between dominance and configurations of pairs of curves. 

Summary indices of inequality (percentile ratios, quantile group income shares and ratios of 
shares, the Gini coefficient, and Atkinson and generalised entropy indices). Summary indices 
of poverty (FGT, Sen etc.). Decompositions by population subgroup and by income source. 
The trade-off between conceptual desirability and practical issues. 

Income versus consumption as measures of individual living standards or personal economic 
well-being. Contrasts between individual earnings, other income sources, and household 
income. Flows versus stocks (measures of financial wealth). Issues such as the treatment and 
measurement of capital gains, investment income, near-cash income (food stamps) and non-
cash income (e.g. from housing, education and health, non-market production). Income 
sharing within households. Comparison with practice in official income distribution statistics; 
the trade-off between desirability and feasibility. 

Adjusting observed incomes to take account of differences in household size and composition 
(and differences in costs of living between regions and over time). How poverty estimates 
vary systematically with changes in equivalence scale relativities. The choice of poverty lines 
for cross-national comparisons. The different approaches used in practice, including in 
official statistics. 

Types of non-response in cross-sectional and longitudinal surveys and typical remedies 
(weighting and imputation). Measurement error and its implications for estimates of 
inequality and poverty. Administrative data versus household survey data: relative 
advantages and disadvantages. 

A basic introduction to sampling variability with simple random samples and clustered and 
stratified sample designs, and statistical inference for poverty and inequality comparisons 

Datasets for distributional analysis, including UK unit record datasets such as FRS/HBAI, 
LCFS/ETB, SPI, WAS, and their international counterparts, and LIS. Collections of estimates 
including e.g. UK, DWP, IFS for UK, and internationally (WIID, World Bank, OECD, 
Eurostat). 

Analysis primarily based application of Stata to the materials (including data) downloadable 
from https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/bocasug06/16.htm: this includes some UK unit 
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record data (essentially ONS/ETB data for 1981, 1986, 1991) and refers to a publicly-
available suite of Stata programs written by SPJ. 

  

Lab work could also include participants’ analysis of (a) data downloaded from collections of 
estimates, e.g. national trends and cross-national comparisons; and/or (b) participants’ own 
datasets from whatever project they might be working on 

 

................................................................. 
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"...these results provide no justification for the headline conclusions drawn by the 

authors, which are in direct contradiction to their own analysis. ... 

 

It is, to put it very mildly indeed, deeply regrettable that such clearly unjustified 

conclusions have become part of the scientific literature, and have already been 

quoted uncritically by journalists." 

 

Commentary on Piumatti et al. 2018  

David Spiegelhalter  

Journal of Public Health, Volume 40, Issue 2, June 2018, Page 312, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdy038 

Published: 1 March 2018 

https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/article/40/2/312/4915977  

 

 

YSS @statsyss 22 Mar 2018  

Ian Plewis from the @RoyalStatSoc International Development Section. Capacity for 
Statistics in developing countries. Closely aligned to our strategy of AIMS promotion: 
#YSStakeover  
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Volunteering_with_AIMS/RSS/Get_involved/Volu
nteering_with_AIMS.aspx?hkey=f549853b-bd67-4bef-91f5-d229152c8d60 … 
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.................... 
 
 
 

"Coyle's suggestion – one potential solution to this problem – is to devise a new asset‐based 
framework for assessing economic welfare. In her Indigo Prize‐winning essay with the 
economist Benjamin Mitra‐Kahn, she writes that GDP cannot tell us “the extent to which 
people are able to lead a life that is meaningful and satisfying to them” (bit.ly/2GSfRuc).  
 
Their proposed alternative framework would therefore measure “access to the range of 
economic assets people need to lead a meaningful life as they conceive it” – including natural 
and physical assets, financial capital, intangibles like intellectual property and data, human 
capital such as skills and physical and mental health, and social and institutional capital." 
 
16 April 2018 
https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2018.01121.x 
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"Max Roser from Oxford points out that newspapers could have legitimately run the headline 
'Number of people in extreme poverty fell by 137,000 since yesterday' every single day for 
the past 25 years" ... 
 
"Careless statistical reporting could cost lives." 
 

 
David Spiegelhalter, President of the Royal Statistical Society 
Lecture to the Independent Press Standards Organisation 
24 April 2018 
 
 
 
 
 
Fuller extracts: 
 
"Max Roser from Oxford points out that newspapers could have legitimately run the headline 
'Number of people in extreme poverty fell by 137,000 since yesterday' every single day for 
the past 25 years" ... 
 
... 
The recent House of Lords report on polling recommended that the RSS work with IPSO and 
others to provide training for journalists to ask the right questions when judging the quality of 
data. 
.... 

The media could follow the BBC in increasing support for data-driven journalism, defer to 
their specialist reporters, and keep sub-editors on more of a leash. And press regulators can 
come down hard on practice that breaks their code, such as including false and misleading 
‘quotes’ in headlines. IPSO has started producing resources and guidance for journalists and 
editors, and it would be timely for them to produce guidance on statistics: the RSS fed into 
the development of the BBC’s editorial guidance on statistics and would be pleased to help 
others such as IPSO in a similar endeavour. Guidance for science reporting drawn up by the 
Science Media Centre for the Leveson Inquiry already exists. 

It requires considerable skill to report data-based claims in a way that is engaging and yet true 
to the evidence. I have reasonable confidence in the journalists: it remains for the rest of the 
pipeline to rise to the challenge.  

Careless statistical reporting could cost lives. 

Risk, statistics and the media: David Spiegelhalter's IPSO lecture | StatsLife  
David Spiegelhalter, President of the Royal Statistical Society 
Independent Press Standards Organisation lecture, 24 April 2018 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3790-risk-statistics-and-the-media 
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.......... 
 
 
"The President of the Royal Statistical Society, Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter FRS OBE, 
has addressed students and academics at the University of Plymouth. 

In an event jointly funded by the Royal Statistical Society and the School of Computing, 
Electronics and Mathematics, he spoke to a packed audience about how proper use of 
statistics in society was essential to give people ‘trust in numbers’. 

He spoke of his belief that it is vital to use statistics to improve the way certain issues are 
discussed in society, and defended the actions of journalists and the influence they can have 
over public opinion. 

He also said it was important to have the humility to admit uncertainty around the use of 
statistics, as this can actually increase confidence, and discussed efforts around the world to 
help school children critique what they hear in the news. 

And he stressed the important role statisticians can play in helping people develop critical 
thinking skills and that organisations should seek to be trustworthy, rather than aiming to be 
trusted." 
 
Royal Statistical Society President speaks about ‘Trust in Numbers’ 
University of Plymouth 
27 April 2018 
https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/news/royal-statistical-society-president-speaks-about-trust-in-
numbers 
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"RSS sections and groups meeting reports 

Reading local group meeting: David Spiegelhalter's Trust in Numbers 

talk 

Written by Philip Maybank on 10 May 2018. ... 

Professor David Spiegelhalter gave a very thought-provoking and entertaining lecture on 
'Trust in numbers' to the Reading branch of the RSS on Thursday 26 of April 2018. It took 
me a while to realise that the title has a double meaning. It could be an imperative. Trust in 
Numbers! Or it could be phrased more like a question. Should we trust in numbers? Which 
numbers should we trust in? One could have come away from the lecture with the following 
take-home messages. Don’t trust numbers that you read in newspapers! If you are a 
journalist, don’t trust numbers in scientific press releases! And, if you are a scientist, don’t 
trust the numbers that you read in scientific journal articles! 

However, Professor Spiegelhalter’s mild cynicism was tempered with a constructive 
approach for improving data literacy in society and improving the pipelines that lead from 
scientific studies to decisions that affect people’s lives. Starting at the beginning of the 
pipeline, we heard about replication studies that have recently been done in psychology, 
which have led to more accurate (and generally smaller) estimates for treatment effects. 
Further along the pipeline, a systematic study of press releases found that they frequently to 
exaggerate and misinterpret results presented in journal articles. This problem can be solved 
by scientists taking more responsibility for the content of press releases that are based on 
their work. At the end of the pipeline there are statisticians engaging with journalists by 
getting access to press releases at the same time as journalists, and challenging 
misconceptions before they even appear in print. 

For example, Professor Spiegelhalter and his team recently called the press to account when 
they misreported the results of a study showing that there is little to no evidence that drinking 
a small quantity of alcohol during pregnancy is harmful. One newspaper (that I happen to 
read myself) reported this as drinking a glass of wine a day during pregnancy ‘causes no 
harm’, which is quite a different statement from what was found by the study. As a result of 
Professor Spiegelhalter’s intervention, a complaint to the press regulator IPSO was made and 
upheld, and the newspaper had to print a correction. 

Michael Gove become well known during the EU referendum campaign for saying that 
people had had enough of experts. Professor Spiegelhalter pointed out that Michael Gove’s 
full quote was 'people have had enough of experts from organisations with acronyms saying 
that they know what is best and getting it consistently wrong.'  In some ways this is a fair 
statement. Are experts generally trustworthy? And can the general public distinguish experts 
from charlatans? The main take-home message from Professor Spiegelhalter’s lecture was 
that statisticians have a responsibility to ensure that the answers to these questions are 'yes'. 

David's talk, Trust in Numbers, can be read and/or watched in full on our Presidential 
Address page." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/members-area/sections-and-local-group-meeting-reports/3802-
reading-local-group-meeting-david-spiegelhalter-s-trust-in-numbers-talk   
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 30 May 2018  

Ooh. The poverty maps of London produced by former @RoyalStatSoc President Charles 
Booth are available online. Prepare to waste your morning https://booth.lse.ac.uk/map/16/-
0.2427/51.5095/100/0 … (HT @TimandraHarknes) 

1 reply 10 retweets 18 likes  
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Matt Berkley @mattberkley 31 May 2018  

I was astounded today to find that in 2013, in addition to visiting parliamentarians being told 
correctly by @alexcobham that a Millennium pledge had a 2000 baseline, the Royal 
Statistical Society and the head of UK development statistics were also told.  
 
 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/806829729466765313 … 
 
 

 
 
 
1 reply 3 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley  
Replying to @mattberkley @Dsatterthwaite and others 

 
Other instances where the Royal Statistical Society in effect understated the Millennium 
pledges:  
 
https://twitter.com/MDGScandal/status/637194743403937792 …  
 
https://twitter.com/MDGScandal/status/637204875735138304 …  
 
2015 World Statistics Day statement  
 
Statement 21 September 2017 on SDGs in UK 
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[attached images of - 
 
a) excerpts from UK Statistics Authority email agreeing that "MDGs" are not what was 
agreed at the Millennium Summit; 
 
b) Alex Cobham showing a 2013 Royal Statistical Society meeting that global goals had been 
manipulated:] 
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10:51 PM - 31 May 2018  

 

1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  
 
 

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley 31 May 2018  

Replying to @mattberkley @Dsatterthwaite and others 

Notes: The text beginning "MB" is from the main document at http://globalfactcheck.org .  
 
I assumed today that Alex Cobham showed the image on baselines to the MPs, though he 
might like to correct me if that is not the case.  
 
The still is from his 2013 presentation to the RSS. 
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.................................................... 

 
 

YSS @statsyss 25 Jun 2018  

WEBINAR: 28th June, 2pm (BST) @RoyalStatSoc International Development Section 
"New Approaches to Statistical Capacity Development" For more information and details on 
how to join the webinar:  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/events-calendar/eventdetail/1204/-/new-approaches-to-
statistical-capacity-development/ … 

0 replies 4 retweets 3 likes  
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"2018 Beveridge Lecture: Other truths are available  

 

 

 

Wednesday 27 June 2018, 06:00pm - 07:30pm   

Location Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol Street, London EC1Y 8LX 
 

 

At the Beveridge Memorial Lecture, we present outstanding speakers to 
carry forward Sir William Beveridge's legacy, promoting the value of statistics to wider 
society. 

The 2018 speaker will be Will Moy, Director of Full Fact, the independent charity that 
tackles misinformation and disinformation. 

 
Other truths are available 

'Ignorance' is one of the five 'giant evils' the world needs to conquer, William Beveridge said 
76 years ago. It still is. 
  
Mistaken or malicious misinformation can change your world. Parents whose children died 
of measles have been hurt by misinformation. When the government is wrong about you it 
will hurt you too but you may never know how. When you're wrong about the government, 
you might lose again. 
  
We live with information plenty and starvation, political lying, skillful disinformation, and 
glimpses of artificial intelligence. Someone's always selling and they're not on your side. At 
the same time we have better ways of being better informed than ever. So what has really 
changed, and what shall we do about it?" 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/events-calendar/eventdetail/1093/-/2018-beveridge-
lecture-other-truths-are-available   
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"New Approaches to Statistical Capacity 
Development 

 

 

  

International Development Section 

 
Thursday 28 June 2018, 02:00pm - 05:00pm 

  

...Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol Street... 
 

 
The International Development Section of the Royal Statistical Society has teamed up with 
PARIS21 – Partnership in Statistics for the 21st Century – to organise an event about 
developing the capacity of statistical systems around the world.  
  
Reliable regular data are key to our understanding of societies and economies, and the 
demands for such data are ever-increasing. But not all statistical offices and statistical 
systems are able to meet that demand. PARIS21, who have been working in statistical 
capacity development for nearly 20 years, have recently synthesised their experience into a 
set of guiding principles for capacity development which will be presented and discussed at 
the meeting. These will be of interest not just to statisticians but to all those who are working 
with governance and results management. 
  
Speakers include: 

• Johannes Jutting, Manager of PARIS21 
• Claire Melamed, Executive Director of the Global Partnership for Sustainable 

Development Data 
• Neil Jackson, Chief Statistician, UK Department for International Development 
• Michael Woolcock, Lead Social Scientist, World Bank Development Data Group 

and lecturer in public policy at Harvard 

Watch the videos 

Mary Strode 
Johannes Jutting 
Claire Melamed 
Neil Jackson 
Michael Woolcock 
Discussion 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/1204/103/new-approaches-to-statistical-
capacity-development  
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"International Development section: New approaches to statistical 

capacity development 

This meeting, held on 28 June, was also a webinar to allow for members overseas (or not in 
London) to attend and contribute and was filmed for the RSS YouTube channel. Twenty 
members were present and a further seven joined the webinar. 

Ian Plewis, chair of the International Development Section introduced the main contributors 
Mary Strode (independent statistical consultant), Johannes Jütting (manager of PARIS21 – 
Partnership in Statistics for Development in the 21st Century), Claire Melamed (executive 
director of the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development data), Neil Jackson (chief 
statistician, UK Department for International Development) and Michael Woolcock (lead 
social scientist, World Bank Development Data Group). 

Developing the capacity of statistical systems to monitor progress regarding the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), cuts across the work of government, academia, the private 
sector, NGOs and individuals. At the heart are the national statistical systems (NSSs), centred 
on the national statistical offices (NSOs), who in many cases still face severe challenges 
linked to human, physical and financial resources, combined with issues of governance and 
status. 

Drawing on some decades of experience with Statistical Capacity Development (SCD – 
previously SCB – statistical capacity building), Mary Strode started by asking the question – 
Are we winning? SCD projects have been running for years but the World Bank Statistical 
Capacity Indicator shows almost no improvement between 2005 and 2017. Admittedly this is 
a very blunt measure – no doubt there are a lot more data being collected and disseminated in 
the public domain, but does this reflect an improvement in capacity? The needs of 
international agencies, backed by donor money, have unbalanced the work of NSOs in favour 
of fully-funded surveys with international comparability – not in themselves a bad thing, but 
leaving certain aspects of statistics very much on the sidelines. The advent of the Millennium 
Development Goals focussed efforts still further, and the SDGs are carrying this on. 

Mary sees three challenges for SCD: 

1. A political enabling environment for statistics is missing in many countries 
 

2. Statistics has become detached from national governments and is instead an extractive 
industry for the international community – this needs to be reversed 
 

3. Many think that IT will solve the problem – but this is not the only aspect of capacity 
building which needs attention. 

She sees three long-held assumptions that have hindered progress: 

1. The job of statisticians is to satisfy user demands, but we have not said which users 
and often draw the user boundary at the edge of the NSS 
 

2. Weak planning is the problem, since people in general do not know how expensive it 
is to collect data – but governments who don’t use or value data are unlikely to fund 
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it; 
 

3. Stronger regulation is a solution, but this does not work in a weak environment. 
 

Johannes Jütting took a less gloomy view about what has been achieved, but agreed that there 
was still much to do. Since its formation, PARIS21 has supported statistical systems around 
the world with tools, information and advocacy, and has seen the debate around capacity 
development broaden. At the World Data Forum (Cape Town, January 2017) a reflection on 
capacity development was started, and one of the outcomes has been PARIS21’s CD4.0, 
which he then presented. 

Statistical Capacity can be defined as 'the ability of a country’s national statistical system, its 
organisations and individuals to collect, produce, analyse and disseminate high quality and 
reliable statistics and data to meet users’ needs'. The CD 4.0 Framework identifies three 
levels at which capacity development can enter: individual, organisational and system; and 
five targets: resources, skills and knowledge, management, politics and power, and 
incentives, giving 15 categories of capacity development. For example Organisational + 
Resources would cover human resources, budget and infrastructure. System + Management 
would cover NSS coordination mechanisms, coordination of the data eco-system and the 
advocacy strategy. Individual + Politics and Power would cover teamwork and collaboration, 
communication and negotiation, and strategic networking.  

Why is it necessary to have these guidelines? Simply, it has been accepted that there is a 
wider range of capacities which need to be developed beyond the skills within the national 
statistical office, and the concept of what capacity means has been broadened beyond 
statistical skill, for example taking in aspects of management. It is worrying that at the 
moment we seem to be going back to donor-specific data for monitoring and evaluation and 
away from building systems. The guidelines are for beneficiaries and donors. 

Johannes finished by asking three questions: 

1. Do guidelines matter? 
2. Does CD 4.0 get it roughly right? 
3. Do we also need capacity development for non-government actors, particularly civil 

society organisations? 

Clare Melamed began the discussion by reflecting that although it was critical to focus on 
capacity development, it would not solve all of our problems if we only considered the supply 
side. Use of data for decision making must be part of the evaluation of capacity. But it was 
pointless to talk to users about data: what is needed is to talk to them about what they can use 
data for, to find out what makes people want to 'cross the data boundary'. 

Statistics have to be disseminated in the way people want to receive them, implying improved 
communication skills on the supply side. The NSOs have lost the monopoly on data 
production, so partnerships are now required, with the leadership and incentives to make 
them work. Capacity development has to be done in the context of rapid change. And finally, 
are we developing the capacity of the data eco-system of today, or of the one we want for the 
future? 
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Neil Jackson continued the discussion by saying that the transition from the Millennium 
Development Goals to the SDGs has helped to open up country ownership of national data 
and to broaden the political interest in what is published, particularly when inter-country 
comparisons are made public. And from political interest to user needs to a recognition that 
national capacity needs developing is a chain which should be encouraged. We improve 
through leadership, through tools and processes, and through skills development. 

Neil added that for many countries (including the UK) populating the SDG indicator set is a 
daunting prospect, and donors need to help countries to set their own priorities for a key SDG 
sub-set rather than impose one. 

Michael Woolcock continued this theme by asking how donors work out which is the most 
locally appropriate and practicable entry point for a capacity development programme. The 
temptation is to offer what we know and have already developed, but that was the way of 
'best practices' which he felt was not effective. We must get away from offering solutions and 
move into helping people to analyse their own priorities. For this, the CD 4.0 grid could be a 
very useful identification tool. 

It is undeniable that developing country governments need help. The international community 
has placed enormous pressures on them to deliver, and increasingly their people are doing the 
same, when they begin to realise what they can expect. 

In the general discussion which followed, a number of points were made: 

• The role for academic institutions – expert analysis has a key role to play, but we 
cannot assume that there are sufficient expert users out there – they need regular 
training 
 

• The need to get data out of the statistics offices and into the public domain in the form 
of open data, not just the headline figures 
 

• Sub-national data can often be the key to increasing demand 
 

• As can peer reviews by neighbouring statistics offices." 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/members-area/member-news/sections-and-local-group-meeting-
reports/3858-international-development-section-new-approaches-to-statistical-capacity-
development  
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"Data Debates: Data and Inequality 

 
Thursday, June 28, 2018 ....Knowledge Centre, The British Library... 
 

 

... 

How can data and technology be used to tackle global issues of poverty and inequality? What 
part does machine learning play in creating a fairer society? Join the panel below in the next 
#datadebate.  

The expert panel includes: ... 

Hetan Shah: Hetan is Executive Director of the Royal Statistical Society, a membership 
body with a vision for data to be at the heart of understanding and decision making.  

https://ocean.sagepub.com/events/2018/6/28/data-debates-data-and-inequality   
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The Guardian:  

 
"UK heatwave helps solar power to record weekly highs  
 

Hot weather saw solar briefly take over from gas as the number one energy source 

Adam Vaughan 

@adamvaughan_uk  

Mon 2 Jul 2018  

Shares 
406 
 

 
 
... 
 
Britain’s heatwave has helped break several solar power-generation records, and over the 
weekend the renewable energy source briefly eclipsed gas power stations as the UK’s top 
source of electricity. 

While new solar installations have virtually flatlined over the past year, a run of largely 
cloudless days has seen a series of highs for power generation by the sector. 

Solar broke the record for weekly output between 21 and 28 June, producing 533 gigawatt 
hours of power. 

During that period, solar generated more than 75GWh on five of the seven days, another 
record. In a first, solar output also hit more than 8GW for eight consecutive days. 
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[The Guardian shows a chart labelled "...top power source". 

 

It has zero petrol, diesel or aircraft fuel "power" sources identified, for either direct use or 

electricity generation. 

It is not clear why the unspecified levels of "imports" and "storage" should be counted 

entirely separately from the types of original source. 

 

The 9% "imports, storage and hydro" is large compared to the reported differences between 

solar, gas and nuclear. 

What we count as the "top source" depends on what we group together. If we count petrol, 

diesel and aircraft fuel along with gas, as fossil fuel, we might get a different result.  Also, the 

Guardian simply reports the solar and wind figures as if they are facts rather than 

estimates.] 

 

 

 
 
 
The records are largely symbolic – gas and nuclear generated much more power in recent 
days – but the milestones shows how far the technology has come.  

A decade ago, solar contributed almost nothing to UK electricity supplies. 

Duncan Burt, director of system operations at National Grid, said: “During the past 12 
months alone, we have seen renewable generation records broken and we expect this trend to 
continue, as technology advances and we find new ways to accommodate and manage more 
wind and solar power on our network.” 

For about an hour on Saturday afternoon, solar panels across the country’s rooftops and fields 
were the number one source of electricity, with a share of more than 27%. So far, solar has 
only come top at weekends, when demand is lower. 

The record for peak solar generation was 9.42GW, set on 14 May this year. 

At the end of May, there was a total of 12.8GW of solar capacity in the UK, up just 1.6% on 
May 2017. 
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The rate at which solar records are set is likely to slow, as growth has petered out due to 
subsidy cuts. Incentives for householders to put panels on their roofs are due to expire next 
year, with no sign of a replacement scheme. 

At the bigger scale, some developers believe they can build without subsidies, by going large. 

Hive Energy told an industry audience last week that it believes technological improvements 
mean its planned Kent solar farm will have 14% more capacity than originally conceived. 

The Cleve Hill scheme could have a capacity of as much 400MW, the company said, 
compared to the UK’s current largest solar farm, a 72.2MW one in Wales. 

Dr Alastair Buckley, a solar expert at the University of Sheffield, said: “This marks the start 
of subsidy-free solar being economically viable, and I genuinely believe we’ll see bigger 
changes to the electricity sector in the next 10 years than we’ve seen in the past 10.” " 

 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/jul/02/uk-heatwave-helps-solar-power-to-
record-weekly-highs   
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"RSS opens call for nominations for Statistic of the Year 

Written by Web News Editor on 11 July 2018. Posted in News  

 

We're very pleased to be launching the second ‘Statistic of the Year’ for 2018 to find out 
which statistic best captures 2018 so far.  
 
Last year’s winning and highly commended statistics were on topics such as causes of death 
(from terrorist attacks compared to lawnmower fatalities) in the USA, declining teenage 
pregnancy rates, the amount of 'concrete jungle' in the UK and the number of active phone 
connections worldwide.  

The judging panel is chaired by RSS president Sir David Spiegelhalter, who says: 'We had a 
very eclectic and enlightening list of winning and highly commended statistics last year, 
when we first launched this initiative. For Statistic of the Year 2018, I hope we’ll be able to 
announce an even more wide-ranging set of statistics which will encapsulate some of the big 
issues of the year, showing how powerful and insightful statistics can be.' 

As well as Sir David, the other judging panel members will be: 

• Mark Easton – BBC News 
• Dr Liberty Vittert - University of Glasgow 
• Mona Chalabi – Guardian US 
• Dame Jil Matheson – Former National Statistician 
• Professor Diane Coyle – University of Cambridge 
• Ben Page – Ipsos MORI 
• Dr Jennifer Rogers – University of Oxford 
• Gemma Tetlow – Institute for Government 

This year, we are hoping to commend an even broader range of interesting and insightful 
statistics, which will be unveiled in December, but we need plenty of nominations! For 
details on the criteria and how to nominate please visit rss.org.uk/statoftheyear. You can also 
follow the hashtag #StatoftheYear on social media to see what other people are nominating." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3843-rss-launches-statistic-of-the-year-2018  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 24 Jul 2018  

Know any good stats that you think sum up 2018? Nominate them for this year's 
#StatoftheYear 
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_of_the_year/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_o
f_the_Year_.aspx?hkey=e5008987-fab9-4385-9110-4287e487b8d6 … 

0 replies 0 retweets 2 likes  
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BBC:  
 
"With statistics, once somebody puts a number in front of you, you can pick holes in it and 
really analyse whether it stands up or falls apart. 

To celebrate the power of numbers to shine a light on fake news and bogus claims, the Royal 
Statistical Society runs a competition for the best statistic of the year. 

They want people to send in the stat that captures the zeitgeist of 2018, or in some way 
reveals something surprising or powerful - a hitherto unseen truth. ... 
 
The UK's overall happiness has increased from 7.29 in 2011 to 7.52 in 2017."  
 
[MB: The BBC is reporting a happiness score as a definite fact?] 
 
 
"The UK has been ranked 19th in the world for happiness over the last two years. That's up 
from 23rd in 2016. ..." 
 
[The BBC simply says "the UK has been ranked" without specifying what the claim is based 
on.] 
 
 
"[0.1%] The percentage of the United Kingdom land area that is densely built upon. Some 
people might be surprised at just how little of the UK has been "concreted over". 

[What was the BBC's reasoning and evidence for those claims?] 
 
Lies, damned lies and favourite stats - BBC News  
Date claimed by BBC (which has a habit of giving the wrong date when stories are altered): 
24 August 2018 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-45285615 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Casper Albers @CaAl 28 Aug 2018  

Casper Albers Retweeted Faculty of Mathematics - University of Cambridge 

Very interesting! Yet, if the @RoyalStatSoc really wants "to capture the Zeitgeist of 2018", 
they shouldn't close this poll when there's still 10% of 2018 left...  
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Stuart @sjbarr500  

@BBCr4today @d_spiegel Hmm...talk about misleading statistics! That 0.1% figure is 
clearly wrong (or the definition is)! Looking at the data, airports alone cover more than 0.1%!  
 
https://figshare.com/articles/A_Land_Cover_Atlas_of_the_United_Kingdom_Maps_/521995
6 … 

8:18 AM - 24 Aug 2018  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 

 

Stuart @sjbarr500  

@FullFact Last years stats winner - 0.1% densely built - for the @RoyalStatSoc can't 
possibly be correct given that eg airports already covers more than 0.1% by their own figures 

 

4:35 PM - 24 Aug 2018  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

.............................. 
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"Royal Statistical Society Conference 
 
 
14:30 - 15:50  
 
6.6 Communicating Statistics: Building statistical literacies for the Sustainable Development 
Goals: Data, Skills and Training  
 
Ferrier Hall  

This session will explore three aspects of statistical literacies development. First, we 
introduce how international organisations are strengthening statistical data capacity in 
national statistical organizations. Second, we discuss the statistical skills development in the 
student population, through initiatives such as Q-Step in the UK. And third, we show how we 
are sharing the training capacity in the UK and the US through the joining up of these 
initiatives, and contributing to knowledge transfer with government and research 
organisations. The panel will focus on the Sustainable Development Goals and the indicator 
framework to measure and track progress towards them.  
 
This panel discussion will explore good practices on building statistical literacy in these 
different contexts – our student and research populations and at the country level for 
sustainable development.  
 
Deirdre Appel (Data Policy Associate, Open Data Watch) will give a global perspective on 
gender data for the SDGs (gaps, financing, pain points etc) and reference ongoing work with 
Data2X, while Grace Desouza (a Q-Step intern from the University of Manchester) will 
describe her work with ODW and some of the preliminary findings. 
 
Frensis Bras (Office for National Statistics) will speak about her work on the SDGs with a 
focus on the recent Geography accelerator project. The project aimed to generate and provide 
more data on geographical aspects of the Sustainable Development Goal indicators. The talk 
will focus on how geographic data was collected to fill data gaps, collaboration between the 
ONS and other organisations in order to increase expertise, as well as international 
collaboration with regards to reporting against the global goals at home and abroad. 
 
Organised by Cathie Marsh Institute, Q-Step, University of Manchester and Open Data 
Watch, Washington, D.C." 
 
https://events.rss.org.uk/rss/frontend/reg/tAgendaWebsite.csp?pageID=59058&eventID=194
&mode=  
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"Commenting on the findings of the report, Philippa Stroud, Chair of SMC and CEO of 
Legatum Institute said: 

“I established the Social Metrics Commission with the aim of developing new measures of 
poverty for the UK. The need for an independent Commission was clear;  
 
much of the last decade of political and policy debate on poverty has focussed on whether 
and how we should measure poverty, rather than the action needed to drive better outcomes 
for the most disadvantaged in our society.  
 
The approach, results and recommendations in this report represents a consensus view 
uniting right and left, supported by every one of the fifteen Commissioners involved, on how 
we should measure and understand poverty in the UK and the experiences of those who are 
in poverty.  
 
For too long it has been possible to have a debate about the measurement of poverty.  
 
Now I call on people and organisations across, and outside of, the political spectrum to 
support this new measure of poverty so that we can all put our energy into creating the 
policies and solutions that build pathways out of poverty.” 

 
Helen Barnard, Head of Analysis at the independent Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 
SMC commissioner said: 

“I am delighted that we have launched this new poverty measure today. It gives us a clearer 
picture of who is in poverty and highlights the importance of housing and childcare costs in 
sweeping people into poverty, and the protection that savings can provide.   
 
For too long we have been stuck in debates about how to measure poverty.  
 
Working as part of the Social Metrics Commission has shown how much we share. We all 
want to live in a society where people have the resources to meet their needs, and to open up 
opportunities for people to build a better life.  We call on the government, the Office for 
National Statistics and all of those working to solve poverty, to support this new measure of 
poverty and concentrate now on taking action to loosen the grip of poverty on people’s 
lives.” " 

Social Metrics Commission launches a new measure of UK poverty 
Press Release 
17th September 2018 
 

https://socialmetricscommission.org.uk/social-metrics-commission-launches-a-new-measure-
of-uk-poverty/  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 17 Sep 2018  

I’ve been part of the independent @SocMetricsComm to develop new #poverty measures, 
chaired by Baroness Stroud & with colleagues from @TheIFS @jrf_uk. After over 2 years 
work we’ve launched our final report  
 
http://smc2018.azurewebsites.net/MEASURING-POVERTY-FULL_REPORT.pdf … 

6 replies 39 retweets 56 likes  
 
 
 
 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

‘We can judge the moral fibre of a society by how it treats its least well-off members.’ My 
@CityAM piece on the work of @SocMetricsComm to develop a new UK #poverty 
measure 

http://www.cityam.com/263147/statisticians-trying-change-way-we-measure-poverty 

7:40 AM - 17 Sep 2018  

 

10 replies 17 retweets 18 likes  

 

...................................... 

 

 
 
David Spiegelhalter  @d_spiegel 

fine work on poverty 
 
David Spiegelhalter added, 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 
 
I’ve been part of the independent @SocMetricsComm to develop new #poverty measures, 
chaired by Baroness Stroud & with colleagues from @TheIFS @jrf_uk. After over 2 years 
work we’ve launched our final report  
 
http://smc2018.azurewebsites.net/MEASURING-POVERTY-FULL_REPORT.pdf  … 
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9:14 AM - 17 Sep 2018 

 

0 replies 3 retweets 7 likes 
  
  
  

 
 
 
 
 Hetan Shah @HetanShah 17 Sep 2018  

Our new poverty measure shows that 14.2m people in the UK population are in poverty: 
8.4m working-age adults; 4.5m children; and 1.4m pension age adults. 

1 reply 6 retweets 7 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Hetan Shah @HetanShah 17 Sep 2018  

'The measure the @SocMetricsComm has produced has some very useful features. It 
focuses a great deal on people’s unavoidable costs.' says @CPAGUK  
 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/new-poverty-measure … 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 17 Sep 2018  

'the new approach is better at understanding the reality of living in poverty. In the past we 
focused on incomes, but ignored the fact that different people have totally different 
outgoings, savings and debt levels.'  
 
@StevenHMcIntosh @savechildrenuk 

1 reply 3 retweets 1 like  
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Hetan Shah  @HetanShah 17 Sep 2018 
 
'One can almost never describe everything that is important about a complex issue whether 
poverty, inflation, inequality, crime or pretty much anything else in a single number.' 
Excellent blog from fellow @SocMetricsComm Commissioner Robert Joyce @TheIFS 
 
1:38 PM - 17 Sep 2018  

 

0 replies 2 retweets 3 likes  
 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 17 Sep 2018  

How statisticians are trying to change the way we measure poverty - piece by @hetanshah in 
@CityAM 

https://t.co/DVNmdlSkUQ  

0 replies 5 retweets 7 likes  
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Royal Statistical Society: 
 

"Conference 2018: Building statistical capacity and filling data gaps 

18 September 2018 

 

 
The breadth of the data required to measure the SDGs has tested even the most advanced 
statistical systems and this session looked at how governments and organisations are coming 
up with a variety of ways to fill the gaps. 

Deirdre Appel from Open Data Watch (who also spoke at the conference’s session on gender 
data gaps) talked about building statistical literacy as well as capacity through the United 
Nation’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). With 232 indicators requiring data and 
some countries not even having a regular census or death registration statistics, there is a 
clear gap in capacity.  
 
Frensis Bras from the Office for National Statistics gave an example of how her team 
employed new techniques to fill a data gap: the recent Geography accelerator project, which 
generates data on geographical aspects of the SDGs. It’s hoped that this and other new 
techniques can be shared with partner countries who also don’t have regular relevant data 
collected in those areas. 

The session concluded with Jackie Carter, a professor in statistical literacy at the University 
of Manchester, introducing politics student Grace Desouza, who interned at Open Data 
Watch in New York during her second year thanks to funding from the Q-Step programme. 
Grace described the work she did on a study to try and fill some of the missing data for the 
SDG indicators using existing available data. She found the work not only very rewarding but 
that it also equipped her with new data skills and experience of presenting work to others, 
thus increasing her own statistical literacy. 

This session, Building statistical literacies for the Sustainable Development Goals: Data, 
Skills and Training, took place on 5 September 2018 at the RSS Conference in Cardiff." 
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https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3903-conference-2018-building-statistical-capacity-and-
filling-data-gaps 
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"The problem with official statistics – and three ways to make 

them better  
 
 
September 18, 2018  

Liberty Vittert [panel member for Royal Statistical Society "Statistics of the Year" 2018] 
is a member and ambassador of the Royal Statistical Society. The views in this article are 
entirely her own. 
 
...if statistics can be twisted and turned to establish almost anything, all the more reason to 
make sure people know what they mean. Governments and bodies who create official 
statistics need to minimise the risks of them being abused by making them as clear as 
possible in the first place.  

This is currently one of the subjects of the annual conference of the International Association 
of Official Statistics in Paris, themed “Better Statistics for Better Lives”. As we shall see, 
there are numerous common problems with official statistics that should give the delegates 
food for thought. ... 
 
It’s not just the ONS that routinely glosses over such uncertainties, of course. For the UN 
official climate change statistics, I spent 22 minutes trying to find the variability tables … I 
gave up. The US Bureau of Labor Statistics recently published a report ...The bureau waited 
until 4,200 words and nine pages later to add a dense paragraph trying to explain the margin 
of error.  
 
... this is a very common phenomenon. Complex statistics have their place, but if there is no 
clear explanation, they are not helpful to the public and potentially quite damaging.  

 
Best practice 

So how do the bodies who produce these figures win? First, they need to do a better job at 
reporting these uncertainties. In the UK, the Royal Statistical Society and the ONS are 
working together on how to do this right now (yes, US Bureau of Labor Statistics and the 13 
other bodies that produce official statistics for the US, that is a hint). Clarity is key.  ... 
 
We also need, and I know this can sound like a cliche, a better education programme for 
statistics in schools. Since statistics are being used to drive enormous decisions, our children 
need to know how to question these numbers. ... 

In short, there is error any time we model something – or in other words, make a prediction.  
 
What statisticians need to be better at explaining, and what the public need to be better at 
understanding, is that none of these numbers are exact.  
 
We also need to make statistics clearer so that anyone can understand them. In an era of fake 
news, where verifiable facts can seem a rare commodity, statisticians are too often doing us 
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all a disservice.  
 
 
 
[in later comments]: 
 
Frankly, we are all guilty of it (including myself). We cherry pick the data that serves our 
argument, almost subconsciously at times. 
 
I really believe that the government and politicians have to be forced to stay out of official 
statistics. We have seen the horrible consequences in Greece and Puerto Rico. We can’t 
blame the official statisticians for this- their jobs, livelihoods etc can depend on this. The 
public need to ensure that political parties have no say over official statistics. 
 
... I believe that the root of the problem is education of the public. My point is that until that 
happens, we have a responsibility (again, including myself) to constantly try to do better in 
how we communicate statistics." 

 
Liberty Vittert 
Panel member for Royal Statistical Society "Statistics of the Year" 2018 
https://theconversation.com/the-problem-with-official-statistics-and-three-ways-to-make-
them-better-103448  

 

 
 
Arthur Murray  

Government statistics face dangers closer to home than Puerto Rico and Greece.  

Here’s an excerpt from Mark Easton’s book Britain etc (Simon and Schuster 2012) on 
the Rayner Report on government statistics which was published in 1981. It’s from 
the chapter called “N is for Numbers”. 

Margaret Thatcher … wanted all her numbers to be political and invited an 
ideological soulmate Sir Derek Rayner, the man from Marks & Spencer, to conduct a 
value-for-money review of the Central Statistical Office. He helpfully concluded that 
it was too heavily committed to serving the public at large. In Sir Dereks’s view 
information should not be collected for publication but primarily because government 
needs it for its own business. Overnight, troublesome number crunchers were stripped 
of their public responsibilities. Many lost their jobs as the government wiped out a 
quarter of its statistical service. Instead of providing ammo for voters, Whitehall stats 
departments would do what they were told to do by ministers. If this was a key battle 
in the War of Numbers it was one which saw the boffins crushed. 

Here’s another excerpt from the same book. 
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When the coalition government came to power [in 2010] determined to reduce 
Britain’s budget deficit, conservative instinct and economic adversity led one cabinet 
minister to suggest statisticians were an unnecessary luxury. “The money being spent 
on form fillers and bean counters could be far better spent helping elderly people to 
stay in their home,” Communities Secretary Eric Pickles argued before adding “or 
almost anything in fact”. True to his word, he then scrapped a number of statistical 
surveys in the face of vehement opposition from Sir Michael Scholar and National 
Statistician Jil Matheson “We are keen to move away from costly top-down 
monitoring and measurement of local policies,” Mr Pickles said. 
 
2018 
https://theconversation.com/the-problem-with-official-statistics-and-three-ways-to-
make-them-better-103448#comment_1728586  
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World Bank: 
 
 
PRESS RELEASE SEPTEMBER 19, 2018 

 

Decline of Global Extreme 
Poverty Continues but Has 
Slowed: World Bank 
 
...Fewer people are living in extreme poverty around the world, but the decline in poverty 
rates has slowed, raising concerns about achieving the goal of ending poverty [?] by 2030 
and pointing to the need for increased pro-poor investments, the World Bank finds. 

The percentage of people living in extreme poverty globally fell to a new low of 10 percent in 
2015 — the latest number available — down from 11 percent in 2013, reflecting steady but 
slowing progress, World Bank data show. The number of people living on less than $1.90 a 
day fell during this period by 68 million to 736 million.  

...the report finds that the world as a whole is not on track to achieve the target of less than 3 
percent [?] of the world living in extreme poverty by 2030. In the 25 years from 1990 to 2015, 
the extreme poverty rate dropped an average of a percentage point per year – from nearly 
36% to 10%. But the rate dropped only one percentage point in the two years from 2013 to 
2015. 

The deceleration in global numbers stems mainly from an increasing concentration of 
extreme poverty in regions where poverty reduction has lagged. A case in point is Sub-
Saharan Africa, where, under all but the most optimistic scenarios, poverty will remain in 
double digits by 2030, absent significant shifts in policy. Slowing declines in poverty also 
reflect falling commodity prices, conflict, and other economic challenges for developing 
countries. 

The World Bank’s preliminary forecast is that extreme poverty has declined to 8.6 percent in 
2018. 

The table below summarizes poverty estimates in 2013 and 2015, globally and for all World 
Bank regions. The international poverty line is currently valued at $1.90 in terms of 2011 
purchasing power parity, which equalizes its purchasing power [!] across all countries and 
currencies. ... 
 
The report will also provide data on the World Bank’s other main goal: increasing shared 
prosperity, defined as raising the incomes of the bottom 40 percent in each country. 
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In addition, it will explore new ways of looking at and measuring poverty. The new measures 
will allow the World Bank to better monitor poverty in all countries, in multiple aspects of 
life, and for all individuals in every household. 

The report launch event will be webcast on World Bank Live at 12:30 p.m. Eastern time on 
Oct. 17. 

World Bank press release 
19 September 2018  
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/09/19/decline-of-global-extreme-
poverty-continues-but-has-slowed-world-bank  
 
 
 
........................ 
 
 
 
 

"The World Bank said Wednesday that 10 percent of the world's population lived on less than 

$1.90 a day in 2015 - the last year for which numbers were available - down from 11.2 percent 

in 2013. That means 735.9 million people lived below the poverty threshold in 2015, down by 

68.3 million from 804.2 million two years earlier. 

Still, the bank warned that the pace of poverty reduction has slowed, jeopardizing its goal of 

reducing the poverty rate to 3 percent by 2030." 

 

Associated Press 

Daily Mail 

19 September 2018 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/ap/article-6185189/World-Bank-Global-poverty-rate-

drops-record-low-10-pct.html  

 

  



410 
 

The Guardian:  

 
"World Bank reports slower progress on extreme 
poverty 
 
Syrian war and population growth in parts of Africa hit drive to  

 
The war in Syria and a population surge in sub-Saharan Africa have undermined 
efforts to reduce the number of people living in extreme poverty, the World Bank has 
said. 

In its annual report, the Washington-based development agency said the proportion 
of people living in such conditions had fallen to a new low of 10% in 2015 – the latest 
number available – down from 11% in 2013. It meant that the number of people 
living on less than $1.90 a day fell by 68 million to 736 million. 

But the decline was half the rate of previous years and had slowed further, according 
to preliminary figures that estimated a 1.4 percentage-point fall between 2015 and 
2018. 

The agency, which aims to support sustainable development, added to the gloomy 
picture this year, with figures showing that those lifted out of extreme poverty 
struggled to make further progress up the income ladder. 

The World Bank president, Jim Yong Kim, said the latest poverty audit represented 
“slow progress” towards a goal that would leave just 3% of people living in extreme 
poverty by 2030. 

“Over the last 25 years, more than a billion people have lifted themselves out of 
extreme poverty, and the global poverty rate is now lower than it has ever been in 
recorded history. This is one of the greatest human achievements of our time,” he 
said. 

“But if we are going to end poverty by 2030, we need much more investment, 
particularly in building human capital, to help promote the inclusive growth it will 
take to reach the remaining poor. For their sake, we cannot fail.” 

Much of the reduction in global poverty over recent decades has been in China 
and neighbouring countries that have benefited from its spectacular growth 
rate. The global average has also benefited from the efforts of South American 
countries such as Brazil and Chile to lift people out of poverty. 

Poverty rates have improved in some east African countries, but much of sub-
Saharan Africa has fallen back after a population rise, especially in Nigeria and 
other west African states. 
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The first chapter of the report, Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2018: Piecing 
Together the Poverty Puzzle, which has been released in the run-up to the 
World Bank’s annual meeting next month in Bali, found that in the Middle 
East and north Africa, conflict in Syria and Yemen raised the level of extreme 
poverty from 9.5 million in 2013 to 18.6 million in 2015. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, the number grew from 405 million people in 2013 to 413 million in 
2015. 

Kim said alongside population growth, higher-than-expected poverty rates 
also reflected falling commodity prices, growing trade tensions, internal 
conflicts and political instability." 

 
The Guardian  
19 September 2018 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/sep/19/world-bank-reports-slower-progress-on-
extreme-poverty  

 

 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 20 Sep 2018  

The RSS has helped the Social Metrics Commission formulate a new poverty metric (PDF) 
which takes into account factors such as assets and 'inescapable costs' that can affect people's 
spending power.  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3907-rss-helps-define-new-poverty-measure … 

0 replies 2 retweets 3 likes  
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The Economist: 

 
"Between 2013 and 2015, the World Bank thinks, the poor population 
of sub-Saharan Africa grew from 405m to 413m. As a result, the 
global poverty rate is going down about half as quickly as before. 
 

 

The latest estimates contain another nasty surprise. In the Middle 
East and north Africa the number of deeply impoverished people 
appears to have almost doubled in two years, from 10m to 19m. Two 
war-torn countries, Syria and Yemen, explain this growth. It is hard 
to be certain, given the difficulty of collecting data. But the Middle 
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Eastern jump hints at a broad change. Increasingly, extreme poverty 
is found in chaotic, ill-governed places. Figures on hunger released 
earlier this month suggest that it is growing in Venezuela. 

There is a broader lesson in that, says Laurence Chandy, director of 
data and research at UNICEF, the UN Children’s Fund. The world 
has been preoccupied with the task of pulling people out of extreme 
poverty. But there was always another challenge, which is becoming 
more pressing. How can entire populations be prevented from falling 
into it?" 
 
The Economist 
22 September 2018 
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2018/09/22/extreme-poverty-is-growing-
rarer   
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Electric Insights Quarterly - Q3 2018 

Coal comeback pushes up UK’s carbon emissions 

...10-year high gas prices have prompted a resurgence in coal-fired power across Britain 
– and with it a 15% increase in carbon emissions from electricity generation. If coal-
fired electricity remains cheaper than gas-fired (as analysts predict), we could see the first 
year-on-year rise in carbon emissions from Britain’s power sector in six years. ... 
 
The Committee on Climate Change has made it clear that power is the only sector that is 
pulling its weight when it comes to decarbonising the UK. Clean electricity could power low-
carbon vehicles and heating, but this opportunity will be wasted if the electricity comes from 
high-carbon coal. 

http://electricinsights.co.uk/#/reports/report-2018-q3/detail/coal-comeback-pushes-up-uks-
carbon-emissions  

 

................................ 

 

"Yet the pace of global poverty reduction is slowing and the number of extreme poor in 
Africa is still rising.  
 
On current trends there will still be more than 3 million preventable child deaths in 2030.  
 
Progress on malnutrition has stalled. And in an increasingly knowledge-based global 
economy in which automation threatens jobs, 617 million children are either out of school or 
set to emerge from school lacking basic literacy and numeracy skills." 

Kevin Watkins 
The Guardian 
9 October 2018 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/oct/09/sustainable-development-goals-
bali-human-capital  
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Open Data Watch @OpenDataWatch 9 Oct 2018  

.@ContactPARIS21 joined @RoyalStatSoc @Data4SDGs @worldbankdata 
@DFID_Stats for a discussion on "New Approaches to Statistical Capacity Development" | 
Watch the video here. #datarevolution #data4sdgs https://buff.ly/2NxP3Cr  
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"The data challenges of UN's Sustainable 
Development Goals  

 

 

 

RSS local group meetings 

Thursday 11 October 2018, 05:30pm - 06:30pm   

Location Institute of Health and Wellbeing, University of Glasgow, G2 3AX 
 

 

Speakers: 

• Kim Bradford Smith, Senior Statistics and Evidence Lead, Inclusive Societies 
Department at Department for International Development 

• Dr Hannah Worthington, Lecturer, Centre for Research into Ecological & 
Environmental Modelling, University of St Andrews 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were designed to finish the job that the MDGs 
began, with a particular focus on Leave No One Behind. Alongside the policy step change, 
the data needs of the SDGs are also a significant step change - moving from 8 to 17 goals 
and increasing the number of indicators to be measured from 60 to over 230. Three years 
into the 15 of the SDGs some of these indicators (tier 3) still remain undefined, and even for 
those indicators with clear methodology and tools to collect them are a challenge in 
developing countries. Leaving No One Behind adds a layer of complexity to these by 
requiring disaggregation of the data in several dimensions." 
 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/1267/-/the-data-challenges-of-un-s-
sustainable-development-goals   
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World Bank 
 

PRESS RELEASE OCTOBER 17, 2018 

 

Nearly Half the World Lives 
on Less than $5.50 a Day 
 
 
"Despite decline in extreme poverty, broader measures 
show billions still struggle to meet basic needs 

...Economic advances around the world mean that while fewer people live in extreme 
poverty, almost half the world’s population — 3.4 billion people — still struggles to 
meet basic needs, the World Bank said.  

Living on less than $3.20 per day reflects poverty lines in lower-middle-income 
countries, while $5.50 a day reflects standards in upper-middle-income countries, the 
World Bank said in its biennial Poverty and Shared Prosperity Report, “Piecing 
Together the Poverty Puzzle.” 

The World Bank remains committed to achieving the goal of ending extreme poverty, 
defined as living on less than $1.90 a day, by 2030. The share of the world’s 
population living in extreme poverty fell to 10 percent in 2015, but the pace of 
extreme poverty reduction has slowed, the Bank warned on Sept. 19. 
 
However, given that economic growth means that a much greater proportion of the 
world’s poor now live in wealthier countries, additional poverty lines and a 
broader understanding of poverty are crucial to fully fighting it, the report says. 

“Ending extreme poverty by 2030 and boosting shared prosperity are our goals, and 
we remain committed to them,” said World Bank Group President Jim Yong 
Kim. “At the same time, we can take a broader view of poverty at different levels and 
dimensions around the world. This view reveals that poverty is more widespread and 
entrenched, underlining the importance of investing in people.” 

While rates of extreme poverty have declined substantially, falling from 36 percent in 
1990, the report’s expanded examination of the nature of poverty demonstrates the 
magnitude of the challenge in eradicating it. Over 1.9 billion people, or 26.2 percent 
of the world’s population, were living on less than $3.20 per day in 2015. Close to 46 
percent of the world’s population was living on less than $5.50 a day.  

The report also goes beyond monetary measures of poverty to understand how 
access to adequate water and sanitation, education, or electricity affect a family’s 
well-being. And since the burdens of poverty often fall most heavily on women and 
children, the report analyzes how poverty can vary within a household.   



418 
 

The report finds that the incomes of the poorest 40 percent grew in 70 of the 91 
economies monitored. In more than half of the economies, their incomes grew faster 
than the average, meaning they were getting a bigger share of the economic 
pie. However, progress in sharing prosperity lagged in some regions of the 
world. The report also warns that data needed to assess shared prosperity is 
weakest in the very countries that most need it to improve. Only one in four low-
income countries and four of the 35 recognized fragile and conflict-affected states 
have data on shared prosperity data over time. 

The new measures allow the World Bank to better monitor poverty in all countries, in 
multiple aspects of life, and for all individuals in every household. 

“Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle” is being released on End Poverty Day and will 
be accompanied by a launch event to be webcast on World Bank Live at 12:30 
p.m. EDT (4:30 p.m. UTC/GMT)."  

 
World Bank press release  
17 October 2018  
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/10/17/nearly-half-the-world-lives-
on-less-than-550-a-day  
 
 
 
 
................................. 
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World Bank: 
 
 

 

"Poverty and Shared Prosperity 

2018 

Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle 

• INTRODUCTION 

• EXTREME POVERTY 

• SHARED PROSPERITY 

• HIGHER STANDARDS 

• MULTIDIMENSIONAL MEASURE 

• INSIDE THE HOUSEHOLD 

• DATA VIZ 
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Introduction 

 

 

 
 
The Poverty and Shared Prosperity series provides a global audience with the latest 
and most accurate estimates on trends in global poverty and shared prosperity. The 
2018 edition — Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle — broadens the ways we 
define and measure poverty.  
 
It presents a new measure of societal poverty, integrating the absolute concept of 
extreme poverty and a notion of relative poverty reflecting differences in needs 
across countries.  
 
It introduces a multi-dimensional poverty measure that is anchored on household 
consumption and the international poverty line of $1.90 per person per day but 
broadens the measure by including information on access to education and basic 
infrastructure.  
 
Finally, it investigates differences in poverty within households, including by age and 
gender."  
 
 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/poverty-and-shared-prosperity  
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RT: 
 

"Nearly half the world lives on less than $5.50 a day – 

World Bank  
 
20 Oct, 2018 
 
 
Despite progress in reducing extreme poverty, the number of poor worldwide is still 
“unacceptably high,” according to a World Bank report, which showed that billions of people 
still struggle to meet basic needs.  

The report found that nearly half the world’s population lives on less than $5.50 a day, with a 
rising share of the poor in wealthier economies. 

The total number of people in poverty declined by more than 68 million between 2013 and 
2015, World Bank said, explaining the number as “roughly equivalent to the population of 
Thailand or the United Kingdom.” 

In IDA countries, poverty has dropped from 50% in 1999 to 30% in 2015. Proof that 
#IDAWorks to #EndPoverty. See infographic: 

https://t.co/3pcYH5Ly7ipic.twitter.com/n6uplQpSN0 

— World Bank (@WorldBank) October 17, 2018 

The study indicated that global poverty at the $5.50-a-day threshold fell to 46 percent from 
67 percent between 1990 and 2015. Last month, the World Bank reported that extreme 
poverty had fallen to 10 percent in 2015. 

According to the research, the fruits of economic growth were “shared unevenly across 
regions and countries.” It showed that poverty is becoming entrenched in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, where 84.5 percent of the population still lives on less than $5.50 a day. 

Richest 1% will own two-thirds of global wealth by 2030 
https://t.co/V9PkGcTKBkpic.twitter.com/QoasKLdSQG 

— RT (@RT_com) April 9, 2018 

The World Bank said that current trends may make its goal of reducing extreme poverty to 
less than three percent of the world’s population by 2030 unattainable. 

“Particularly distressing findings are that extreme poverty is becoming entrenched in a 
handful of countries and that the pace of poverty reduction will soon decelerate 
significantly,” it said." 

https://www.rt.com/business/441811-world-population-extreme-poverty/   
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....................... 
 
 
 
"it is essential to make sure that the evidence available is used to interrogate the fundamental 
question for anybody keen to contribute to improving public policy: ‘what is prosperity and 
how do we know when we have it?’" 
 
Diane Coyle, judge for RSS "Statistics of the Year" 
2018 
https://www.bennettinstitute.cam.ac.uk/media/uploads/files/Bennett_Insitute_Launch_Report
.pdf 
 
 
 
...................... 
 
 
 
 
"As Hetan Shah of the Royal Statistical Society is fond of pointing out, it may be possible to 
lie with statistics, but it is easier to lie without them." 

Tim Harford 
October 2018 
http://timharford.com/2018/10/curiosity-can-save-us-when-lies-come-dressed-as-numbers/  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 18 Oct 2018  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vP5VVFn-vg&feature=youtu.be … … 82? 1.8 Trillion? 
These are just a couple of stats that have been nominated so far in our 2018 #StatOfTheYear 
competition. Have you come across a stat that you think captures the year? If so, nominate 
below! 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_of_the_year/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_o
f_the_Year_.aspx?hkey=e5008987-fab9-4385-9110-4287e487b8d6 … 

 
 
 
Ben Page, Ipsos MORI  @benatipsosmori 22 Oct 2018  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vP5VVFn-vg … 82? 1.8 Trillion? These are just a 
couple of stats that have been nominated so far in our 2018 #StatOfTheYear competition. 
Have you come across a stat that you think captures the year? If so, nominate below!  
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_of_the_year/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_o
f_the_Year_.aspx?hkey=e5008987-fab9-4385-9110-4287e487b8d6 … 

0 replies 0 retweets 3 likes  

 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 25 Oct 2018  

ONE MONTH UNTIL NOMINATIONS CLOSE: What is your #StatOfTheYear? Have you 
come across a stat that you think captures the year? If so, nominate below! 
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_of_the_year/RSS/Get_involved/Statistic_o
f_the_Year_.aspx?hkey=e5008987-fab9-4385-9110-4287e487b8d6 … 

0 replies 11 retweets 7 likes  
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University of Kent:  

"Communicating uncertainty without losing trust – 

public talk at University 
 
By Sandy Fleming 
30 October 2018 

A talk at the University from one of the country’s leading experts 

on statistics, Professor David Spiegelhalter, will address a major 

issue for ‘post truth’ society, in which emotional responses can 

trump balanced consideration of evidence. 

The free talk, entitled Communicating uncertainty without losing trust, takes place on 
Thursday 1 November at 18.00 in the Sibson building on the Canterbury campus. 

The event is hosted by the East Kent Royal Statistical Society Group and is designed 
to address how scientists can describe and communicate varied levels of certainty 
about facts, numbers, or scientific hypotheses in a trustworthy way to the public 
and media. 

Professor Spiegelhalter is current president of the Royal Statistical Society and 
Winton Professor of the Public Understanding of Risk in the Statistical Laboratory at 
the University of Cambridge. He is well known to viewers of BBC Four for the 
documentary Tails You Win: The Science of Chance. 

Professor Peter Hydon, Head of the School of Mathematics, Statistics and Actuarial 
Science (SMSAS) at Kent said: ‘It is a great pleasure to welcome Professor David 
Spiegelhalter to the Canterbury campus to share his insights. He is a warm and witty 
speaker with a huge experience of communicating with the public. We encourage 
everyone to come along to this talk and our other public lectures.’ " 
 
https://www.kent.ac.uk/news/society/19728/communicating-uncertainty-without-
losing-trust-public-talk-at-university  
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"Less than a month to nominate your #StatoftheYear! 

Written by Web News Editor on 01 November 2018. Posted in News  

 

With nominations closing this month, the RSS is looking for the numbers that tell the story of 
2018 for our annual ‘Statistic of the Year’. ... 
 
"The judging panel is chaired by RSS’s President, Sir David Spiegelhalter, while the other 
panel members are: 

• Mark Easton – BBC News 
• Dr Liberty Vittert – University of Glasgow 
• Mona Chalabi – Guardian US 
• Dame Jil Matheson – Former National Statistician 
• Professor Diane Coyle – University of Cambridge 
• Ben Page – Ipsos MORI 
• Dr Jennifer Rogers – University of Oxford / RSS Vice-President 
• Dr Gemma Tetlow – Institute for Government ... 

 

'We had a very eclectic and enlightening list of winning and "highly commended" statistics 
last year, when we first launched this initiative,' says David Spiegelhalter. 'For Statistic of the 
Year 2018, I hope we’ll be able to announce an even more insightful set of statistics which 
will encapsulate some of the big issues of the year – showing how powerful and important 
statistics can be.' " 
 
Less than a month to nominate your #StatoftheYear! 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3969-one-month-to-go-until-nominations-close-for-
statoftheyear 
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 1 Nov 2018  

You have just one month left to nominate your #StatOfTheYear! Do you have a number that 
tells the story of 2018. Let us know and use the hashtag!  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/3969-less-than-a-month-to-nominate-your-statoftheyear … 

0 replies 2 retweets 4 likes  
  
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 12 Nov 2018  

#Didyouknow A study found that cutting meat and dairy out of your diet and becoming 
vegan can lower your personal carbon footprint by up to 73%. Does this capture the story of 
2018? ? What’s your #StatoftheYear? Nominate today!  
 
http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear 
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Is the RSS saying that a TV station's claim of its own 
viewing figures must be right? 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  

#Didyouknow 99.6% of all TV viewers in Iceland watched the first @icelandfootballgame of 
the 2018 @FIFAWorldCup? It was 1-1 vs Argentina. Should this be #StatoftheYear? 
Nominate your own stat now: http://rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  

 
 
2:23 PM - 14 Nov 2018  

 

0 replies 3 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
[MB: The Royal Statistical Society's fact-checker for the relevant submission for "Statistics of 
the Year" said this figure was from the TV station which broadcast the game.  So why is the 
Society claiming this as pure fact? 
 
Also, when I saw these words from the Society, I thought "all TV viewers" would mean all TV 
viewers, not only those watching at the time.] 
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GSS @UKGSS  

The Royal Statistical Society is looking for the numbers that tell the story of 2018, for their 
annual ‘Statistic of the Year’. Any topic is welcome – the more interesting, the better, fill out 
a simple entry form below: http://ow.ly/dwO750jI1UL  #StatoftheYear 

10:50 AM - 16 Nov 2018  
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 19 Nov 2018  

Are you involved in reporting the Sustainable Development Goals? Our International 
Development Section has an online forum with relevant materials for you to read and 
comment on, should you wish #SDGs 

 
 
 
 

Jennifer Rogers @StatsJen  

This is the last week to get in your @RoyalStatSoc #StatOfTheYear, as nominations close 
this Sunday! What statistic sums up 2018 for you? Submit them here: 
http://rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  

12:41 PM - 19 Nov 2018  

 

 

0 replies 7 retweets 4 likes  
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RSS appears to say UK temperature (which has to 
be estimated from samples) was measured to within 
a hundredth of a degree in 1976 

 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 23 Nov 2018  

#DidYouKnow the provisional mean temperature in England from June - August 2018 was 
the hottest on record, beating 1976's record by 0.15 degrees Celsius. There are only 2 days 
left until nominations close for this year's #StatoftheYear, what's yours?  
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  

 
 

 

 
[MB: Is the Society sure that temperature over all the UK can be measured to within a 
hundredth of a degree? 
 
Is 0.15C not within the margin of error?     
 
In any case, why does the graphic make the claim if the figure for 2018 is provisional? 
 
More importantly, perhaps, as with the error-ridden "UK Statistic of the Year", why is the 
Society not mentioning climate change?    
 
Above, their emphasis was light-hearted; in December 2018 the Society simply presented the 
(apparently flawed) solar power claim as "positive".  Of course the increase in solar 
generating capacity could outweigh any difference made by climate change to the amount of 
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sunshine in that heat wave, or to the amount of electricity generated and used.  But the 
Society does not mention the issue.] 

 

 

 

 

"The huge task of fact checking and judging all the 

entries" 
 
 
Jennifer Rogers @StatsJen  

There’s only one day left to get in your #StatoftheYear! Then comes the huge task of fact 
checking and judging all the entries! 

Jennifer Rogers added, 

 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  
Just one day left to nominate your #StatoftheYear! Nominate at 
http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  Stat below sourced from: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-45963635 …  
 
1:12 PM - 24 Nov 2018  

 

0 replies 3 retweets 4 likes  
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  

Today is your final chance to nominate for our #StatoftheYear! We welcome stats that 
capture 2018… what’s yours? http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  
 

 
 
10:00 AM - 25 Nov 2018  

 

0 replies 7 retweets 6 likes  
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Significance @signmagazine 4 Dec 2018  

The @SocMetricsComm wants all parties to agree on its approach to measuring poverty. 
@SocialStatsMan, @eagarratt and @GrahamWhitham assess its chances of success  
 
https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2018.01204.x … 
 

 
 
0 replies 2 retweets 1 like  
 

 
............................. 

 

 

Simon Atkinson @SimonMAtkinson 5 Dec 2018  

.@IpsosMORI found that we (the British public) reckon 47% of the land in the UK is 
densely built up. The reality is 0.1%  
 
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-hugely-overestimate-how-much-land-uk-
densely-built … 

Simon Atkinson added, 

Rob Ford @robfordmancs  

Dear everyone disagreeing with me on the Green Belt. The South East is bigger than you think. The 

Green Belt is *much much bigger than you think*. Suggesting some building shld take place on it is 

not equiv to calling for the whole South East concreted over to build Mega City 1. 

4 replies 5 retweets 10 likes  
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Karan Chadda @kchadda 6 Dec 2018  

Replying to @SimonMAtkinson @DianeCoyle1859 @IpsosMORI  

Do we know what proportion of the land that people actually have access to is built up? Both 
in terms of "free and open to the public" and within a reasonable travel distance of big 
population centres? That would seem a more reasonable measure for comparison. 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 

 

 

 

 Brian Brown @MrBBrown  

Replying to @SimonMAtkinson @benatipsosmori @IpsosMORI  

Did you tell people what "densely" meant, before you asked them this question? 

9:13 AM - 6 Dec 2018  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 

 

Manchester Uni News @UoMNews · Dec 6 

How many people in the #UK live in #poverty? There is no simple answer - a range of 
methods are used to measure it, and politicians can pick whichever suits their own purpose, 
say @SocialStatsMan, @eagarratt and @GrahamWhitham  

rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.… @RoyalStatSoc @WileyLibINFO 
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Diane Coyle: "Algorithms are as biased as the data they feed on. And all data are biased. 
Even “official” statistics cannot be assumed to stand for objective, eternal “facts.” " 
 
MB comment: "Even" official statistics? 
 
DC: "The figures that governments publish represent society as it is now, through the lens of 
what those assembling the data consider to be relevant and important. " 

MB: I don't understand that claim.  Civil servants are under pressure from politicians.  The 
idea that their own values are necessarily or even generally reflected in their output seems ill-
informed and naive.   

DC: "The categories and classifications used to make sense of the data are not neutral. Just as 
we measure what we see, so we tend to see only what we measure." 
 
MB: Given what she has written above, even aside from her experience in economics and real 
life, how did she not prevent the panel and the Society from making the idiotic claims about 
poverty, based on a selective or superficial reading of World Bank information which "those 
assembling the data" clearly identify as having problems, which is obviously politically 
useful to governments and therefore needing scrutiny, and which has been subject to scrutiny 
for many years? 

 

Diane Coyle 
Lies, Damned Lies, and AI 
11 December 2018 
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/ai-algorithms-reinforce-social-biases-by-
diane-coyle-2018-12?barrier=accesspaylog  

 

 

 

 

Wiley Math & Stats @Wiley_Stats · Dec 12 

Check out this article from Significance: A new poverty measure aims for  

consensus. Read the full article for free until 18th December  

ow.ly/mVPr30mWnA1  @RoyalStatSoc @signmagazine 
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Royal Statistical Society press release on its 
"Statistics of the Year" 
 
18 December 2018 

 
 
[Note: The Society later altered the press release because of the minor error in the solar 
power claim, changing the claim from 28.7 to 27.8%.    
 
The Society actually did not, apparently, publicise whether it has reissued it to all the same 
organisations.  It would seem the honest and competent option would have been to issue a 
correction note. 
 
The Society still confused UK electricity production with UK use.   
 
Also, the method erred by omitting imported electricity produced by gas and nuclear when 
comparing them with solar.  Strangely, at the same time the Society's total included imported 
electricity in the overall total. 
 
It also confused "all electricity from these sources " with "all electricity produced in the UK".  
The sources mentioned in the research excluded electricity from fossil-fuel engines used for 
transport. 
 
Despite the change, the new version of the press release not only fails to note the purported 
"correction", but also includes the notice saying it is not to be released until midnight - which 
by then was in the past. 
 
The current version of the press release gives the false impressions that this is the first or 
only version of the release, and that the Society had got the statistic "right" the first time. 
 
The text below is from the original.] 
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*Embargo: 00:01 [UK time] 18th December 2018*  
 
  
 
Statistics of the Year 2018: Winners Announced  
 
The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) is pleased to unveil 2018’s Statistics of the Year. There is 
one UK winner and one international winner, plus eight highly commended statistics.  
 
Nominations were made by members of the public from around the world. The judging panel 
featured an array of eminent figures, including RSS President Sir David Spiegelhalter, former 
UK National Statistician Dame Jil Matheson, BBC Home Affairs Editor Mark Easton and 
Guardian US data editor Mona Chalabi. This is the second time the RSS has run the 
competition, and it follows 2017’s highly successful launch.  
 
Hetan Shah, RSS Executive Director: “We were delighted with the quality and quantity of 
this year’s nominations - with well over 200 received. The statistics on this list capture some 
of the zeitgeist of 2018. Hearteningly, the world is getting better when it comes to poverty, 
even though it’s often hard to notice.  
 
 
[How do they know the quality of the nominations if they only conduct "basic checks" - 
whatever that means - as they said on 20 March 2019? 
 
The director misleads in the implication about poverty, since even the World Bank does not 
claim good progress since 2013.   
 
Where is the "heartening" evidence that the world "is" getting better on poverty?    
 
The director has just said the statistics "capture some of the zeitgeist of 2018".   
 
Why would people not believe, as a result, that the Society had good evidence about 
"heartening" progress in 2018? 
 
If the Society's preference is for parroting official claims, why does it not parrot the 
unreliable and inappropriate FAO claims instead of the unreliable and inappropriate World 
Bank ones - or rather misrepresenting the World Bank position?] 
 
 
And renewable energy in the UK is really taking off. But there are plenty of issues left to 
tackle including plastic waste, women on boards, and even how many Jaffa cakes come in a 
special Christmas box - highlighting the phenomenon of ‘shrinkflation’. Statistics help us 
make sense of the world around us, and these numbers tell us how the world continued to 
change in 2018.”  
 
 
[Ridiculous and irresponsible, since the World Bank said the "poverty" claim, which it often 
refers to with the words "extreme poverty", was based on the last numbers being from 2015;  
it is not clear why the Society is giving an impression that there was good progress on 
poverty in 2018] 
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WINNER - INTERNATIONAL STATISTIC OF THE YEAR 2018  
 
90.5%: the proportion of plastic waste that has never been recycled.  
   
Around 30% of the plastic ever produced, worldwide, is still in use. Out of the remaining 
amount (estimated at 6,300 million metric tonnes), it has been calculated that 90.5% has 
never been recycled, while only 9.5% has been recycled.  
   
This 90.5% figure includes approximately 12% of plastic waste which has been incinerated. 
The remaining 79% has been allowed to accumulate in landfills or in the natural 
environment.  
 
The judges found these figures to be striking, worrying and timely as 2018 has seen 
unprecedented concern about the amount of plastic in rivers and oceans - a huge problem that 
was highlighted by BBC programmes including Sir David Attenborough’s Blue Planet II and 
Liz Bonnin’s Drowning in Plastic. Campaigns such as Sky News’s Ocean Rescue have also 
stressed the problem’s seriousness.  
 
The chair of the judging panel and RSS President, Sir David Spiegelhalter, said: “It’s very 
concerning that such a large proportion of plastic waste has never been recycled. The really 
low level of recycling has resulted in far too much waste leaching out into the world’s 
environment. It’s a great, growing and genuinely worldwide problem. This statistic helps to 
show the scale of the challenge we all face. It has rightly been named the RSS’s 
‘International Statistic of the Year’ for 2018.”  
 
The 90.5% statistic came to prominence via a 2018 United Nations report entitled Single-Use  
Plastics: A Roadmap for Sustainability: this prompted a Reuters/Mail Online article (by Joe  
Pinkstone, on 5th June) which led to its nomination.  
 
Each of the above statistics originally stems from work by three US-based academics (Roland 
Geyer, Jenna R Jambeck and Kara Lavender Law) entitled Production, use and fate of all 
plastics ever made, and published in Science Advances.  
 
Prof. Roland Geyer commented: “We're honoured to receive this recognition from the Royal  
Statistical Society and its judging panel. We hope it will help draw attention to the problem 
of plastic pollution that impacts nearly every community and ecosystem globally.”  
 
Sources: Single Use-Plastics: A Roadmap for Sustainability, United Nations; Production, 
Use, and Fate of all plastics ever made, R Geyer, J R Jambeck and K Lavender Law; 
Reuters/Mail Online  
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WINNER - UK STATISTIC OF THE YEAR 2018  
 
 
28.7% [27.8%?]: the [precise?] peak percentage of all [most] electricity produced in the 
UK [and imported] due to solar power on 30th June. [Ambiguous? The whole day?] 
 
The judges considered several statistics which related to the UK’s unusually hot summer. In 
their view, the most insightful and surprising figure was 28.7% - the peak percentage of the 
UK’s electricity supply which came from solar power during 30th June, [ambiguous?] 
making it, albeit briefly, the country’s number one electricity source (ahead of gas).  
 
 
[MB: The Society has confused  
 
the amount produced in the UK  
 
and  
 
sources of electricity used by the UK.   
 
These are different because of stored energy (ie generated electricity is stored as energy, 
mostly by pumping water upwards), losses, electricity used in the UK which was produced 
abroad - imports - and theoretically exports.   
 
The idea that the "28.7%" and the "correct" "27.8" are percentages of electricity "produced 
in the UK" is misconceived even apart from the Society's other errors.   
 
The Society's claim that solar was definitely ahead of gas is based on confusion.  It has 
included imported gas and nuclear in the total that the "28.7%" or "27.8" is supposed to be a 
percentage of.   
 
But in comparing solar - which probably doesn't include a lot of foreign solar - to gas and 
nuclear, the Society's reasoning has omitted these foreign sources of gas and nuclear. 
 
Secondly, it is not "all electricity produced in the UK" either, which is not known. "All 
electricity produced in the UK" would include sources such as millions of fossil fuel engines 
used for transport: cars, lorries, buses, diesel generators on trains, aircraft, boats.  
Unsurprisingly, it would be difficult to estimate "all electricity produced in the UK". 
 
Thirdly, solar- and wind-generated electricity are estimates, perhaps with unknown margins 
of error.   
 
So from the source given by the Society, we don't know the real gas or nuclear figures 
including the imports, and we can't be sure of the solar estimate either. 
 
There is perhaps another issue - losses from solar.   Is it possible that a significant 
percentage of electricity generated from solar energy at that time during the heat wave was 
not used?] 
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The statistic demonstrates the fast-growing importance of solar within the UK’s electricity- 
generating mix; its contribution was negligible only a decade ago. This step-change in solar  
generation has also contributed to renewable energy accounting for a record proportion of 
UK electricity supplies (30.5%) over the past year.  
 
Dame Jil Matheson commented: “2018 was a landmark year for solar-generated electricity in 
the UK - as well as for renewable energy more generally. In the current climate, in particular, 
we should commend this highly successful example of public policy-making.  
 
[Is the Society sure that a human-damaged "current climate" did not contribute to available 
solar energy being high?] 
 
 
Since the Climate Change Act was passed ten years ago, some really impressive progress has 
been made. This very welcome figure is deservedly the RSS’s ‘UK Statistic of the Year’ for 
2018.”  
 
[The former National Statistician thinks electricity from all the solar power generators in the 
UK can be measured to within an accuracy of better than one part in 200? 
 
More fundamentally, did no-one on the panel or their fact-checking team think to look at 
their information source, which shows "imports"?   
 
Is it not obvious that if there is imported electricity, UK production is not the same statistic as 
sources of UK electricity, and the chart showing "gas" and "nuclear" should have added  
foreign gas and nuclear to those if the conclusion is supposed to be about sources of UK 
electricity?] 
 
 
This statistic was nominated after appearing in a Guardian article, by Adam Vaughan, on 2nd 
July.  
 
Sources: Electric Insights (28.7%), Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy 
(30.5%).  
 
   
 
 
  



440 
 

HIGHLY COMMENDED STATISTICS - INTERNATIONAL  
 
9.5 [precisely?]: the percentage point reduction [is the Society claiming this is a purely 
factual matter?] in worldwide ‘absolute poverty’ over the last ten years [even the World 
Bank only claims to have survey-based estimates up to 2015] - meaning that the proportion 
of those living in this condition [!] has more than halved since 2008.  
 
 
The ten years since the ‘financial crash’ are often characterised, in the West, as a decade of  
austerity, flat incomes and a protracted economic squeeze. But over the same period, huge 
numbers of people, worldwide, have escaped ‘absolute poverty’, as defined by the World 
Bank.  
 
The Bank calculated [You can't "calculate" poverty.  You can make a claim about it, which is 
inevitably subjective.  Also, these are estimates.] that, in 2008, 18.1% of the global 
population was living in ‘absolute [extreme?] poverty’. It predicts that, by the end of [?] this 
year, this proportion will have [?] fallen to 8.6%. The judging panel was attracted to these 
statistics as they show [!] the sharp contrast between Western perceptions and the worldwide 
economic reality [!] over the 2008-2018 [!] period.  
 
[How does the Society have information on the "worldwide economic reality" in 2008 
whereas it said in 2015 there was a lack of data on people's economic circumstances, for 2018 
whereas the World Bank says the latest survey-based estimate is for 2015, and despite the 
obvious fact that dollars a day do not tell us about whether changing needs were met?] 
 
These statistics were nominated as a result of poverty’s coverage in the 2018 book 
Factfulness: Ten Reasons We’re Wrong About the World and Why Things are Better Than 
You Think by Hans Rosling, with Ola Rosling and Anna Rosling Rönnlund.  
 
[I complained to the BBC in 2013 and 2015 about Hans Rosling's various incorrect and 
misleading statements, including using these "poverty" statistics he had himself rubbished as 
"plus or minus half a billion".   
 
Strangely, the BBC Trust wrongly claimed the complaint on the 2013 programme had gone 
through the complaints process.  The Trust failed to provide any evidence of this when I said 
I had not been notified - which should have happened if this had been true.] 
 
Mona Chalabi said: “Clearly, we cannot be complacent when so many people are still living 
in abject economic conditions. But the halving of ‘absolute poverty’, in a single decade, is a 
stupendous achievement. So far, we’ve heard very little about it. In the West, we’ve generally 
focused on the bleaker situation closer to home. But these statistics are hugely significant in 
global terms and thoroughly deserve their ‘highly commended’ status.”  
 
Sources: World Bank (2018), World Bank (2008)  
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64,946: the number of measles cases in Europe from November 2017 to October 2018.  
 
Almost 65,000 measles cases were found in the European region of the World Health 
Organization (WHO) in the year from November 2017 to October 2018.  
 
This is over twice the figure for 2017 as a whole (25,465); it also means that cases have risen 
over-15-fold from their 2016 level (4,240). Europe’s experience forms part of a broader 
upward trend in measles cases on, disturbingly, a near-worldwide basis. It is believed that this 
stems from a combination of factors including collapsing health systems in some countries, 
complacency in several developed nations, scare stories about vaccines’ safety, local vaccine 
shortage and other factors.  
 
Measles can cause blindness, brain problems and even death, but is entirely preventable - 
leading to the judges’ concern about the strong resurgence of the disease in 2018, as shown 
by this highly commended statistic.  
 
A member of the judging panel, Ben Page, Chief Executive of Ipsos MORI, said: “The rise in 
fake-news regarding autism and measles has caused many parents to shun vaccination. We 
need to highlight that these claims are false and educate parents to prevent a possible measles 
epidemic.”  
 
Sources: Economist, World Health Organization  
 
  
 
 

40%: the percentage of Russian men [of what age?] who do not live to age 65 – the 
proposed state pension age.  
 
This grim statistic came to prominence after Russia’s Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev 
announced that the state pension age for men would rise from 60 to 65 in the year 2028. This 
brought into sharp relief the current life expectancy figures: according to the most recent 
figures from the World Health Organization, only 60,084 out of every 100,000 Russian men  
 
[Of what age?  Are they talking about male babies?]  
 
are currently expected to live until 65. For comparative purposes, around 87% of UK men 
should live past 65, whilst around 79% of US men should do so.  
 
 
There is no room for domestic complacency, however, because 2018 was also a year in which  
concerning statistics were published on stalling  
 
[Stalling or falling?] 
 
life expectancy in the UK and sharply contrasting ‘healthy life expectancy’ figures for 
different geographical areas.  
 
The 40% statistic was nominated after stories about the rising pension age appeared  
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in The Times (report by Matthew Bodner, 15th June), Independent (Tom Barnes, 17th June)  
and Guardian (Shaun Walker, 1st July).  
 
Sources: Times, Independent, Guardian, World Health Organization  
 
   
 
 
 
$1.3 billion: the amount wiped off Snapchat’s value within a day of one Kylie Jenner 
tweet.  
 
 
This statistic reflects the power social media influencers can have in 2018.  
 
Before Kylie Jenner’s tweet, Snapchat’s share price stood at $18.64. By the close of trading 
the next day, its value had dropped 6.1% to $17.51, which represented a fall of about $1.3 
billion in the company’s value. This equates to $14.8 million per character of her tweet. It is 
worth noting that a direct causal link cannot be proved. For example, Citigroup analyst Mark 
May had downgraded Snapchat’s stock the day before the tweet, whilst Snapchat users were 
protesting against its new design before Kylie Jenner’s widely shared comment.  
 
Dr Liberty Vittert, lecturer in statistics at the University of Glasgow, and judging panel 
member, said: “Everyone grasps that social media is an incredible tool, yet trying to quantify 
its effect on the real-world economy is not so simple. Kylie Jenner’s tweet influenced 
Snapchat’s value at least - it could be known as ‘The World’s Most Costly Tweet’”.  
 
Sources: Reuters, CNBC, Business Insider, Guardian  
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
HIGHLY COMMENDED STATISTICS – UK  
 
6.4%: the percentage of female executive directors within FTSE 250 companies.  
 
Much attention has, rightly, focused on the gender pay gap during 2018. Indeed, in a move  
welcomed by the RSS, the UK became the first country to require, by law, medium and 
larger-sized employers to report on their gender pay gaps.  
 
Various gender pay gap figures were duly considered by the judges. But they were struck 
more forcibly by some startling statistics - from a report by the Cranfield School of 
Management - about women’s representation at senior levels within FTSE 250 companies. In 
October 2017, there were only 38 female executive directorships among such firms. But in 
June 2018, just before Cranfield’s report was published, there were, astonishingly, even fewer 
- 30 - which took the proportion down to a mere 6.4%.  
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The judges were struck by both the tiny size of this figure and the year-on-year decline. The 
statistics are from Cranfield’s The Female FTSE Board Report 2018 and came to RSS’s 
attention via an article by Anthony Hilton, in the London Evening Standard, on 15th 
November.  
 
Dr Gemma Tetlow, Chief Economist at the Institute for Government, and a judging panel 
member, commented: “This statistic and others published this year highlight the importance 
of the lack of women in senior positions in driving the overall gap between men and women’s 
average pay in the UK. It shows how much further we, as a society, have to go until we reach 
true gender equality. This raises important questions about the culture of UK business and the 
responsibility that all those in positions of power have for ensuring women do not face 
additional barriers to getting into the top jobs.”  
 
Sources: London Evening Standard, Cranfield  
   
 
 
 
 
85.9%: the proportion of British trains that ran on time - the lowest for more than a 
decade.  
 
[MB: Is "on time" an objective matter?   
 
Do the criteria of five and ten minutes late, below, correspond to what most people would 
reasonably consider "on time"? 
 
How many passengers would count a long-distance journey as "on time" if they arrived just 
under ten minutes late?] 
 
The judges considered several statistics which reflected the acute difficulties that many 
British rail users have experienced over the past year. The most robust figures were those on 
punctuality, recently produced by the Office for Road and Rail (ORR).  According to the 
ORR, 1.9 million trains were planned to run between October 2017 and September 2018. Of 
these, 14.1% were classified as late as a result of arriving five minutes or more behind 
schedule, in the case of most train journeys, and ten or more minutes behind schedule if they 
were ‘long distance’ journeys. It was the industry’s worst punctuality performance since 
2005-06. The ORR also found that 4.6% of trains were either ‘Cancelled’ or ‘Significantly 
Late’ - the highest proportion since 2001-02.  
 
Dr Jennifer Rogers, an RSS Vice-President and judging panel member, said: “These statistics  
confirm what millions of passengers felt about 2017-18 as a result of their unhappy 
experiences on our railways. For example, cancellations and significant delays were at their 
worst level since the TV schedules included both Big Breakfast and Big Break. So these 
statistics show just how badly the British travelling public has been let down over the past 
year.”  
 
[MB: Is that true?   Would that not depend, among other factors, on numbers of people 
affected by the worse-performing services?   The statistics given are on services, not 
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passenger journeys.]  
 
Source: Passenger and Freight Rail Performance 2018-19 Q2 Statistical Release, ORR  
 
 
 
 
 
82%: the percentage of all GB retail shopping that is still in-store rather than online.  
 
This figure shows that, as of August 2018, 82% of all GB retail spending was in-store 
expenditure.  
 
[MB: Is there a significant amount of online shopping by "GB" residents on foreign 
websites?] 
 
This may come as a surprise to some, as there have been multiple reports this year of stores  
closing  or running into trouble, often seen as a result of higher internet sales. This is a 
recently published statistic from the ONS.  
 
Professor Diane Coyle, an eminent economist and member of the judging panel, said: “With 
many well-known retailers hitting hard times, or even entering administration, this statistic 
came as a surprise. It shows that the vast majority of shopping is still done in-store, despite 
the well-publicised growth in online sales.”  
 
Source: Comparing “bricks and mortar” store sales with online retail sales: August 2018, 
ONS  
 
 
 
 
 
 
16.7%: the percentage reduction in the number of Jaffa cakes in McVities’ Christmas 
tube.  
 
The McVities Jaffa cakes festive tube, often known as ‘A Yard of Jaffa’, now consists of 40 
cakes rather than 48 - a reduction of 16.7% since last year. The judges selected this statistic 
as it exemplifies the phenomenon of ‘shrinkflation’, when manufacturers shrink the size of 
their products but not the prices they charge. This issue first attracted the attention of the 
panel (and indeed, the Office for National Statistics) last year after numerous products - 
including, famously, Toblerone - had their weight, but not their prices, reduced.  
 
In fairness to the manufacturer, it has now started to bill its product as a ‘cracker’ rather than 
a ‘yard’ of Jaffa cakes. Nevertheless, critics have commented on the extent of the boxes’ 
content-free sections which, they say, makes the cut in the number of cakes less immediately 
obvious to the consumer.  
 
Mark Easton, BBC Home Affairs Editor and judging panel member, commented: 
“‘Shrinkflation’ gives us an insight into behavioural economics. Manufacturers are finding 
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we’re more likely to pay the same price for fewer goods than be persuaded to pay a bit more 
for the same number we received last year. Even so, it does sometimes feel like 
manufacturers are taking the biscuit – in this case, literally!”  
 
The nomination was prompted by Imogen Blake’s article in The Sun on 9th November, and 
Ellen Scott’s article in the Metro on the same day. The phenomenon of ‘shrinkflation’ was 
also highlighted by The Sunday Times (9th December), after nominations had closed, in 
respect of products by Cadbury, Nestlé and Mars.  
 
Sources: The Sun, Metro, The Sunday Times  
   
 
 
 
CONTACTS  
 
For further details, or additional comment from judges and spokespeople, please contact:  
Daniel Lapedus, Media Relations & Public Affairs Manager:  
d.lapedus@rss.org.uk, office: +44 (0)20 7614 3920, mobile: +44 (0) 7954366180  
Iain Wilton, Director of Policy & Public Affairs:  
i.wilton@rss.org.uk, mobile: +44 (0) 7941 049205  
Amber Furnell, Education Officer  
a.furnell@rss.org.uk, office: +44 (0)20 7614 3908 mobile: +44 (0) 7713956835  
   
The Royal Statistical Society (RSS), founded in 1834, is one of the world's most 
distinguished and renowned statistical societies.  It is a learned society for statistics, a 
professional body for statisticians and a charity which promotes statistics, data and evidence 
for the public good. Today the Society has approximately 9000 members around the world.  
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18 December 2018: 
 
 
"9.5: the percentage point reduction in worldwide ‘absolute poverty’ over the last ten years - 
meaning that the proportion of those living in this condition has more than halved since 
2008. (sourced from the World Bank in 2018 and 2008)." 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4026-statistics-of-the-year-2018-winners-announced  
 
 
... 
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The Guardian:  

The UK winner was a more positive figure, 27.8%, the peak percentage of all [!] electricity 
produced in the UK [!] from solar power, achieved on 30 June thanks to a heatwave and 
nominated after being published in the Guardian. The figure meant solar was briefly the 
country’s number one power source, [!] ahead of gas. [!] 

Rogers said: “It’s a reflection of what are the important things facing us as a population. We 
are becoming more and more aware of these issues surrounding us like climate change, the 
relationship we have with the environment, the things we can do to help the environment.” 

Reflecting the dominance of environmental issues, the judges said they considered several 
statistics related to the country’s unusually hot summer for the UK award. 
 
[But not the fact that the unusually hot summer might be related to global warming?] 

While many of the statistics make bleak reading – including those related to the gender gap, 
the unpunctuality of British trains and the soaring number of measles cases in Europe – the 
9.5 percentage point reduction in worldwide absolute poverty over the last 10 years [how 
does the Guardian know this?] provided some hope.  
 
[appears to conflict with Guardian articles from October including a "gloomy picture this 
year" from the World Bank] 
 
It means the proportion of people living in such hardship has more than halved since 2008.  
 
[MB: Here the Guardian itself appears to make an unsupported factual claim. How could 
statistics on spending (which are a large part of the "poverty" numbers), even if they were 
available for 2018 and reliable, tell us precisely about "hardship"?] 

Mona Chalabi, judge and Guardian US data editor, said that while it was important not to be 
complacent, “the halving of absolute poverty in a single decade is a stupendous achievement. 
So far we’ve heard very little about it. In the west we’ve generally focused on the bleaker 
situation closer to home.” 

[MB: Again, the Guardian had recently reported a "gloomy picture this year" on poverty.] 
 
It is the second year of the RSS awards, intended as the numerical equivalent of Oxford 
Dictionaries’ word of the year. More than 200 nominations were made by members of the 
public from around the world. ... 

 
This article was amended on 19 December 2018. An earlier version gave 28.7% as the 
statistic for the peak percentage of electricity produced in the UK [!] from solar power. The 
correct [!] figure is 27.8%." 
 

[Apparently the Guardian did not allow readers to comment on this page.] 
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The Guardian 
"Tue 18 Dec 2018 00.01 GMT" (date displayed on website). When copied, the text also 
states,  "Last modified on Mon 1 Apr 2019 18.04 BST" .  
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2018/dec/18/environment-jaffa-cakes-and-kylie-jenner-
star-in-statistics-of-year  
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Project Syndicate   @ProSyn 18 Dec 2018  

Algorithms are as biased as the data they feed on. And all data are biased, notes 
@DianeCoyle1859  
 
http://bit.ly/2rwwMx6  
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RSS attributes cause without argument or evidence: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
"HIGHLY COMMENDED Statistics 2018   
 
-$1.3 billion  
 
It's the estimated impact, on Snapchat's stock market value, of a single tweet..." 

Royal Statistical Society 
18 December 2018 
https://twitter.com/RoyalStatSoc/status/1074990447783829504  
 
 

 
 
Narrative By Numbers @NarrativeByNumb  

The splendid @RoyalStatSoc with their #statistics of the year: 90.5% - the proportion 
plastic that has never been recycled. Also $1.3bn - the value wiped off @Snapchat by 
@KylieJenner's Snap  
 
https://bbc.in/2LoklMF  @d_spiegel 

11:02 AM - 18 Dec 2018  

 

0 replies 2 retweets 3 likes  
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Louise Kelly CIIC @LKCommsAndCopy  

If corporate leaders were still in any doubt about the power of reputation... Snapchat lost $1.3 
billion share value overnight thanks to just one tweet from Kylie Jenner #StatsoftheYear 

1:14 PM - 18 Dec 2018  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 

Brett Cullen ���� @iambrettcullen  

Kylie Jenner’s tweet that wiped off $1.3bn off Snapchat’s value in one day is a ‘highly 
commended’ stat of the year from @RoyalStatSoc 

6:07 AM - 18 Dec 2018  

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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RSS suddenly claims to have information on 
people's living conditions, contradicting its and 40-
plus other organisations' announcement of 2015 as 
well as its concept of poverty for the UK in 2018: 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 18 Dec 2018  

HIGHLY COMMENDED STATISTIC - INTERNATIONAL -9.5: the percentage point 
change in worldwide ‘absolute poverty’ over the last ten years - meaning that the proportion 
of those living in this condition has more than halved since 2008. 

 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 4 likes  
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.................................. 
 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  

@WorldBank #StatsoftheYear 

11:38 AM - 18 Dec 2018  
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
.............................................. 
 
 
 

On 18 December 2018 the Royal Statistical Society announced its "Statistics of the Year" - 
not the "RSS statistics of the year", but the "Statistics of the Year" - and made numerous 
factual claims. The press release read, 

"Hetan Shah, RSS Executive Director: "...The statistics on this list capture some of the 
zeitgeist of 2018. Hearteningly, the world is getting better when it comes to poverty..." 

and in relation to all ten awards, 

  "these numbers tell us how the world continued to change in 2018." " 

 
.............................................................. 
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"RSS executive director Hetan Shah said: ‘We were delighted with the quality and 
quantity of this year’s nominations, with well over 200 received.  
 
‘The statistics on this list capture some of the zeitgeist of 2018.  
 
‘Hearteningly, the world is getting better when it comes to poverty, even though it’s 
often hard to notice. ‘Renewable energy in the UK is really taking off. But there are 
plenty of issues left to tackle. ‘Statistics help us make sense of the world around us 
and these numbers tell us how the world continued to change in 2018.’  
 
https://metro.co.uk/2018/12/18/jaffa-cakes-shrinking-arent-enough-female-bosses-
2018-review-8262007  
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BBC repeats RSS errors without question despite claimed 

measures to get statistics right 

 
 
"Two facts about the environment have been named as 2018's best statistics. ... 
 
...in the UK category, the top stat was 27.8% - the highest percentage of all 
electricity [!] which was generated by solar power. 

Solar power became the UK's number one source [?] of electricity - beating gas [?] 
and nuclear - at one point on 30 June, during the heatwave.  
 
"The statistics on this list capture some of the zeitgeist of 2018," said the executive 
director of the Royal Statistical Society, Hetan Shah. ... 
 

In 2017 - the first year that the Royal Statistical Society ran their competition to 

highlight fake news and the power of numbers - the statistic of the year was 0.1% - 

the percentage of the UK land area that is densely [!] built upon." 

 

2018 statistic of the year: Plastic waste fact tops list  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-46602969 

 

[MB: Is it a plastic waste "fact", or is it a "claim", or "estimate"?]   
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Royal Statistical Society misleads on the Today 
programme, BBC Radio 4 
 
 
 
BBC presenter, John Humphrys: "...trustworthy - can we trust statistics.  Isn't that the 
most important thing of all?" 
 
Royal Statistical Society Vice-President, Jennifer Rogers: "Yeah, and all the statistics 
that have been - appear in our statistics of the year they've all been really thoroughly 
fact-checked ...[!] 
 
...28.7..[!] .percentage of all [!] electricity produced in the UK. [!]  So that's a nice 
positive... 
 
On that day, [!] the 30th of June, it made it the country's number one electricity 
source... 
 
I think that statistics - it's our job to open up discussion where they're not necessarily 
happening... 
 
...I think that's an important role that we have as statisticians, to present these 
statistics, and this data, and these numbers, in a way that highlight those areas that 
are maybe cause for concern and also highlight those areas where we're doing really 
well - yeah, OK, you can argue that that 28.7% was just one day, but one of my 
favourite positive statistics is 9.5, the percentage point reduction in worldwide 
absolute poverty - so worldwide absolute poverty has more than halved over the last 
decade and I think that's something to be really celebrated"  
 
BBC: "All right - I'm going to let you go now" [Makes joke about biscuits.] 
 
Vice-President: [Laughs.] 
 
Other BBC presenter: [makes light-hearted comment.] 
 
 
[MB: What evidence is there that "we're doing really well" - which the audience would 
reasonably think means in 2018, or at the most perhaps the last couple of years - on 
human poverty, which is the example the Society's representative gave?] 
 
 
Today programme, BBC Radio 4 
18 December 2018 14 
                                                 
14 https://web.archive.org/web/20190610095626/http://www.globalfactcheck.org/documents/2018-12-
18%20Royal%20Statistical%20Society%20vice%20president%20claims%20all%20'statistics%20of%
20the%20year'%20are%20'really%20thoroughly%20fact-
checked'.%20%20At%20one%20minute%2035.%20%20'Areas%20we're%20doing%20really%20well
%20example%20-
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More comments: 

 

 

RSS: "all the statistics that have been - appear in our Statistics of the Year, 

they've all been really thoroughly fact-checked [!]  

 

[Poverty is subjective and claims about it involve arbitrary decisions, not just "facts"] 

 

RSS:...areas where we're doing really well  

 

[Present tense. What evidence or reasoning is there for a claim that humans were 

"doing really well" at the time on poverty, which was the example given?]  

 

RSS: - yeah, OK, you can argue that that 28.7% [27.8%] was just one day,  

 

[The Society's information source gave a figure of 9.9% for that day.   

The 27.8% claim was for about an hour.   

But even that is based on error: the source's total omitted millions of alternators in 

vehicles, and omitted imported gas and nuclear from the totals for those. 

It is also based on asserting an accuracy of better than one part in 250, when it is 

clear that solar power estimates are uncertain.]  

 

RSS: but one of my favourite positive statistics is 9.5, the percentage point 

reduction in worldwide absolute poverty 

 

[Why is the RSS making that claim?  Even the World Bank's misleading output 

usually refers to "extreme" poverty in that context.]  

 

RSS: - so worldwide absolute poverty has more than halved over the last 

decade"  

 

[Based on what concepts and data, including evidence on assets and needs?   

In 2015 the Society made a special statement that data were lacking, and it is 

obvious that making claims about poverty without looking at assets or needs is 

wrong, as the Society acknowledged in 2018 in the context of the UK.] 

 

Royal Statistical Society Vice-President. Today, BBC Radio 4, 18 December 2018  

 

 

  

                                                 
%20poverty%20claim.%20BBC%20Radio%204%20Today%20programme%20whole%20interview.m
p3 
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Royal Statistical Society misleads grossly on the 
BBC World Service 
 
 
BBC: Now, are you the sort of person who is blinded by statistics, who can't make 
sense of the numbers, the percentages , the charts?  Well I certainly am... 
 
[So why is this man covering this story?  Did any BBC interviewers question any of 
the claims apart from John Humphrys, who seemed to think on the basis of what he 
was told that the solar claim was for an hour rather than a day?] 
 
Royal Statistical Society Vice-President, Jennifer Rogers: "I think a good statistic 
should be clear, and it should be informative, and it should be trustworthy, and it 
should be based on real evidence." 
 
BBC: "But it should be understandable, surely that's the most important thing?" 
 
Jennifer Rogers:  "It should be understandable, yeah, but I also think that it should 
come with context as well...you usually have to delve a little bit deeper to understand 
what the whole picture is... 
 
...statistics definitely - they don't end the discussion, they start the conversation, I 
think... 
 
they highlight the areas where there is further discussion to be had... 
 
I think statistics are really powerful ways of illuminating and letting us gain an insight 
into what's going on in the world. ... 
 
All the stats that we've produced today are fully fact-checked and fully trustworthy. 
 
 
BBC:  That was Dr Jennifer Rogers, from the Royal Statistical Society here in Britain.   
 
[BBC does not challenge; the segment ends] 
 
 
Newshour, BBC World Service.  18 December 2018 15 
 
[MB: How can a "poverty statistic" ever be objective "fact" or "fully trustworthy"?] 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
15 https://web.archive.org/web/20190609141955/http://www.globalfactcheck.org/documents/2018-12-
18%20Royal%20Statistical%20Society%20BBC%20World%20Service%20Newshour%20.mp3  
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Royal Statistical Society misleads on BBC 

Radio 5  

 

 

Royal Statistical Society Vice-President, Jennifer Rogers:  

 

"28.7%, and that was the peak percentage of all [!] electricity produced in the UK [!] 

due to solar power on the 30th of June." 

 

[MB: Apart from the error the Society admitted to, and the other errors, why are they 

claiming to have such an accurate figure?] 

 

 

"So this actually meant that on the 30th of June, the country's number one electricity 

source was solar power"  

 

[MB: The Society is liable to give the wrong impression that that was for the whole 

day.   

 

That would be highly unlikely even if the Society corrected:  

a) its error of omitting imported gas- and nuclear-generated electricity, and  

b) its error that the total includes "all electricity produced in the UK". 

 

The solar figure for the whole day was more like 10%.] 

 

 

BBC: "Wow - now that, to me, seems quite high.  I don't think I realised that solar 

power was nearly a third now."  

RSS: "Yeah,"  

 

[MB: Solar is in fact more like 4% overall, which is what the presenter is talking 

about]  

 

"and I think that this is a really nice example of a positive direction that we're taking 

when it comes to environmental concerns such as climate change. ..." 

 

[MB: Is it a "really nice example" of a "positive direction"?  That day was in an 

unusual heat wave, which some people have linked to human-damaged climate.  

Maybe that is not problematic for this kind of statistical claim, but the RSS do not 

mention climate change. 

In any case, the claims are misconceived, since the figures are misdescribed.] 
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RSS: "We also want statistics that really look at what 2018 has been about ... 

I always think that it's part of my job as a statistician to not only put those numbers 

out there, but to provide the context for them as well.   

 

It's not just about the number but it's how it's interpreted and I think as a statistician 

we have the responsibility to make sure that that's being done properly and making 

sure that we not only compile the statistics but are part of the conversations that 

happen afterwards..." 

 

Anna Foster show 

BBC Radio 5 

18 December 2018, from 2:39:05 16 

 

 
 
 
Since the RSS made serious errors in the press release, on Twitter and some 
broadcasts, can we be sure it did not make more errors in other broadcasts? 
 
 
  

                                                 
16 https://web.archive.org/web/20190609142002/http://www.globalfactcheck.org/documents/2018-12-
18%20Royal%20Statistical%20Society%20Anna_Foster_-_2018-12-18_m0001l5b_original.mp3   
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Dec 2018 
 
Much fun doing a round of radio this morning on our #StatsoftheYear - Devon, Lincolnshire, 
Shropshire, Guernsey, Coventry/Warwick, Jersey, Somerset, Wales. Great chance to talk 
about why stats are important 
 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah 18 Dec 2018  

I’ll be on @BBCBreakfast just after 9am talking about the @RoyalStatSoc 
#StatsoftheYear.  
 
(My favourite is the halving of global absolute poverty in the last decade)  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4026-statistics-of-the-year-2018-winners-announced … 

3 replies 5 retweets 10 likes 
 
 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 
 
Current status: waiting in Jools Holland 
 
8:32 AM - 18 Dec 2018 
 

 
 
1 reply 0 retweets3 likes 
  

 
 
 

Robert Grant @robertstats 18 Dec 2018 

 

Replying to @HetanShah 

Very W1A 
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1 reply 0 retweets 1 like 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Dec 2018 

 
You wouldn’t believe it... 
 
0 replies 0 retweets 1 like 
 

 

Jonathan Athow @jathers ·  18 Dec 2018  

It is time for statistics of the year. Some truly fascinating insights here - and well done to my 
@ONS colleagues for two 'highly commended' stats on 'shrinkflation' and online retail sales. 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4026-statistics-of-the-year-2018-winners-announced … 

Jonathan Athow added, 

Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  
Watch our YouTube video on the 2018 #StatsoftheYear, announced today 
https://youtu.be/PxuAhGKYGLA  
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More RSS mistakes:   
 
An hour, not a day; not "energy" but electricity; even "largest source for an hour" is 
uncertain because the Society's information source, Drax, did not categorise imported 
electricity or add sources such as fossil-fuel engines used for transport.    
 
Where is the evidence for a halving of "absolute poverty" in the sense that the public 
would understand? 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Dec 2018  
Replying to @billwells_1 @RoyalStatSoc and 2 others 

UK winner was a 'good news statistic' - amount of solar power on 30th June (was largest 
source of energy). Also my favourite stat (halving of world absolute poverty in a decade) was 
a highly commended stat. 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes  

 

 

.................................. 
 
 

 
"After the release of our materials we discovered that the solar power statistic had been 
mistyped as 28.7% rather than 27.8%. This is not a material error but we are sorry to have 
made it and apologise. We are correcting our materials, and have asked the main news 
sites that have covered that statistic to update their online stories." 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4026-statistics-of-the-year-2018-winners-announced  
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Facebook: 
 
 

 

Richard Massey Is there anywhere people can see the, "working out" or a plus or 
minus caveat to these statistics? As an enthusiastic amateur I would like to investigate 
the validity. 

3 

o 19w 

o  

Rhian Davies Hi Richard Massey. The data for electricity supply is available 
online: http://electricinsights.co.uk/.... 

 

electricinsights.co.uk 

Drax Electric Insights 

2 

 19w 

o  

Richard Massey Thanks Rhian. How about the others? 

 19w 

o  

Royal Statistical Society Hi Richard, the full list of sources for our winning 
and 'highly commended' stats are all on our press release, which is linked to at 
the bottom of this page: https://www.statslife.org.uk/.../4026-statistics-of-the... 
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1 

 19w 

o  

Royal Statistical Society Here's a direct link to the press release pdf: 
https://www.rss.org.uk/.../RSS-Statistics-of-the-Year... 

1 

 19w 
  ·  Edited 
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"Playing detective and fact-checking submissions to 
StatsoftheYear" 

 
Graham Wheeler @DrGWheeler  
 
Playing detective and fact-checking submissions to @RoyalStatSoc #StatsoftheYear with 
@anthonybmasters @LucyTeece @trianglegirl and @d_lapedus was great fun - check out 
the 2018 winners here! http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  
 
11:13 AM - 18 Dec 2018  
 
https://twitter.com/DrGWheeler/status/1074986010818285569  
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"This year, I served on the judging panel for The Royal Statistical Society’s International 
Statistic of the Year.  

On Dec. 18, we announced the winner: 90.5 percent, the amount of plastic that has never 
been recycled. Okay – but why is that such a big deal?  

Much like Oxford English Dictionary’s “Word of the Year” competition, the international 
statistic is meant to capture the zeitgeist of this year.  ... 

In fact, if you could monetize all of the plastic trash clogging up our environment – including 
the 12 percent that is incinerated– you could buy some of the world’s biggest businesses.  

Assuming it costs 3.25 cents to produce a plastic bottle, we can estimate that a grocery bag 
contains about US$1 of plastic material production. (I took a grocery bag and filled it with 31 
bottles.) So 7.2 trillion grocery bags is the equivalent of a cool $7.2 trillion.  

What can you buy with that? Apple, Amazon, Google, Microsoft, Walmart, Exxon, GM, 
AT&T, Facebook, Bank of America, Visa, Intel, Home Depot, HSBC, Boeing, Citigroup, 
Anheuser-Busch, all the NFL teams, all the MLB teams and all the Premier League Football 
teams.  

In other words, if someone could collect and recycle all the unrecycled plastic on earth, this 
person would be richer than any individual on the planet. 

One of the most difficult aspects of statistics is putting the numbers into a context that we can 
wrap our heads around, into a format that means something to us. Whatever it is that speaks 
to you, all I can say is that this speaks to me.  

 

Liberty Vittert 
18 December 2018 
https://theconversation.com/if-you-recycled-all-the-plastic-garbage-in-the-world-you-could-
buy-the-nfl-apple-and-microsoft-108324 
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Christian Andrews @thePotters_clay 18 Dec 2018  
Replying to @ConversationUS @LibertyVittert @WUSTL  

Only one critical piece missing from your article. How much does it cost to recycle plastic? 
You might own $7.2 T of plastic at original manufacture value, but you own garbage that no 
one wants and no one is recycling because it costs more to recycle than the plastic is 
worth??? 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Mahiman S Rathore @Mahimanrathore 18 Dec 2018  

Capitalism delivers @benshapiro #StatsoftheYear  

 
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
  



469 
 

 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 18 Dec 2018 
 
The @CSciPol annual lecture will be given by Ed Humpherson @UKStatsAuth on ‘how to 
stop bad data driving out the good in an age of misuse and misinformation’  
 
http://www.csap.cam.ac.uk/events/csap-annual-lecture-2019/ … 
 
0 replies 4 retweets 4 likes 
 
 
 
 
Further Green @further_green 18 Dec 2018  

Interesting statistic of the year from The Royal Statistical Society: On 30th June 2018 the UK 
generated 28.7% of its electricity from solar power, making it the number 1 electricity source 
on that day. @RoyalStatSoc #statoftheyear #renewableenergy #solar 

1 reply 1 retweet 2 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anthony B. Masters @anthonybmasters 18 Dec 2018  

It was lots of fun! I will write up on Medium about the ones I checked. 

Anthony B. Masters added, 

Graham Wheeler @DrGWheeler  
 
Playing detective and fact-checking submissions to @RoyalStatSoc #StatsoftheYear with 
@anthonybmasters @LucyTeece @trianglegirl and @d_lapedus was great fun - check 
out the 2018 winners here! http://www.rss.org.uk/statoftheyear  
 
2 replies 0 retweets 3 likes  
 
 
 
 

  Rhian Davies @trianglegirl 18 Dec 2018  
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Great idea! 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anthony B. Masters @anthonybmasters 18 Dec 2018  

Thanks! It's a great record of what we did. 
 

 
 
 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Bill Wells @billwells_1 18 Dec 2018 

Halving of global statistic would have been my winning statistic and (obviously as it was my 

proposal) record levels of happiness and life satisfaction in all countries on the UK. 'It's a 

Wonderful Life.' @PhilAldrick 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah 

Replying to @billwells_1 @RoyalStatSoc and 3 others 

 

Would have been mine too but I’m not on the judging panel! 
 

7:21 PM - 18 Dec 2018 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes 
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Head of Data Visualisation, Office for National 
Statistics says "UK Statistic of the Year" "feels a 
little mis-leading/out-of-context" 

    

 

 Rob Fry @fryford 

  

Quite surprised that the "27.8% - the highest percentage of all electricity which was 

generated by solar power" stat made it to the top of the UK list this year. Nice feel-

good stat, but feels a little mis-leading/out-of-context. 
 

7:39 PM - 18 Dec 2018 

1 Retweet 

2 Likes 

 

  

 

 

  

Rob Fry @fryford 18 Dec 2018 

9.1% of all energy consumed came from renewable sources in 2016. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/datasets/ukenvironmentalaccountsenergyconsumptionfromrenewableandwastesources … 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like 

R 
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Rob Fry @fryford 18 Dec 2018 

Out of all renewable energy consumed only 4.9% came via solar power. That's 0.46% of all energy 

consumed in 2016. 

 

 

 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like 

 

 

R   

Rob Fry @fryford 18 Dec 2018 

Ps - I love solar power and have panels on my roof. I was surprised to see it rank so low for 

energy consumption/production, whilst working with the data earlier in the year. 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

Direct message 
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"The idea of a Statistic of the Year is to tell us sort 
of the zeitgeist of the year but also to give us a 
prediction for the future" 

 
 
Panellist for Royal Statistical Society Statistics of the Year 2018, Liberty Vittert:  
 
"The idea of a Statistic of the Year is to tell us sort of the zeitgeist of the year but also to give 
us a prediction for the future and what might be in store" 
 
[Seems to contribute to the apparently false impression that there is evidence of current 
"stupendous" progress on poverty]  
 
Writer and journalist Peter Geoghegan:  "Actually it turns out that life expectancy in the UK 
is going down as well" 
 
Scotland Tonight, 18 December 2018 
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Significance @signmagazine 18 Dec 2018  

Here's a great roundup of all the best @RoyalStatSoc #StatsoftheYear coverage from today.  
 
A fascinating selection of figures, giving us plenty to think about as 2018 draws to a close.  
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Royal Statistical Society President-elect says it 
"needs to engage in debates"  
 
- but it ignores questions the same day about its 
world poverty claim, and problems in the solar 
power claim. 

 
 
"The origins of the society in 1834 were for the public good. As president, I want to focus on 
what that means in the 21st century.  
 
...the RSS needs to engage in debates about ...the issue of trustworthiness in data systems 
around us" 
 
 
 
Deborah Ashby, President-elect of the Royal Statistical Society.  
19 December 2018 
https://wwwf.imperial.ac.uk/blog/imperial-medicine/2018/12/19/noel-hypothesis-my-life-as-
a-medical-statistician/ 
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Society's Ambassadors "validated claims" for 
"Statistics of the Year"; UK poverty claim using 
method for which the Society has argued "needs 
clarification" 

 

Fact-Checking Stats of the Year 
 

 

 
Anthony B. Masters 
Dec 19, 2018 

It may be a prominent statistic, but is it right? 

I was invited to investigate and check various submissions to the Royal Statistical Society’s 
Statistic of the Year panel. Alongside my fellow Statistical Ambassadors (Graham Wheeler, 
Rhian Davies and Lucy Teece), we found data sources and validated claims. 

This article looks at ratings and reasoning for the stats I checked — because the stats life 
chose me. 
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Nomination: This summer in the UK was the hottest summer since records began, beating 
1976 by 0.2 degrees Celsius. 

Rating: Partially true 

Reasoning: The provisional mean temperature in England in June — August 2018 (Summer 
2018) was 17.16 degrees Celsius, compared to 17.01 in 1976 — the previous record. 

The Times article is referring to England, and not the UK as a whole. For the UK, the mean 
temperature was 15.80 degrees in 2018 — barely beating the previous record of 15.78 in 2006. 

 

Nomination: 14 million people in food crisis in Yemen. 

Rating: False 

Reasoning: This is referring to a worst-case scenario: 

If current trends continue, an additional 3 million to 5.6 million Yemenis could become 
severely food insecure in the coming months, pushing the number of severely food insecure 
Yemenis up to 14 million in a worst-case scenario. 

 

Nomination: 1 in 200 people in UK are homeless. 

Rating: Needs clarification 

Reasoning: Shelter’s central estimate combines people living in temporary accommodation, 
rough sleepers, people in single homeless hostels, and people in social services TA. 

The main component (accounting for 295,000) is based on statutory homelessness: it is an 
estimate for people, as the MHCLG data is for households. Using ONS mid-year population 
estimates: 1 in 201 people in Great Britain are homeless. 

 

Nomination: 32.6% of children in the UK are in poverty. 

Rating: Needs clarification 

Reasoning: It is an experimental measure created by the Social Metrics Commission, based 
on living in a household below 55% of the median of total resources available (three-year 
rolling average). 

This is different to using absolute or relative household income and housing costs, or indices 
of material deprivation. These are the measures that feature in the DWP’s Households Below 
Average Income report (which are National Statistics, and based on the ONS Family 
Resources Survey). Hence, this statistic needs clarification. 
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Nomination: DEFRA cars that are diesel: 98%. 

Rating: Needs clarification 

Reasoning: It was reported that, in late 2017, 98% of the DEFRA fleet (of about 4,000 cars) 
were diesel. The leases undergo a four-year cycle, and there appears to be no public record of 
the fleet’s composition. 

The earliest report I can find is within an interview by Fleet News with Dale Enyon: 

The seven-year plan is essentially two replacement changes away for the four-year cycle car 
fleet, which numbers 4,000 and is currently 98% diesel. 

A parliamentary written question in November 2017 revealed DEFRA had 2 electric vehicles 
and 9 ultra-low emission vehicles. 

 

Nomination: 7.52: UK happiness level (out of 10). 

Rating: True 

Reasoning: The figure being quoted is for April 2017 to March 2018. People are asked by 
the Office for National Statistics how happy they felt yesterday, on a scale of 0 to 10. 

The mean score out of 10 for that period was 7.52. 
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It was 7.54 for the latest available period (July 2017 to June 2018). 

The question is part of the Annual Population Survey: we should highlight that the happiness 
score is a survey estimate. 

 

Nomination: Proportion of Under-25's that don't drink any alcohol: 1/3rd. 

Rating: Partially true 

Reasoning: This comes from the Health Survey for England, conducted annually by NatCen. 
The academic paper underlying the stories states: “Among those aged 16 to 24 years, the 
proportion of non-drinkers increased from 18% (95% CI 16–22%) in 2005 to 29% in 2015 
(CI 25–33%)”. 

This claim refers only to young adults in England (in 2015), is based on self-reporting, and 
the proportion is more like 3 in 10. 

 

Nomination: Weekly amputations due to diabetes in the UK: 120 limbs per week. 
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Rating: Partially true 

Reasoning: The claim is referring to ‘minor’ lower-limb amputation procedures due to 
diabetes in England (amputated below the ankle), for patients aged 17 or over. 

The count of such amputations between 2014/15 and 2016/17 was 19,073. That is 122 per 
week (or 120 per week, rounded). There were major amputations due to diabetes too: 7,305 in 
the same time period. 

 

Nomination: Measles Cases in Europe in 2018: 41,000. 

Rating: Partially true 

Reasoning: According to The Economist, the claim refers to the first six months of 2018. 

In the WHO European region, there were 43,010 reported cases. The WHO receives data 
from its member states, which may explain the discrepancy (if earlier estimates were 
updated). 

 
 

Nomination: 600% increase in betting adverts in UK in last 5 years. 

Rating: False 

Reasoning: This claim is based on Ofcom research, and refers to the increased estimated 
volume of commercial spots for gambling between 2007 and 2012 (234,000 to 1,389,000). 
This is not referring to the last 5 years. 
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Nomination: 99.6% of all TV viewers in Iceland watched their first game of the 2018 FIFA 
World Cup. 

Rating: True 

Reasoning: The Icelandic broadcaster RÚV stated in its report that [translated]: “The share 
of RÚV during the game was 99.6%”. 

It should be clear that TV audience share is not the same as the population proportion 
watching the game. 
 
[MB: It must be true because the TV station itself said so?] 

 

Nomination: 6,420 false or misleading claims made by Trump in 649 days. 

Rating: Needs clarification 

Reasoning: The Washington Post tracks and categorises claims made by President Trump. 
Between 20th January 2018 and 30th October 2018, this categorisation yielded 6,420 false or 
misleading claims in 649 days. 

However, there are some limitations, and will require the statement to be clarified: 

1. The Washington Post database may be incomplete; 
2. The database counts repeated instances of the same claim separately; 
3. It is partially subjective (which is why the UK Statistics Authority prefers phrasings 

like ‘likely to be misleading’). 

 

Nomination: 1 in 303 million, the likelihood of winning this year’s USA Mega Millions 
lottery. 

Rating: True 

Reasoning: This is the basic calculation behind matching all numbers with 5 balls (from 70), 
and one ‘Mega Ball’ (from 25): 
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(Also, I gave that probability to the BBC.) 

• Economics 
• Statistics 

   

Anthony B. Masters 

This blog looks at the use of statistics in British political debates, and is written by RSS 
Statistical Ambassador @anthonybmasters. 

 
 
Responses 

 
 
Be the first to write a response… 
 
 
 
https://medium.com/@theintersectuk/fact-checking-stats-of-the-year-fbd998d9bb01 …  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah 19 Dec 2018 

 

Recycling all the plastic waste on Earth would mean you could buy the NFL, Apple and Microsoft 

@LibertyVittert in @Newsweek on #StatsoftheYear 
 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes 
 

  

  

  

  

 
 
 

 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 19 Dec 2018 

 

‘It is only when “data” is understood to mean “people” that individuals will demand accountability 

from those who seek to know them.’ @TheEconomist 
 

2 replies 45 retweets 56 likes 
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   Matt Berkley 19 Dec 2018 

 
Replying to @HetanShah @BBCBreakfast @RoyalStatSoc  

Is the Royal Statistical Society claim on global poverty adequate? For example:  

[quoting article by RSS Chief Executive Hetan Shah:] 

"traditional poverty measures focus on income but not assets...  
Our other big concern...traditional poverty measures are not sensitive enough to people’s 
different needs." 

http://www.cityam.com/263147/statisticians-trying-change-way-we-measure-poverty 
 
 
[Further replies by Matt Berkley, same day:] 
 
... 
 
 
If the chief executive officer of the Royal Statistical Society has "big concerns" about 
traditional poverty measures in the UK, why is the Society presenting a categorical claim 
about poor countries, which have far fewer resources for statistics? 
 
... 
 
Is it not clear to all statisticians that poverty is subjective? 
 
... 
 
Is it not obvious that a statistician acting for the public good does not repeat official claims 
without analysis? 
... 
 
Is it not obvious that a fixed amount of money says nothing about people's needs when 
demographics change, or the need for child care, or transport, or medicine, or to pay for 
public services which are free or subsidised at other times? 
 
... 
 
The Royal Statistical Society calls World Bank claims on "$1.90 a day" "worldwide absolute 
poverty".  
 



486 
 

But even the report to which the Society links in its press release says poverty is 
multidimensional, and gives other "poverty lines" for which it claims less success. 
 
... 
 
The Royal Statistical Society press release links to two sources, both from the World Bank.  
 
Are the eminent statisticians on the panel unaware of the widespread derision at the "$1.90" 
claims, over many years?  
 
[later note: should read "dollars-a-day claims"] 
 
In 2000 Peter Townsend wrote of a World Bank "statistical farce". 
 
 
[attached image of text by Peter Townsend:] 

 
 
[end of quotation from Peter Townsend] 
 
 
... 
 
 
The Royal Statistical Society press release goes out of its way to state:  
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"The judging panel was attracted to these statistics as they show the sharp contrast between 
Western perceptions and the worldwide economic *reality* over the 2008-2018 period. "  
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/get-involved/2018/RSS-Statistics-of-the-Year-2018-
Press-Release.pdf 
 
... 
 
 
The release quotes a member of the judging panel:  
 
"*the* halving of *‘absolute* poverty’, in a single decade, is a stupendous achievement."  
 
"these statistics are hugely significant in global terms and thoroughly deserve their ‘highly 
commended’ status." 

... 
 
But the "poverty" statistics are in fact largely based on people spending more, and so are hard 
to interpret.  
 
The Society appears to ignore the wider context, even if other official claims are dubious: 

[the link is to earlier graph and text:] 
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Is poverty not where needs are greater than resources? How can lines based largely on what 
people spend, without looking at changing needs, be 'poverty' lines?  
 
[end of quoted earlier text] 
 
...  
 
 
The Society clearly gives the impression that these statistics are to be trusted.  
 
But it should be obvious that valuing accommodation, or equivalent food in different 
decades, or clean water, or judging children's needs, or other factors are subjective and/or 
difficult. 
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The Society's material fails to take account of:  
 
a) outside criticism of the World Bank claims,  
 
b) the warnings in the World Bank methodology papers mentioned in its first source, and  
 
c) the problems listed as "details" in its second, one-web-page World Bank source. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The Royal Statistical Society mentions the Roslings' book "Factfulness".  
 
That book, like Hans Rosling in a Guardian interview in 2013 ["plus or minus half a billion"], 
states what might seem obvious:  
 
"the uncertainties in these [World Bank "poverty"] numbers are very large". 
 
... 
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However, the Roslings appear to make a significant error about the World Bank "poverty" 
numbers.  
 
They claim with no obvious factual basis that "the sources of error are probably constant over 
time". 
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... 
 
 
The Roslings' claim appears to be contradicted by the World Bank page to which the Royal 
Statistical Society links in its press release. 
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That World Bank page's "details" on "comparability" (see above) are for practical purposes 
identical to the official SDG "metadata". 
 
 
 

...............................  
 
 

 
Benjamin Cairns @bj_cairns 19 Dec 2018  

The @RoyalStatSoc should have an Uncertainty Estimate of the Year to go along with the 
#StatsoftheYear, highlighting the importance of good statistics in producing good 
"statistics"  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Anthony B. Masters @anthonybmasters 19 Dec 2018  

There was some fact-checking for the @RoyalStatSoc #StatsoftheYear, alongside 
#StatsAmbassadors @DrGWheeler, @trianglegirl and @LucyTeece. Here are the stats I 
checked, because the stats life chose me.  
 
https://medium.com/@theintersectuk/fact-checking-stats-of-the-year-fbd998d9bb01 … 

0 replies 2 retweets 7 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah 19 Dec 2018  

Get a feel for the background work that goes into fact checking the #StatsoftheYear 
nominations from this piece by @RoyalStatSoc Stats Ambassador @anthonybmasters 
https://medium.com/@theintersectuk/fact-checking-stats-of-the-year-fbd998d9bb01 … 

Hetan Shah added, 

The Guardian  @guardian  
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Environment, Jaffa Cakes and Kylie Jenner star in statistics of year https://trib.al/4QAEm36  
 
0 replies 6 retweets 7 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc 20 Dec 2018  

Fascinating insight into the factchecking process that goes on behind the scenes for 
#StatsoftheYear - by one of our statistical ambassadors and RSS fellow @anthonybmasters 

https://t.co/isuAhNTu1I 
 
[ https://medium.com/@theintersectuk/fact-checking-stats-of-the-year-fbd998d9bb01 ] 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  

 

 

Facebook: 

 

 

 
Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

Amazing citizen powered fact-checkery of dodgy journalism at @DerSPIEGEL 

Hetan Shah added, 

Michele Anderson @micheleeamn  
@jakekrohn and I have been getting this response ready for awhile now and decided to 
finish it up quick today for those interested in learning more about the false portrayal of 
Fergus Falls, MN in @DerSPIEGEL. https://medium.com/@micheleanderson/der-spiegel-
journalist-messed-with-the-wrong-small-town-d92f3e0e01a7 … 
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Show this thread  
4:45 PM - 20 Dec 2018  
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

 David Satterthwaite 20 Dec 2018  

Replying to @HetanShah @BBCBreakfast @RoyalStatSoc  

This statistic is based on world bank definitions and data that are known to massively 
understate the scale of poverty 

 
[No response] 
 
 
....... 
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  

Apologies. We @RoyalStatSoc made a mistake in one of our #StatsoftheYear - the solar 
stat was actually 27.8% not 28.7%. It doesn’t change the magnitudes significantly, but we 
wanted to come clean. We're asking media sites to update the figure, and updating our own 
materials ASAP 

5:39 PM - 18 Dec 2018  

 
 
 

Jennifer Rogers @StatsJen 18 Dec 2018  

Apologies. We @RoyalStatSoc made a mistake in one of our #StatsoftheYear - the solar 
stat was actually 27.8% not 28.7%. It doesn’t change the magnitudes significantly, but we 
wanted to come clean. We're asking media sites to update the figure, and updating our own 
materials ASAP 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 
 

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley  
 
Replying to @StatsJen @RoyalStatSoc  

The Society's press release may imply that there was 27.8% from solar during that day:  
 
"the peak percentage of all electricity produced in the UK due to solar power on 30th June"  
 
"peak...which came from solar...during"  
 
For the 24 hours, the Electric Insights figure is 9.9%. 

 
12:06 PM - 21 Dec 2018  
 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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 Matt Berkley @mattberkley 21 Dec 2018   

Replying to @mattberkley @StatsJen @RoyalStatSoc  

Secondly, the press release is not clear what was counted.  
 
The headline says,  
"all electricity produced in the UK";  
but the text,  
"supply".  
 
Apart from commercial supply, electricity is produced by sources including solar, and 
millions of fossil-fuel engines used for transport. 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley 21 Dec 2018  

Thirdly, the release, including "fast-growing importance of solar", lacks context.  
 
The Guardian story reads:  
 
"new solar installations have virtually flatlined over the past year";  
"The records are largely symbolic";  
"The rate at which solar records are set is likely to slow". 

0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
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"Much like Oxford English Dictionary’s “Word of the Year” competition, the international 
statistic is meant to capture the zeitgeist of this year." 

Liberty Vittert 
Royal Statistical Society Statistical Ambassador and judging panel member for "Statistics of 
the Year" 
18 December 2018 
https://theconversation.com/if-you-recycled-all-the-plastic-garbage-in-the-world-you-could-
buy-the-nfl-apple-and-microsoft-108324#comment_1805403  
 
 

 

"The amount of plastic incinerated is made very clear inside the article text (12%) which still 
leaves 79% in landfills and oceans. Incinerated certainly doesn’t mean recycled so that 
statistic of 90.5% is completely accurate." 

Liberty Vittert  
Visiting Assistant Professor in Statistics, Washington University in St Louis  
Royal Statistical Society Statistical Ambassador and judging panel member for "Statistics of 
the Year" 
https://theconversation.com/if-you-recycled-all-the-plastic-garbage-in-the-world-you-could-
buy-the-nfl-apple-and-microsoft-108324#comment_1805342 

Date not clear: perhaps December 2018.   
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Drax  @Draxnews 18 Dec 2018  

Drax Retweeted The Guardian 

Winner of UK Statistic of the Year: . %, the peak percentage of electricity produced 

from #solar power, achieved on 30 June, nominated after being published by 
@adamvaughan_uk in @Guardian with data from @iain_staffell's Drax Electric Insights. 
@RoyalStatSoc 

Drax added, 

The Guardian   @guardian  
Environment, Jaffa Cakes and Kylie Jenner star in statistics of year https://trib.al/4QAEm36  
 
1 reply 1 retweet 6 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 

   Matt Berkley @mattberkley 21 Dec 2018  

 
Could you please confirm whether you have considered electricity produced in the UK, from 
sources other than commercial suppliers - such as fossil-fuel engines used in transport?  
 
Thank you. 

[Matt Berkley quoted: 

Matt Berkley @mattberkley  
The Society's press release may imply that there was 27.8% from solar during that day: "the 
peak percentage of all electricity produced in the UK due to solar…  
 
For the 24 hours, the Electric Insights figure is 9.9%.] 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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Drax @Draxnews 21 Dec 2018  

Hello Matt. Electric Insights, which displays data in almost realtime, uses info from three 
sources: National Grid, Elexon and Sheffield Solar. It includes electricity on the national 
transmission system and also the best estimates available of embedded wind and solar. [1/2] 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

Drax  @Draxnews 21 Dec 2018  

... [2/2] It doesn't include fossil fuel engines where they operate outside the national 
transmission system. For a complete picture of electricity production, there's no (that we 
know of) publicly-available data -- only source for that is @beisgovuk DUKES 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley  
Replying to @Draxnews @adamvaughan_uk and  

Thank you very much. 

 
2:16 PM - 21 Dec 2018  

1 Like  

 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
..........................................................................................  
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Jason Hickel liked  

Andrew M. Fischer @AndrewM_Fischer 23 Dec 2018  
Replying to @mattberkley @Dsatterthwaite and others 

Yes, talking about trends at $1.90 already assumes that you can account for all sorts of 
changing costs and needs over time, which these ICPs generally do not, or do poorly. This is 
a core point of my book that was just released. https://www.zedbooks.net/shop/book/poverty-
as-ideology/ … #povertyasideology 

1 reply 2 retweets 7 likes  

 
 
 
 

Jason Hickel and 2 others liked  

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley 23 Dec 2018  
Replying to @AndrewM_Fischer @Dsatterthwaite and 32 others 

 
Does anyone think the Royal Statistical Society should not retract the "Highly Commended" 
status?  
 

Matt Berkley added, 

 
 
Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc  
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HIGHLY COMMENDED STATISTIC - INTERNATIONAL  
 
-9.5: the percentage point change in worldwide ‘absolute poverty’ over the last ten years - 
meaning that the… 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 4 likes  

 
 

 
 

Matt Berkley 23 Dec 2018  
Replying to @mattberkley @AndrewM_Fischer and 33 others 

Professor Spiegelhalter, a member of the panel, steps down as President of the Royal 
Statistical Society at the end of the year.  
 
In April he told the Independent Press Standards Organisation that the World Bank claims 
were suitable for journalists:  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/3790-risk-statistics-and-the-media … 
 

 
 

 

 

[Later note:  

 

The "137,000" claim itself is not to my knowledge endorsed by anyone at the World Bank.   

 

But Professor Spiegelhalter was endorsing the World Bank method it is, if loosely, based on.]  
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Andrew M. Fischer liked  

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley 24 Dec 2018  
Replying to @sanjaygreddy @AndrewM_Fischer and others 

The Royal Statistical Society goes beyond the World Bank 2015 claim, by giving a firm 
"poverty" figure for 2018.  
 
Also, it omits that the World Bank claims a "slowdown" since 2013.  
 
More information on the difficulty that the Society now finds itself in:  

https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/1075355236536082434   

 

 

 

 

Matt Berkley  27 Dec 2018 
 
Replying to @HetanShah @RoyalStatSoc @d_spiegel @DianeCoyle1859 
@MonaChalabi @LibertyVittert @BBCMarkEaston @StatsJen @benatipsosmori 
@gemmatetlow  

If the Royal Statistical Society cannot provide reasonable evidence on inflation faced by poor 
people, changing needs, assets or debts from 2008 to 2018, I propose that it retract the honour 
and that the President makes a statement while he holds office. 

 
[This links to the previous thread of 19 December, at 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/1075355236536082434 ] 

 
 
 
 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy 27 Dec 2018  
 
Replying to @AndrewM_Fischer @mattberkley and 32 others 

Shameful. Functionaries of the Royal Statistical Society should educate themselves about the 
controversies concerning the poverty measures they propogandize. 
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Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy 27 Dec 2018  

Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 33 others  

Not clear how @hetanshah can think measures of poverty for the UK are inadequate 
but those for world as a whole are adequate. 

1 reply 0 retweets 3 likes  

 
 
 

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy 27 Dec 2018  

@hetanshah: This is the opposite of what @royalstatsoc should be doing - speaking 
statistical truth to those who would bend or concoct it. Most disappointing. 
 
https://twitter.com/sanjaygreddy/status/1078306319331782658 … 

 
 

 

Andrew M. Fischer liked  

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy 27 Dec 2018  

Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 34 others  

Thanks to @mattberkley for bringing @RoyalStatSoc outrageous lack of due 
diligence on global poverty estimation to our attention. 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes  

 
 
 
 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley 27 Dec 2018  
Replying to @sanjaygreddy @AndrewM_Fischer and 34 others 

I have proposed that the Royal Statistical Society retract the honour.  
 
The award was for their own claim of a 'poverty' fall to 2018 - exaggerating even the World 
Bank claim.  
 
Clearly, income or spending alone cannot measure adequacy or economic gains. 



505 
 

 

David Satterthwaite @Dsatterthwaite 27 Dec 2018  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 34 others 

Not just a question of increasing the dollar amount/day. At least for urban poverty it is 
recognizing that costs for non-food needs vary a lot between cities within nations and 
internationally so each city needs to calculate its poverty line 

 

 

David Satterthwaite @Dsatterthwaite 27 Dec 2018  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 34 others 

For urban poverty lines, also recognize that those living in informal settlements who are not 
getting public services have to pay rent and informal service providers eg water kiosks, pay to 
use toilets, day care/schools, health care, transport…sometimes pirated electricity…. 

0 replies 0 retweets 4 likes  
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David Spiegelhalter misleads on solar power, poverty and his own 
promotion of a claim about the risk of terrorism 
 
Interview produced by the University of Miami and the American 
Statistical Association 
 
27 December 2018 
 
 
[Note: This was after the Twitter replies of 19 December to the Society and the 
director about the "poverty" claims. 
 
It was also after the initial replies of 21 December to the Society and the vice-
president about the solar power claims.] 
 
 
 
David Spiegelhalter is Winton Professor for the Public Understanding of Risk in the 
Statistical Laboratory at the University of Cambridge, Chair of the Winton Centre for Risk 
and Evidence Communication, and President of the Royal Statistical Society. 

 
 
From the producers' transcript (MB note: Some of the transcript is inaccurate; I have 
made some corrections but more may need to be done to make it accurate):  

 

Spiegelhalter: Some of the entries were the old joke, you know, 95 percent of all 
statistics are made up. We expect those, but unfortunately that's actually one of the 
truest statistics judging by the entries we got, because they come in and they sound 
very impressive but then you start doing the fact checking and so many of them just 
don't stand up.  
 
[In what sense were the Society's claims about solar power which are full of errors, 
and the claims about "poverty", which contradicts the Society's own stated positions 
and is subjective to begin with, "fact-checked"?] 
 
I suppose this is not news to anybody. There's a lot of fake news around the world, a 
lot of false claims being made, a lot of them statistical and we ended up getting sent 
these. So we've had to do some serious filter to try to get things that we actually think 
are fairly accurate. 
 
[That seems inconsistent with what his panel said, since it presented the statistics not 
as "fairly accurate" but as if they were factually correct to within a decimal place.  
 
But even "fairly accurate" is highly problematic.  
 
Poverty is clearly imbalance of needs and resources. Like all such claims, the poverty 
claim inevitably has subjective and arbitrary elements, because what people need and 
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what is available to them are not simple facts.   
 
So the issue of "accuracy" is hardly one with an obvious solution.  But worse than 
that, the Society itself noted that it is based on dollars a day. It is not difficult to see 
that that does not consider either needs or assets. So what is the Society doing calling 
it "poverty"? 
 
How did Spiegelhalter come to the conclusion that the poverty claim was "fairly 
accurate"?]   
 
Bailer: So after you kind of filtered out the fake, how did you pick among the real? 

Spiegelhalter: Oh, very difficult. We got good panel, we got journalists we got all 
sorts of official statisticians, you know, with some difficulty. We wanted a variety. 
We didn’t want them all gloomy.  

 
[A strange approach, considering this, published by the newspaper of one of his fellow 
judges: 
  
"[the World Bank] added to the gloomy picture this year, with figures showing that those 
lifted out of extreme poverty struggled to make further progress up the income ladder." 
 
The Guardian, 19 September 2018.] 

 
[Spiegelhalter:] You know you could pick 10 gloomy statistics. We don't want to 
reinforce the impression that statisticians are all just such miserable people. And we 
wanted ones that were covered also, so some of the stories that you know, we know 
have been going on throughout the year. 

...we all know that we can make any number big or small, depending on how we frame it, 
what comparisons we make, what units we use and so you know we would try to frame them 
I think in a way that is most realistic. So when we do the winner, we actually reported into 
multiple frames in order to get a more balanced feeling about it.  

Campbell: When you did this last year for the first time, I know the statistic, the international 
statistic I think, or was it the American statistic or U.S.? 

Spiegelhalter: It was the international. 

Campbell: The international one, that was in the Huffington Post and Kim Kardashian picked 
it up. How much news generation came out of that? 

Spiegelhalter: You know we got a lot of coverage that was about essentially over the last 10 
years. I think our main statistic was the number of U.S. citizens killed by lawn mowers over 
the years. That of course was just a hook to try to draw people in, just compare the number of 
people that are being killed by you know immigrant jihadist terrorists which is on an average 
of 2 a year, compared with the number for example killed by fellow Americans. 

Campbell: Yes, and that was 11000. 
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(Voices overlap) 

Spiegelhalter: So these are very stark figures, and we received some criticism about that,  
 
 
[Professor Spiegelhalter misleads badly on the criticism - he is distracting from the Society's 
main error. 
 
In reality he himself had been criticised by Nassim Nicholas Taleb for something else.  
 
Spiegelhalter had promoted, a claim which seemed likely to be understood as about future 
risk from terrorism: 

"Americans are 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than terrorists".   
 
Spiegelhalter misleads by instead saying "we were criticised for" "stark figures" about the 
past. 
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It might be surprising if, as chairman of the judges, he had not become aware of the large 
number of public responses to the "34 times" claim, including Taleb's statement that 
Spiegelhalter had promoted it, or Fenton and Neil's reply to Nick Thieme's article defending 
his panel's decision in Significance magazine.   
 
Thieme's article had included Spiegelhalter's own points. 
 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322978894_Response_to_Nick_Thieme's_Statistic_
of_the_Year_not_Statistic_of_the_Next_Ten_Years 
 
Fenton and Neil's reply stated the position and showed a picture: 
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"the way it was promoted by the RSS CEO Hetan Shah was certainly encouraging 
members of the public to think about comparative risk rather than historical facts. Here is 
Hetan’s tweet:   
 

 
It was this particular tweet that triggered Taleb’s initial response. Clearly Hetan’s message 
is a forward-looking statement (he says ‘likely to be killed’ not ‘likely to have been killed’) 
and mentions death (‘killed’ – this is a pretty clear definition of a risk event in anybody’s 
language). So clearly the RSS CEO was engaged with an act of forecasting that Nick 
[Thieme] disavows."  

 

 
MB: That was the same odd claim about the likelihood of murder by terrorists which Spiegelhalter 
himself had promoted. 

 
Fenton and Neil had made a similar point in a previous document. 
 
There is another, perhaps more important point.   
 
In his February 2018 defence of what he presents as the RSS' treatment of the statistics 
relating to this award, Thieme reports several comments from Spiegelhalter, whose remarks 
are about the RSS' presentation of material relating to the award. 
 
We might ask why Spiegelhalter was, in both February and December 2018, talking about 
this without, apparently, acknowledging what the main criticism was about.   
 
If Spiegelhalter had mentioned Taleb's (and others') actual criticism to Thieme, it would be 
odd for Thieme leave it out.  Thieme did leave it out. 
 
Thieme's article appears to say he had spoken with Spiegelhalter.  His article argues that 
Taleb is wrong, while - like Spiegelhalter - not actually mentioning what Taleb was talking 
about.  Taleb was talking about the "34 times more likely" claim which, as Taleb wrote, 
Spiegelhalter himself publicised.    
 
In the December 2018 interview, Spiegelhalter is for some reason talking as if the actual 
object of Taleb's criticism - "the 34 times" claim - did not exist.    
 
What is the explanation?  
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Did Spiegelhalter not read Taleb's short series of points, which mentioned both the RSS 
director and himself publicising a claim about the level of risk from terrorism - even though 
the article Spiegelhalter was consulted for mentioned Taleb's first post? 
 
Did Spiegelhalter know, but then forget, that Taleb had accused him of publicising exactly 
the wrong kind of claim about risk that he is now saying the RSS did not mean - and which he 
strongly implies would not be justified? 
 
There is another problem for the Society which I have raised above in comments on its 
material of December 2017.  This problem arises because of what the press release said 
about Richard Todd's article - praising it despite the fact that it made the basic error about 
risk. 
 
Spiegelhalter's December 2018 interview continued:] 
 
 
[So these are very stark figures, and we received some criticism about that,] you know and I 
can see why, because it suggests well, that's the future risk. We didn't mean that,  
 
 
[MB: That is a strange statement, because he and other judges had promoted that it was the 
risk: 
 
"Americans are 34 times more likely to be killed by lawnmowers than terrorists". 
 
 
What the panel "meant" is a distraction.  It is clearly not the important thing when the issue 
is whether the public were misled by the panel.  Still less is it the important thing when the 
issue is whether the Society, or individual staff, officers, or panellists misled the public.    
 
It is not clear why Spiegelhalter is mentioning what the panel meant rather than the actual 
question of whether the public were misled, or liable to be misled - and if so, how. 
 
Ben Page, one of the judges, also publicised the "34 times more likely" claim. 
 
Another of the judges, Diane Coyle, retweeted the director's announcement of the results, 
which included a link to the misleading Sun headline.   
 
Another judge stated:   
 
"...the intention of the stat - the idea is “risk” and our understanding of risk in relation to 

the world we live in" 

 
 Liberty Vittert @LibertyVittert 18 Dec 2017  
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MB: The Society, Significance magazine, Thieme and Spiegelhalter appear not to have 
addressed, but instead to have distracted from, the main issue.   
 
That is strange for an organisation promoting itself as concerned with accuracy, and for a 
professor whose job involves talking about assessing risk and communicating statistics. 
 
The most serious criticism was of promoting what looks like an unsupportable claim about 
how many deaths from terrorism are likely in the future.  
 
There was also material indicating that the panel did mean to suggest the numbers should be 
used in some way to judge risk.  
 
Spiegelhalter interview, continued:] 
  
...it's the past rates that what has happened. These are the statistics of last year, they are not 
predictions about what's going to happen next year. 
 
[Misleading, since he and other judges, and the director, did promote the idea that the 
figures related to risk.] 
 

... 
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Campbell: So I'm a general listener and say, I am watching cable news in America and 
I see the statistics come on and I'm saying, OK. How do they know 9.5 percent of the 
plastic waste has never been recycled? So I'm putting you on the spot here. So how 
would we respond to that? Because we get a lot of that, you know, people not 
believing in statistics and certainly not willing to do the work to find out where that 
information came from. 

Spiegelhalter: Actually it was reported in a UN paper, in a report but it comes from a 
published paper in Science Advances from 2017 and kind of….Oh interesting! So they 
got plastic production data. They can get that from industrial production system 
statistics and then they can look at product lifetime distributions from eight different 
industrial use sectors. So by breaking it up into the different sectors, packaging and so 
on and then they have got data on how long within each sector plastic is in use, and 
then by knowing about the productions they can work out how much plastic is out 
there. So that's how they work out that you know only 30 percent of plastic ever 
produced is currently in use. That means 70 percent has gone and then…I'm just trying 
to work through how did they get at the amount that’s being recycled and they know 
from other sources…then they look at the recycling rates broken down around the 
world, from Europe and China. And in the United States plastic recycling has 
remained steady at 9 percent since 2012. So essentially I can stop and do this again. 
It's really cool. So they build a big model. First of all the model for plastic production, 
looking at industrial data. Then a model for how long plastic is in use. That enables 
them to estimate how much plastic is actually in use at the moment, which is you 
know, at least 30 percent of what's being produced. And then by looking at 
incineration and recycling data from different countries, they can work out how much 
is being recycled out of everything that's being produced and is not in use anymore. 

Bailer: So a natural question is, you just described the models, that's estimating a lot 
of components. And you know, none of these things are known, and so there's 
uncertainty associated with all of this and you know what would you say when people 
say well, by reporting a single number that perhaps this is conveying an overly strong 
sense of precision? 

Spiegelhalter: And I would completely agree. And that it would be much better to give 
a range of these numbers at a minimum. Actually I believe the giving ranges would 
make it more trustworthy and happier, having a range than a single number. I mean 
one can qualify it by saying around or an estimate and so on. So they’ve got a relative 
measure of plus or minus about 6 to 7 percent, which isn't too bad. So that would only 
take it, if the total is 10 percent, you know you might say the total is between 8 and 12 
percent for something that’s being recycled. 

Bailer: OK. I just think math is such an important point. All the time we see the kind 
of headline statistics, there's always in my mind, kind of two things that come - one is, 
you know, how well do they know this number, and then even when you have some of 
these other components...? 

... 
 
Spiegelhalter: That was a deliberate choice and we’ve also chosen one negative and 
one positive there. The U.K. one is a positive environmental one, that on the 30th of 
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June the 28.7 percent  
 
[incorrect according to the named source which said 27.8%]  
 
is the figure and that's the peak percentage of all electricity  
 
[incorrect - it is not "all electricity" because not only are some of the figures 
estimated, but the total, by design, omits electricity from millions of fossil fuel engines 
used for transport]  
 
produced in the U.K.  
 
[incorrect - the claimed percentage is of most electricity used, not "produced" in the 
UK - some is produced abroad]  
 
is solar power, on the 30th of June  
 
[possibly misleading, since the figure for the whole day was more like 10%].  
 
So that means that amazingly for this certain country, solar power was the biggest 
producer of electricity. 
 
 [That claim is not justified because solar is estimated, and the foreign 'gas' and 
'nuclear' were wrongly omitted from the respective totals. On being presented with 
these difficulties, the Society's information source, Drax, did not defend the claim as 
solid.]  

Briefly, extremely briefly and that number is exact. That is a true statistic.  
 
[Spiegelhalter's unsupportable claims here might be more surprising because some 
aspects of the Society's presentation of this issue had already been challenged, on 21 
December.  
 
There was no response from the Society or the vice-president who had been on the 
panel with Spiegelhalter.   
 
This was despite the Society saying it wanted to "come clean" about the minor error of 
confusing 28.7% and 27.8%.  
 
Although the interview is dated 27 December, perhaps it was conducted earlier.  
However, Spiegelhalter and the Society did not take any action resulting in either 
correct information being published in the first place, or corrections being issued. 
 
Spiegelhalter interview, continued:] 
 
But of course it was only brief, but it's a staggering change from you know, when it 
was so low, nobody thought about it 10 years ago in this country. 

Bailer: So could you give us the list of kind of the highly commended statistics 
international? 
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Spiegelhalter: Yes. We've got some very positive and negative ones. The positive one 
is that in spite of all the stories you know that we hear about the decline of living 
standards in the West, worldwide the percentage of the population that it considers  
 
[MB: The audio seems to me to be "are considered" - who considers?] 
 
 living in absolute poverty,  
 
[the World Bank at least some of the time calls it "extreme poverty"] 
 
has more than halved since 2008,  
 
[There, Spiegelhalter makes an assertion] 
 
that’s in the last  
 
10 years. It has gone down from 18 percent to essentially 9 percent and  
 
[He is saying only one in nine people are poor?  Why? 
 
How can he know about poverty if he has not considered needs, assets or debts, or 
other aspects of poverty?] 
 
it is a quite extraordinary benefit that this happened to people.  
 
[Spiegelhalter contradicts:  
 
a) the Society's position that even UK "poverty" statistics are inadequate, and  
b) the Society's position that the data are insufficient.   
 
Spiegelhalter's ludicrous claim was published despite the fact that the Society had 
been challenged in detail on the "poverty" claim, on 19 December.] 
 
... 

 
Bailer: And then, just as a…well before we go to the other ones, I had a question for 
you in terms of reporting this. When I saw it, I was wondering if 50 percent reduction 
in absolute poverty would be a more impressive statistic to me than 9.5 percent... 

Pennington: Yeah, maybe. 

Spiegelhalter: No exactly. We chose deliberately to use the percentage point 
reduction. Then we can say it’s halved, essentially, but in this case we would have a 
bigger emotional hit to say poverty has halved in the last ten years. But we want to do 
this statistic, which is the percentage point reduction. We could frame this and give it 
a stronger emotional hit, but we chose not to. 

Bailer: You are a risk difference guy, than a risk ratio guy here. 
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Spiegelhalter: Yeah exactly I believe in absolute risks, absolute proportions. We know 
that relative risk, relative changes can be highly manipulative. The way in which to 
communicate changes over time. 

Campbell: Is part of the statistics of the year to how much behind the final decisions is 
what's going to attract a news story? We need to get people interested in and learning 
about statistics. What's going to get the New York Times to cover this, what's going to 
get the British press to cover this? 

[Spiegelhalter:] ...We can't just have a whole lot of negative stories and they can’t be 
too dull. We want them interesting, but at the same time they can’t all be about 
celebrities or whatever. Last year's was quite a nice mix. We couldn't find quite like 
that this time. We want good news stories but we also want ones that are just 
important and frankly ones that have a story that’s not generally being told, rather 
than just the celebrity stories. The stories about poverty being halved in the last 10 
years, nobody's written a story about that this year. That’s not in our news. 
 
... 

Spiegelhalter: This was a bit of a celebrity [thing]. 1.3 billion, this is extraordinary. 
The amount wiped off Snapchat’ value within a day of one Kylie Jenner tweet. So this 
is a bit of a flagrant appeal to, flagrant populism.  
 
You know just a brief tweet that she made in February 2018…"so does anyone else 
not open Snapchat any more or is it just me?" Oh yeah. 367,000 likes! I mean, it is 
extraordinary.  
 
I mean, there are other things that were changing at the time about Snapchat, so, 
again, we've got to be careful with drawing, you know, a causal pattern - we're 
statisticians, we know we can't draw [a] strict causal pattern. But this is too good a 
story to miss. 

 
 
David Spiegelhalter interview  
From producers' transcript 27 December 2018 with some corrections by MB 
https://statsandstories.net/entertainment1/stats-of-the-year 
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Email to Royal Statistical Society  

 

28 December 2018 15.20 GMT 

To: h.shah@rss.org.uk, l.whatham@rss.org.uk, d.lapedus@rss.org.uk 

 

 

Problems in Statistic of the Year on poverty 

 
Dear Professor Shah, Ms Whatham and Mr Lapedus, 
 
As I understand it, the Society has recommended that the BBC correct errors within 
a day. 
 
Please confirm whether relevant staff and officers are aware of the following: 
 
"If the Royal Statistical Society cannot provide reasonable evidence on inflation 
faced by poor people, changing needs, assets or debts from 2008 to 2018, I propose 
that it retract the honour and that the President makes a statement while he holds 
office." 
 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/1078309220993376261 
 
and the material to which it links. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Matt Berkley 
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Matt Berkley @mattberkley 28 Dec 2018  

The Royal Statistical Society has not defended its global poverty claim. This challenge began 
on 19 December.  
 
 
  
Email to Royal Statistical Society  
28 December 2018 15.20 GMT 
To: h.shah@rss.org.uk, l.whatham@rss.org.uk, d.lapedus@rss.org.uk 
 
 
Problems in Statistic of the Year on poverty 

 
Dear Professor Shah, Ms Whatham and Mr Lapedus, 
 
As I understand it, the Society has recommended that the BBC correct errors within 
a day. 
 
Please confirm whether relevant staff and officers are aware of the following: 
 
"If the Royal Statistical Society cannot provide reasonable evidence on inflation 
faced by poor people, changing needs, assets or debts from 2008 to 2018, I propose 
that it retract the honour and that the President makes a statement while he holds 
office." 
 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/1078309220993376261 
 
and the material to which it links. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Matt Berkley 
 
 
 
........... 
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Fwd: Problems in Statistic of the Year on poverty   
28 December 2018 at 17:08 
 
To: D.Spiegelhalter@statslab.cam.ac.uk, jennifer.rogers@stats.ox.ac.uk, 
i.wilton@rss.org.uk, a.furnell@rss.org.uk 
 
Dear Professor Spiegelhalter, Dr Rogers, Dr Wilton and Ms Furnell, 
 
It seems far from clear how the Society can justify the claim that 
global poverty has halved in ten years. 
 
Please see the email below. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Matt Berkley 
 
 
---------- Forwarded message ---------- 
 
From: Matt Berkley ... 
Date: Fri, 28 Dec 2018... 
Subject: Problems in Statistic of the Year on poverty ... 
 
 
............................. 
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On 28/12/2018, Shah, Hetan <H.Shah@rss.org.uk> wrote: 
 
I am on annual leave and back on Monday 7th January and will respond to you 
on my return. 
 
Hetan 
 
 
 

 
 
On 28/12/2018, Jennifer Rogers <jennifer.rogers@stats.ox.ac.uk> wrote: 
 
Thank you for your e-mail. Please note that I am on annual leave until 
Monday 7th January. I will respond to your e-mail on my return. 
Kind regards, 
Jen 
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David Satterthwaite @Dsatterthwaite 28 Dec 2018  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 34 others 

Wonderfully detailed paper on exactly how and why urban poverty is so undercounted by 
official poverty lines in Zambia – by Miniva Chibuye 

0 replies 6 retweets 18 likes  
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"2018 in Review 

In the first half of this year, I was selected to be a Statistical Ambassador for the Royal 
Statistical Society. I was part of the third cohort of Ambassadors. This role is voluntary, 
seeking to engage and inform journalists, policy-makers, researchers and the wider public 
about statistics. 

We undertook media training, learning how to cope with being on radio and television, and 
how to talk clearly about difficult statistical concepts. We also had professional photos taken 
by Big T Images.  ... 
 
Since June, I have: 

• Engaged with a market research company and the Market Research Society regarding 
a strange survey result, publicly publishing their data tables; 
 

• Helped the BBC by calculating the probability of winning the US Mega Millions 
jackpot with a single ticket, and provided contextual probabilities; 
 

• Written an original article for The Spectator, pointing out flaws in the estimation it 
was “very likely” that Vote Leave’s overspending caused 800,000 voters to switch 
their choice in the 2016 EU referendum; 
 

• Fact-checked submissions for the Royal Statistical Society’s Statistic of the Year 
panel. 

There have been smaller successes and some failures too, which I have not written about 
before. 

In October, I contacted the BBC about a graph contained in an article on car registration data. 
The bar graph had previously started its axis at 320,000, which is disproportionate. This was 
corrected: 
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It is still an important fall to highlight. (Graph: BBC) 

I contacted ITV regarding their claim that “52% of Brits think the Moon landings from 1969–
72 were faked”, pointing out differences between that result and other known surveys. I 
received no substantive reply. 

I asked for a headline to be corrected in The Independent about the NatCen mixed-mode 
survey. It is based on a panel, which had become increasingly Remain-heavy over time —
 meaning the ‘raw’ result is less meaningful. The journalist quickly did so, for which I am 
grateful. 

I also contacted the Daily Star, iNews and RTÉ News about similar headlines. An 
unsuccessful complaint to IPSO meant these were not corrected. 

 
 
The Year Ahead 

I have met many wonderful people through the Statistical Ambassador scheme. 

I look forward to the year ahead, when there will be lots more statistics and probabilities to be 
better understood." 

https://medium.com/@theintersectuk/2018-in-review-7d4309b59726  
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"Cambridge Professor David Spiegelhalter joins the How To: Academy to teach us 

how to distinguish reliable statistics from suspect fake news.  

 

As President of the Royal Statistical Society, he is a world-renowned authority on 

data science; but as a BBC broadcaster and author, he has perfected the art of 

helping the rest of us make sense of the conceptual issues at the heart of this 

challenging discipline." 

 

How to Make Sense of Statistics | how to: Academy  
http://www.howtoacademy.com/courses/make-sense-statistics-david-john-spiegelhalter 
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Matt Berkley @mattberkley Jan 2  

The Royal Statistical Society's claim that solar power was briefly "the country's number one 
electricity source" needs clarification.  
 
Data are incomplete.  
 
Solar and wind are only estimated.  
 
The Electric Insights chart does not say if imported electricity was from gas or nuclear. 
 

 
 
 
2 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
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   Matt Berkley @mattberkley Jan 2  

Since the electricity from France was constant over time, we might think all or most of it was 
from nuclear.  
 
This chart, like the one above, is from the website named by the Royal Statistical Society in 
the "UK Statistic of the Year" press release.  
 
http://electricinsights.co.uk/#/dashboard?start=2018-06-30&&_k=z2qwe1 … 

 
 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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  Matt Berkley  @mattberkley  

The Royal Statistical Society claims that the "UK Statistic of the Year" is  
 
"27.8%*: the peak percentage of all electricity *produced in the UK* due to solar power on 
30th June".  
 
But several per cent of the total was not produced in the UK.  
 
* The Society previously said 28.7%. 

[attached image:]  
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11:14 AM - 2 Jan 2019  

1 Retweet   

0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Drax  @Draxnews Jan 2  
Replying to @mattberkley  

Hello Matt. If you take a look at the methodology behind Electric Insights ( 
http://electricinsights.co.uk/#/reports/methodology?_k=5oj5bz … ) you'll see it's based on a 
paper in the journal Energy Policy by Dr @iain_staffell ( 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421516307017 … ) with fuel mix 
noted for imports (as attached). 
 

 
1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley Jan 4  
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Thank you. The methodology was cited in the thread, after consulting that 2016 paper and the 
quarterly reports. If we don't know solar power's margin of error, or sources of non-UK 
electricity or discharged storage on 30 June:  
 
Is Drax sure solar was the number one source? 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 

Drax  @Draxnews Jan 4  

Using the best available data -- yes. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley Jan 4  

Could you please clarify whether you mean the data are adequate?  
 
Also, on the chart solar is 0.2GW ahead of UK gas.  
But Dutch imports are 0.6GW.  
If your older 58% Dutch gas figure applies, then gas is ahead (other things being equal, 
ignoring uncertainties and rounding errors). 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 

Drax @Draxnews Jan 5  

Data can always be improved, both in terms of their quality and availability. It's one reason 
why we worked last year to improve Electric Insights' access to solar data via @ShefSolarF. 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 
End of conversation  



530 
 

  
Email from Royal Statistical Society  

3 January 2019 

From Iain Wilton, Director of Policy & Public Affairs 
 
 
Dear Matt, 
 
Further to my holding reply yesterday, in response to your email of 28th December, I'm now able to 
respond more substantively. 
 
In a nutshell, the poverty figure that you've queried came into consideration as the 'International 
Statistic of the Year' as it was the most insightful and robust poverty-related figure to have been 
submitted for the judging panel's consideration. 
 
While other methods of calculating world poverty undoubtedly have their adherents, no comparably 
insightful or authoritative figure was nominated - in what was a completely open and nearly year-long 
process. 
 
The poverty figure highlighted by the judging panel had the added attraction, in its view, of contrasting 
the extremely positive overall progress that has been made, worldwide, with the very different 
public perceptions of the past ten years among many of us in developed Western nations - hence its 
'highly commended' status. 
 
As you will have seen, we made this 2008/2018 point clear in our media release. The release also 
provided the poverty figure's origins by carrying a link to the relevant, 200-page World Bank report 
which openly accepted (in its title) that the measurement of poverty can be seen as a "puzzle" and 
added (in its foreword) that "multidimensional global poverty measurement" is now increasingly 
needed. 
 
Perhaps we could have included these two points, in addition to the link itself, within the text of our 
media release. However, we were also conscious of the need for the release to be kept to a 
manageable size rather than become excessively long and, at well over five pages, I think it risked 
becoming the latter - despite the inclusion of numerous links (in addition to the World Bank 
ones) which saved space while providing readers with easy access to a very large amount 
of additional background and contextual information. 
 
Overall, I believe that our Statistics of the Year initiative worked well and the winning 'International' 
figure, on plastic waste, has attracted a particularly large amount of worldwide attention and positive 
comment. As we did a year ago, though, we will soon be reviewing the process and identifying any 
improvements that could be made before we launch the search for 2019's winning and 
highly commended statistics. 
 
We would, of course, welcome nominations from anyone who'd like to put forward alternative figures 
on poverty, for the judging panel's consideration, if they disagree with the World Bank-based ones 
which were selected in 2018 after being regarded as suitably robust and insightful. 
 
Best wishes / thanks again, 

Iain 
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   Matt Berkley @mattberkley Jan 5  

The Royal Statistical Society has responded to allegations that it made a claim on global 
poverty without evidence, by doing so again.  
 
At best gross professional negligence, undermining democracy, and abuse of charitable 
status?  
 
#RoyalStatScandal 
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2 replies 14 retweets 17 likes  
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e 

Alex Cobham Retweeted 

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Jan 5 

Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 35 others 

The point is not that some other existing measure is better but that this one is no good. 

1 reply 1 retweet 2 likes 

 
 

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Jan 5 

 

Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 35 others 

Many thanks to @mattberkley for the public service he has provided by drawing our attention 
to the @RoyalStatSoc increasingly culpable failure of due diligence. 

0 replies 0 retweets 1 like 

 
 
 

David Satterthwaite @Dsatterthwaite Jan 5  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 34 others 

The most insightful and robust poverty related figure? Aaaahhhh Try this: community leaders 
in 6 Asian nations elaborate on how they would define and measure poverty 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0956247810379823 …  
 
[MB: The above web address needs correcting] 

Or this on nonsense poverty lines in Egypt by Sarah Sabry 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0956247810379823 … 

1 reply 2 retweets 3 likes  
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Roberto Bissio @RBissio  

The Royal Statistical Society should not have praised World Bank's poverty line without a 
mention to the solid criticism it has received for quite a time now... #SDGs #poverty 
#Statistics https://twitter.com/sanjaygreddy/status/1081547458662920193 … 

7:10 PM - 5 Jan 2019  

•  

1 reply 2 retweets 4 likes  
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Ingrid H. Kvangraven Retweeted 

 Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Jan 6 

 

Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 35 others 

Speaking of failure of justification: Increasingly audible silence from @hetanshah 
@royalstatsoc? 

1 reply 1 retweet 2 likes 

 
 
 

 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Jan 7 

Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 35 others 

Deaton et also have referred to poverty line def'n as an *essentially* political exercise. That 
is very different from recognizing that, in practice, politics very often affects it, often 
inappropriately, & usually by severing it from the value framework that makes sense of it. 

1 reply 0 retweets 4 likes 

 

 

 
 

 

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 35 others 

The Royal Statistical Society  
Uses more than one fallacy.  



536 
 

The World Bank statements contradict  
Each other; the Society "cherry-picked". 

10:52 AM - 13 Jan 2019  
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Reminder. Re: Automatic reply: Problems in 
Statistic of the Year on poverty 

   

Matt Berkley 
17 January 2019 at 23:43 
To: "Shah, Hetan" <H.Shah@rss.org.uk> 

 
Dear Professor Shah, 
 
I have yet to receive the promised reply. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Matt Berkley 
 
 
 
 
On 28/12/2018, Shah, Hetan <H.Shah@rss.org.uk> wrote: 
 
> I am on annual leave and back on Monday 7th January and will respond to you 
> on my return. 
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Reminder. Re: Automatic reply: Problems in 
Statistic of the Year on poverty 

   
   

Matt Berkley 
17 January 2019 at 23:46 
To: Jennifer Rogers <jennifer.rogers@stats.ox.ac.uk> 
 
Dear Dr Rogers, 
 
I have yet to receive the promised reply. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Matt Berkley. 
 
On 28/12/2018, Jennifer Rogers <jennifer.rogers@stats.ox.ac.uk> wrote: 
> Thank you for your e-mail. Please note that I am on annual leave until 
> Monday 7th January. I will respond to your e-mail on my return. 
> Kind regards, 
> Jen 
> 
> 
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah Jan 21  

Once again @RoyalStatSoc #StatsoftheYear were on the pulse  
 
https://metro.co.uk/2018/12/18/jaffa-cakes-shrinking-arent-enough-female-bosses-2018-
review-8262007/ … 

Hetan Shah added, 

FT World News   @ftworldnews  
‘Shrinkflation’ leaves UK shoppers getting less for their money https://on.ft.com/2DoYDGb  
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Matt Berkley @mattberkley Feb 4  

It is a triumph of Western culture to produce people who think their own economic situation 
depends on their "needs", assets, prices they face and so on, while other people's prosperity 
(and their own if they are making a point) can be judged by looking only at income. 

5 replies 3 retweets 11 likes  
 
 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Feb 4  

The central problem is not the World Bank "poverty" claims. It is the widespread use of 
"income" (often in fact spending) estimates to make unsupported claims about economic 
gains and losses to people.  
 
Claims on "income inequality" or "real income" can have similar problems. 

 
 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Feb 10  
Replying to @mattberkley @Dsatterthwaite and 35 others 

 
Why does anyone claim a human poverty trend? 

 
0 replies 1 retweet 0 likes  
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Hetan Shah @HetanShah  

'Fighting fake news and false facts with evidence and statistical thinking' - the 
@signmagazine panel discussion at the @RoyalStatSoc conference in Belfast will feature 
@jamesrbuk @TimandraHarknes & @PCunliffeJones  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4086-significance-keynote-at-rss-2019-conference-
announced … 

11:55 AM - 27 Feb 2019  

 

1 reply 8 retweets 15 likes  
  
 
 
 
 

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 5  
Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 38 others 

@hetanshah @royalstatsoc looking forward to your taking a more measured view, 
recognizing uncertainties of global poverty estimates & avoiding triumphalism @worldbank 
specialists more careful in this respect than many data users.  
 
@sapinker @maxcroser @ourworldindata @BillGates 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 6  
Replying to @sanjaygreddy @mattberkley and 43 others 

@sapinker (and other triumphalists) should at a minimum recognize a need for great caution 
in interpreting the statistics (just as he ought to do when reading or citing a psychology 
paper). Not to mention @royalstatsoc @HetanShah . 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 8  
Replying to @sanjaygreddy @fhgferreira @WorldDataGCIP  

Will triumphalists moderate their claims? Let's see @sapinker @billgates @maxcroser 
@ourworldindata @hetanshah @royalstatsoc 

 
 
 
 
 Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 8  
Replying to @sanjaygreddy @fhgferreira and 7 others 

@hetanshah I am impressed by your resounding silence and looking forward to hearing 
whether @RoyalStatSoc is ready to revise its apparent endorsement of $1.90 per day based 
poverty statistics. 

1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 9  

I continue to be impressed by the resounding silence of @HetanShah. You have had the 
legitimate concerns about global poverty estimates brought to your attention. Do you not feel 
any need to qualify the earlier apparently hearty endorsement by @royalstatsoc of those 
statistics? 

2 replies 2 retweets 3 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 13  

Surely one of the ways in which an entity such as @royalstatsoc can maintain its legitimacy 
is by giving the appearance of being, or indeed actually being, responsive to arguments? 
Obverse is that failure to do so leads to loss of legitimacy: @hetanshah . 
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Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 13  

Sanjay G Reddy Retweeted Hetan Shah 

What a great idea @hetanshah. Now might we have a serious discussion on the credibility of 
global poverty estimates?  

Sanjay G Reddy added, 

Hetan Shah @HetanShah  
I recall that @TimHarford called @signmagazine the Hello! magazine for the statistical 
community. Perhaps we could create the greatest crossover event in history with more 
statisticians in @hellomag and more celebrities in @signmagazine? 
 
2 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 
 
 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 13  

@romesh_silva and other professional statisticians welcome to join in this discussion, both 
on the professional responsibility of statisticians for public justification generally, and on the 
quality of the underlying poverty statistics in this case. 

2 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy  

Or do only tweets, likes, and retweets matter? @hetanshah @royalstatsoc @mattberkley 

12:45 PM - 13 Mar 2019  
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

Ingrid H. Kvangraven and 1 other liked  

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 13  
Replying to @mattberkley @HetanShah and others 
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@royalstatsoc should be a referee in debates about the statistical validity of claims of 
importance for society, not merely serve to circulate & certify the 'wisdom' emanating from 
other influential institutions. Here is a failure of that function. @hetanshah remains silent! 

2 replies 0 retweets 2 likes  
 
 
 
 
 Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 13  

@mattberkley Have you or others seen any public or private statement revisiting its 
endorsement of existing global poverty estimates from @royalstatsoc @hetanshah? 

2 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
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 Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  

I have yet to see a substantive response or change from the RSS, after the proposal that it 
provide evidence for its global poverty claim, or retract it. 
 
@Deborah_Ashby @StatsJen @d_spiegel @DianeCoyle1859 @MonaChalabi 
@LibertyVittert @BBCMarkEaston @benatipsosmori @gemmatetlow 

[attached image of emails and notes:] 
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2 replies 1 retweet 2 likes  
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   Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  

@thomaspogge @Dsatterthwaite @AndrewM_Fischer @jayati1609 @jasonhickel 
@IDEAeconomics @michelchossu @ingridharvold @criticaldev @annpettifor @rbissio 
@davidgraeber @davidwengrow @alexcobham @jonathanglennie @mjerven 
@JoseLViveroPol 

1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  
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  Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  

The Royal Statistical Society has also failed to reply on its repeated error understating 
Millennium Declaration pledges, and multiple errors on the "UK Statistic of the Year".  
 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/806820999324909568 …  
 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/1076086463446614016 … 
https://twitter.com/mattberkley/status/1080412111501709312 … 
 
[attached image:] 

 
1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Has the Society correctly reported the UN's 
statistical goals? 

 
 
 

   Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  

If there is a substantial amount of output from the Royal Statistical Society correctly stating 
that world leaders in 2015 agreed and reaffirmed targets for 2020 and 2025, I have yet to see 
it. 

 
 
1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
  
 
 
 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 28 others 

"the RSS needs to engage in debates about ...the issue of trustworthiness in data systems 
around us"  
 
Deborah Ashby  
President-elect of the Royal Statistical Society  
19 December 2018  

https://t.co/yNUuLa3AwO 
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2 replies 0 retweets 1 like  
 
 
 
  
 

Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy Mar 13  

Replying to @mattberkley @HetanShah and  

Ought....but not! 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 

 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  

Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and 28 others 

Is anyone willing to defend Professor Spiegelhalter's claim? If not:  
 
1. Why is it on a Royal Statistical Society website?  
 
2. Why is it on a press regulator's website?  
 
3. What has the Society done to rectify wrong impressions among journalists and the public?  
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Roberto Bissio @RBissio Mar 13  

The headline could also have read "number of people defined by the World Bank as 
extremely poor reduced to zero in China in 25 years while remaining stable in the rest of the 
world"... 

2 replies 4 retweets 12 likes  
 
 
 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  
Replying to @RBissio @sanjaygreddy and  

Maybe, if we trust  
 
1) the spending/income/guessed-value-of-own-produce surveys  
 
which World Bank researchers do not certify as appropriately comparable across time, and  
 
2) the inflation rates  
 
of perhaps unknowable relevance/reliability, partly subjective (changing purchases). 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  
Replying to @mattberkley @RBissio and 28 others 

In 2013 @alexcobham told a Royal Statistical Society meeting - introduced by Hetan Shah - 
there were claims that countries were changing the 1990s "poverty" numbers to make 
progress look better.  
 
Page 2034 of "Global Lies":  
 



553 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 13  
Replying to @mattberkley @RBissio and 28 others 

Page 1685: 
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 David Graeber @davidgraeber Mar 13  

even better: "number of people defined by the World Bank as extremely poor reduced to zero 
in China in 25 years, at least according to Chinese official statistics, while remaining stable in 
the rest of the world, at least according to the official statistics in each country" 

1 reply 0 retweets 4 likes  
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley Mar 14  

 
If poverty is fundamentally about imbalance of need and resources, is low spending a 
definition of poverty, or a distortion? 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
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Romesh Silva @Romesh_Silva Mar 14  

1/4:Recall the Fundamental Principles of Official #Statistics, e.g."To facilitate a correct 
interpretation of the data, statistical agencies are to present information according to scientific 
standards on the sources, methods and procedures of statistics." 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/dnss/gp/fp-english.pdf … 

1 reply 4 retweets 3 likes  

 

 

 

  Romesh Silva @Romesh_Silva Mar 14  

2/4: and that the FPOS’s 4th principle highlights the professional responsibility of statistical 
agencies "to comment on erroneous interpretation and misuse of statistics” - a professional 
responsibility that extends to the scientific+scholarly community. #BecauseEveryoneCounts 

1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  
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Matt Berkley @mattberkley  

Why have the UN, UK, BBC, and Royal Statistical Society misled on UN pledges, poverty or 
clean water?  
 
Matt Berkley questions the 2015 UN Statistical Commission Chair (UK National Statistician, 
2013 RSS President).  
 
5 December 2016.  
 
Reply is at 1.00.15:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tFepMmoH9ng … 

2:16 
10:10 AM - 16 Mar 2019  

 

.................... 
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"Excellence in Journalism Awards 2019: criteria... 
 
All categories will be judged against the following criteria: ... 
 
2. Displayed integrity in the explanation and use of statistics, avoiding distortion and 
highlighting the extent of uncertainties." 
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/2019/Journalism%20Awards%202019%20criteria.
docx  
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Dr Jen Rogers, RSS vice-president, said: 'In an era of fake news, I don’t think that there’s 
ever been a better time to commend those journalists who are championing statistics and 
promoting the importance of evidence based news" ... 
 
Entries will be expected to show integrity in their presentation, explanation and use of 
statistics – avoiding distortion and highlighting the extent of uncertainties." 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4036-statistical-excellence-awards-2019-nominations-open 
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Debates prompted by our 2018 Stats of the Year 

Written by Web News Editor on 20 March 2019.  

 

At the end of 2018, the RSS released our annual 'Statistics of the Year'. This was the second 

year of this exercise, to outline statistics from the year which we thought somehow captured the 

spirit of the year or told an overlooked story. Anyone can nominate a statistic to us, and our 

judging panel pick the strongest entries. Our aim is to engage the public with statistics, and it has 

largely been a successful exercise in generating public interest.  

One of our 'highly commended' statistics was 9.5 - which was the percentage point reduction in 

worldwide ‘absolute poverty’ during the ten year period, 2008-18 based on World Bank figures 

defining absolute poverty as below US$1.90 a day. 

We are aware that there is an important and live debate about the poverty measures. Some of 

the discussions are summarised in this recent Vox piece and there was also a debate hosted at 

the World Bank featuring a critique of their work by the economist Sanjay Reddy.  

The RSS welcomes that this debate is going on - poverty statistics are a very important measure 

of how the world is doing, and if they can be improved that is a very worthwhile exercise. We are 

a relatively decentralised and member-led body, but centrally we are raising awareness of the 

debate within our own organisation (in particular to our International Development Section, and 

Significance magazine) in the hope that it will encourage RSS fellows with expertise to 

participate.  

Given their contested nature, we have received some criticism for reporting the World Bank 

figures.  When we look at entries for Statistic of the Year we consider the credibility of their 

source, and we took the World Bank as a credible source, and so that was good enough for our 

purposes. 

We recognise there are risks in the way we select Statistics of the Year. We’re dependent on the 

entries we receive and we don’t then conduct any deep methodological checking or 

endorsement. However, we do strive to use material sourced from credible bodies, in a bid to 

connect the public to statistics, and the selected figures have to satisfy both our Statistical 

Ambassadors and our judging panel. One lesson might be that we should be clearer in our 

announcements that we have done basic checks on the statistics, but we have not any deep 

methodological review and recognise when statistics are contested.  

The Society looks forward to seeing the debate about how to improve poverty metrics, and 

encourages RSS fellows with an interest to participate in these discussions. We will also be 

opening our nominations for 2019's Statistics of the Year, and will welcome nominations on this 

theme using alternative methods to that of the World Bank. 
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RSS Statistic of the Year  

Join the RSS 

 

Become part of an organisation which works to advance statistics and support statisticians 

Copyright 2019 Royal Statistical Society. All Rights Reserved. 

12 Errol Street, London, EC1Y 8LX. UK registered charity in England and Wales. No.306096 
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Royal Statistical Society @RoyalStatSoc Mar 26  

Some reflections on the debates prompted by our 2018 Stats of the Year: 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/4109-debates-prompted-by-our-2018-stats-of-the-
year … 

0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  
 

 

MB: Again, this may be one more instance of the Society spreading misinformation.   
 
What "debates", if any, were "prompted by our 2018 Stats of the Year"? 
 
The Society in fact referred to two debates about World Bank claims, and may be confusing 
the criticism of its own position with "debate" because it looks better.  
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"RSS nominated for six Memcom awards 

27 March 2019  

 

We are delighted to have been nominated in six categories at the 2019 Memcom Membership 
Excellence awards. 

The annual awards are specifically for professional bodies, trade associations and other not-
for-profit membership organisations to enter. 

The categories we have been shortlisted for are: 

- Best campaign on a shoestring (for our 2018 Statistics of the year)" 

 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4115-rss-nominated-for-six-memcom-awards  

 

 

  



562 
 

"RSS fellows co-sign Nature article on 
‘statistical significance’ 

Written by Web News Editor on 27 March 2019. Posted in News  

 

A number of RSS fellows, including RSS president Deborah Ashby and past president Sir 
David Spiegelhalter, have co-signed a Nature editorial that calls for the ‘the entire concept of 
statistical significance to be abandoned’. The editorial, which had more than 850 co-
signaturies, follows a special edition of the American Statistical Association’s journal, The 
American Statistician, which has compiled articles all discussing ‘A World Beyond p < 0.05’. 

The RSS welcomes the debate moving forward; we have hosted several meetings to discuss 
the issue, including a session at last year’s Conference featuring David Cox, Deborah Mayo, 
Richard D Morey and Aris Spanos. Our flagship magazine Signficance has also featured an 
editorial on the subject. 

What RSS fellows say about the Nature article: 

Deborah Ashby, director of the School of Public Health at Imperial College London and 
RSS president 
‘I understand the desire for a ‘simple’ rule of thumb- but a naïve interpretation of p-values 
can lead to seriously wrong conclusions such as whether medicines are effective or not. This 
is well-understood by many, but misused by many more. I’ve signed to help draw attention to 
the dangers of this outdated practice and promote the wider use of better alternatives.’ 

David Spiegelhalter, Winton professor for the public understanding of risk at the 
University of Cambridge and RSS past-president 
‘I like p-values, but feel they are delicate things and should not be crudely split into 
“significant” and “not-significant”.  I signed this article because I am fed up with researchers 
claiming a discovery when p < 0.05, and claiming there is no effect when p > 0.05.’ 

Guy Nason, professor of statistics at the University of Bristol and RSS vice president for 
academic affairs 
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‘I signed the article because I agree with it! I am often surprised by how the outcomes of 
statistical methods are used to communicate results with unwarranted definiteness, based on 
assumptions, sometimes hidden, for which there is also usually considerable uncertainty. I 
particularly liked the article's idea to talk about results' compatibility with the data.’ 

Stephen Senn, consultant statistician and former RSS Council member 
‘Information is rarely dichotomous but decisions often are. Significance versus non-
significance as a qualitative absolute distinction is ridiculous. As a threshold for action it may 
sometimes be justified but the appropriate standard will differ according to context.’ 

RSS fellows: Let us know what you think and we’ll publish some of the responses in this 
article, or tweet us your views @royalstatsoc with the hashtag #pvalues." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4114-rss-fellows-co-sign-nature-article-on-statistical-
significance   
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"Max Roser is the creator of Our World in Data, a site that brings together long‐term data on 
global development, health, the environment and more, complete with interactive 
visualisations and explanations. He spoke to Robert Langkjær‐Bain about the power of data 
to reveal the truth about the world we live in.." 
 
1 April 2019 
Significance (Royal Statistical Society and American Statistical Association) 
https://rss.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2019.01246.x  
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"International Development Section 

Background 

The International Development Section (IDS) was constituted in July 2016. It grew out of the 
International Development Working Group which was set up in July 2013 for a period of 3 
years to assess the demand for an interest group of this type, and to develop a remit and mode 
of operation for such a Section. 

Our vision is to work with and through others to maximise the influence of the Society in 
international development. ... 
 

Remit 

The RSS International Development Statistics Section exists to take forward RSS work 
relating to international development. It has three primary areas of interest: 

• Policy and advocacy – on topics relating to international development statistics, 
including helping to link up users with producers. 
 

• Learned society – developing the knowledge base and sharing good practice amongst 
RSS members and others through meetings and events. 
 

• Professional development and capacity building – initiatives to support statisticians 
and statistical systems in developing countries." 

 

https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Get_involved/Sections_and_study_groups/International_Develo
pment/RSS/Get_involved/Sections/International_Development_Section.aspx   
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The Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data: 
 
 
"partner... 
 

Royal Statistical Society  

 

 

 
http://rss.org.uk  

Join the conversation  

#data4sdgs  
info@data4sdgs.org  

The Royal Statistical Society is one of the world’s leading organisations to promote the 
importance of statistics and data, and have done so since we were founded in 1834. We are a 
professional body for all statisticians and data analysts – wherever they may live. We have 
more than 8,000 members in the UK and across the world. They are at the core of what we do 
and make us who we are.  
 
As a charity, we advocate the key role of statistics and data in society, and we work to ensure 
that policy formulation and decision making are informed by evidence for the public good.  

http://www.data4sdgs.org/partner/royal-statistical-society  
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Who We Are  

The Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data is a global network bringing 
together governments, the private sector, and civil society organizations dedicated to using 
the data revolution to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.  

About Us  

What We Do  

The Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data drives action at the local, national, 
and global level to ensure the new opportunities of the data revolution are used to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals.   

Learn More  

Our Community  

Our 300 partners are joining forces to take action, galvanize political commitment, build 
trust, and spur innovation in the booming data ecosystems of the 21st century. 

See Our Partners " 
 
 
http://www.data4sdgs.org/index.php/ 
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Royal Statistical Society 2019 conference agenda: 
 
 
17:00 (Day 1, Tuesday 3 September)  
17:00 - 17:50  
Keynote 3 - Significance 'In Conversation': Fighting fake news and false facts with evidence 
and statistical thinking 
 
https://events.rss.org.uk/rss/frontend/reg/tAgendaWebsite.csp?pageID=84919&eventID=270
&mainFramePage=dailyagenda.csp&mode= 
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"From October 2016 I have been Chair of the Winton Centre for Risk and Evidence 
Communication.  ... 
 
From October 2007 until December 2018 I was the Winton Professor for the Public 
Understanding of Risk in the Statistical Laboratory, Centre for Mathematical Sciences, 
University of Cambridge.  I worked with a small team comprising Mike Pearson (web and 
animation), and Owen Smith (web), and our website was Understanding Uncertainty. This is 
an educational resource featuring the use of probability and statistics in everyday life, and 
makes extensive use of animations to help 'tell the story' of the data. Googling 'Uncertainty' 
should find it." 
 
David Spiegelhalter's Personal Home Page 
http://www.statslab.cam.ac.uk/~david/  
 
 

 

.................................. 

 

 

David Spiegelhalter  
@d_spiegel  

Statistician, communicator about evidence, risk, probability, chance, uncertainty, etc. Chair, 
Winton Centre for Risk and Evidence Communication. Own opinions. 

Cambridge, England  
statslab.cam.ac.uk/Dept/People/Sp…  
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"But for Spiegelhalter, this is only part of the secret: “The first rule of communication is to 
shut up and listen.” ... 
 
It arrives at a time of existential crisis — for both the science of statistics itself as well as the 
broader use of data and evidence in public debate and decision-making." 
 
 
https://www.ft.com/content/3ea4ec3e-6cc2-11e9-80c7-60ee53e6681d 
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"Communicating uncertainty about facts, numbers, and science  

van der Bles, Anne Marthe, Van der Linden, Sander, Freeman, Alexandra L. J., Mitchell, 
James, Galvão, Ana Beatriz, Zaval, Lisa and Spiegelhalter, David (2019) Communicating 
uncertainty about facts, numbers, and science. Royal Society Open Science . (In Press)  ... 

Download (2021Kb) | Preview  

 

Item Type: Journal Article  

  

  

Journal or Publication Title: Royal Society Open Science  

Publisher: The Royal Society Publishing 

ISSN: 2054-5703 

Official Date: 11 April 2019 

Dates: 
Date Event 

11 April 2019 Accepted 
 

Date of first compliant deposit: 12 April 2019" 
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"Van Der Bles, a. m., van der Linden, s., Freeman, A., mitchell, J., Galvao, A., Zaval, L., & 
Spiegelhalter, D. Communicating uncertainty about facts, numbers, and science.  
 
Royal Society Open Science https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM.38975  
 

Abstract 

 

Uncertainty is an inherent part of knowledge, and yet in an era of contested expertise, many 
shy away from openly communicating their uncertainty about what they know, fearful of 
their audience’s reaction. But what effect does communication of such epistemic uncertainty 
have? Empirical research is widely scattered across many disciplines. This interdisciplinary 
review structures and summarises current practice and research across domains, combining a 
statistical and psychological perspective. This informs a framework for uncertainty 
communication in which we identify three objects of uncertainty - facts, numbers, and 
science - and two levels of uncertainty: direct and indirect. An examination of current 
practices provides a scale of nine expressions of direct uncertainty. We discuss attempts to 
codify indirect uncertainty in terms of quality of the underlying evidence. We review the 
limited literature about the effects of communicating epistemic uncertainty on cognition, 
affect, trust, and decision-making. While there is some evidence that communicating 
epistemic uncertainty does not necessarily affect audiences negatively, impact can vary 
between individuals and communication formats. Case studies in economic statistics and 
climate change illustrate our framework in action. We conclude with advice to guide both 
communicators and future researchers in this important but so far rather neglected field." 
 
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/291815 
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"Beyond the Number 

 
...It is the goal of data analysts, data scientists and statisticians is to analyse data, guiding 
decisions for the public good. This work involves communication in a simple and 
understandable manner. ... 
 
No single statistic can tell the whole story. The desire for The Number causes serious issues 
when statistics are used in public debate. Analysts should balance needs to answer specific 
questions with duties to widely inform with honesty, integrity and generosity." 
 
Anthony B. Masters 
Royal Statistical Society Statistical Ambassador 
13 April 2019 
https://medium.com/@theintersectuk/beyond-the-number-42badefa2f7   
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"The Winton Centre for Risk and Evidence Communication is hosted within the Department 
of Pure Mathematics and Mathematical Statistics. 

Endowed by a generous donation by the David and Claudia Harding Foundation in 2016, we 
aim to ensure that quantitative evidence and risk is presented to people in a fair and balanced 
way. 

All too often, numbers are used to try to bolster an argument or persuade people to make a 
decision one way or the other. We want to ensure that both risks and benefits of any decision 
are presented equally and fairly, and the numbers are made clear and put in an appropriate 
context. We are here 'to inform and not persuade'. 

We carry out our own research into how best to communicate numbers, and work with 
institutions all over the world to improve the way that important evidence is presented to all 
of us: whether it’s to make decisions as individuals (such as choosing a medical treatment), or 
as a part of society (such as choosing a policy to vote for). You can find out more about our 
specific current projects on this site." 

https://wintoncentre.maths.cam.ac.uk/ 
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"President’s Invited Lecture announced for RSS 2019 Conference 

Written by Web News Editor on 07 May 2019. Posted in News  

 
We are pleased to announce that Professor Charlotte Watts will give the Campion 
(President’s Invited) lecture at the RSS 2019 Conference in Belfast this September. 

Professor Charlotte Watts has been chief scientific adviser to the UK Department of 
International Development (DFID) since October 2015. In this role she is director of the 
research and evidence division and head of the science and engineering profession for 
DFID." 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4147-president-s-
invited-lecture-announced-for-rss-2019-conference 
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David Spiegelhalter @d_spiegel May 8 2019 

How to communicate uncertainty about facts, numbers, science? We have a new paper out  
 
http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/lookup/doi/10.1098/rsos.181870 … @RSocPublishing 
@alex_freeman @Sander_vdLinden @nuffieldfound 

10 replies 205 retweets 400 likes  

Show this thread  
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  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21 2019 

The Royal Statistical Society has spread further misinformation: "we have received some 
criticism for *reporting* the World Bank figures." The criticism was in fact largely of the 
Society's claims, and discrimination against people in poor countries.  
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/4109-debates-prompted-by-our-2018-stats-of-the-
year … 

 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21  

The Society seems not to have addressed a key problem: the damaging effect of 
misinformation of this kind on politics, policy choices and voters' perceptions of the success 
of governments.  
 
It should be obvious that this risks lives. 

2 replies 4 retweets 8 likes  
 
 
 
 
 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Thanks for bringing to my attention the response of the @RoyalStatSoc to the controversy in 
which they had quite unnecessarily embroiled themselves, presumably in pursuit of likes and 
retweets (their response again here https://www.statslife.org.uk/features/4109-debates-
prompted-by-our-2018-stats-of-the-year …)... 

2 replies 1 retweet 3 likes  

 

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

The response of the @royalstatsoc to what they now acknowledge is a live controversy on 
the credibility of the global poverty estimates they had previously celebrated, is quite inept 
for an organisation claiming to be committed to its particular goals:  
 
https://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/About/RSS/About_the_RSS/About_top.aspx?hkey=e8216e58-
513f-4d7c-be9d-f989d9eed036 … ... 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  
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  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Here are some dimensions of the ineptness. First (and perhaps symptomatic of the 
contemporary culture of public promotion being given priority over substantive content) a 
complete evasion of substantive responsibility... 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

The @royalstatsoc says that its 'Statistics of the Year' were meant to "somehow capture the 
spirit of the year or told an overlooked story'. We are told that the judging panel picked 'the 
strongest entries'. But strongest in what sense? Is substantive validity even relevant here? 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Apparently not, as we are told further that "Our aim is to engage the public with statistics, 
and it has largely been a successful exercise in generating public interest". There are many 
ways to generate public interest (use imagination) not all of which are recommendable... 

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

One can commit harakiri to generate public interest, but then maybe one oughtn't. 
@royalstatsoc goes on to present this gem of evasion: "We are a relatively decentralised and 
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member-led body, but centrally we are raising awareness of the debate within our own 
organisation"... 

2 replies 0 retweets 1 like  

New conversation  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

In short, we poor paid functionaries of the organisation are not responsible to know anything 
(unlike our members) and we thus throw the ball to them. @hetanshah 

2 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

They follow with this: "Given their contested nature, we have received some criticism for 
reporting the...figures. When we look at entries...we consider the credibility of their source, 
and we took the World Bank as a credible source, and so that was good enough for our 
purposes" 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Translation: We didn't look further than the fact that the statistics were from the 
#WorldBank. That was enough for us to suspend judgment & assume they were perfectly 
fine. We can't be criticized for deferring to authority...after all we aren't guardians of statistics 
ourselves! 

1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes  
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  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Sanjay G Reddy Retweeted Alex Cobham 

@alexcobham has already provided an implicit commentary on the next key point: 

Sanjay G Reddy added, 

 

Alex Cobham @alexcobham  

"When we look at entries for Statistic of the Year we consider the credibility of their source, and we 

took the World Bank as a credible source. .. We’re dependent on the entries we receive and we 

don’t then conduct any deep methodological checking or endorsement."  

1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

"One lesson might be that we should be clearer in our announcements that we have done 
basic checks on the statistics, but we have not any deep methodological review and recognise 
when statistics are contested". This suggests they did 'basic checks' and recognized 
contestation. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  
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  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

But 1. What basic checks did they do? (Other than that the statistics came from an institution 
to which they saw fit to mechanically defer?, and 2. Did they show any recognition whatever 
that the statistics were contested? (They do *now* but now is now, & not what was implied). 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Finally, they say, "The Society looks forward to seeing the debate about how to improve 
poverty metrics...We will also be opening our nominations for 2019's Statistics of the Year, 
and will welcome nominations on this theme using alternative methods to that of the World 
Bank." 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Critics (including myself) have argued there is a better way to assess income poverty, which 
requires resources on a sufficient scale (as available to governments, major foundations or 
@WorldBank) . Non-existence of a global alternative doesn't mean present measures are 
credible. 

1 reply 0 retweets 3 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  
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@jrf_uk has done good work on more credible measures of poverty for the UK, which 
@RoyalStatSoc appears to have itself seen as necessary in face of weak official measures. 
There are few similar efforts in other countries, but the issues can be raised pointing to these 
examples. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Existing multi-dimensional measures provide one global alternative, although they have some 
of their own weaknesses. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Fundamentally, if @royalstatsoc really wants to enhance public understanding and the use of 
statistics in public policy making it should give fewer prizes and spend more time and effort 
on bringing to light relevant ideas, principles and issues. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  

Sorry if it doesn't lead to retweets and likes. That may be price of doing 'science'. 

1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes  

 

 

  Sanjay G Reddy @sanjaygreddy May 21  
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@royalstatsoc can do better in the future. I will be happy to work with it to generate public 
understanding on this issue, as other critics of its recent unjustified deference to 
@worldbank #poverty statistics no doubt would also be willing to do. 

2 replies 0 retweets 1 like  

 

 

 

    Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 22  

Is the Society not already bound by its own standards to generate public understanding - 
through prominent and timely corrections? 

 

1 reply 1 retweet 1 like  

 
 
 

 Matt Berkley @mattberkley  
Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and others 

These and other deep flaws in claims from the Royal Statistical Society are discussed in a 
book-length document, RoyalStatScandal:  
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https://web.archive.org/web/20190521132428/http://www.globalfactcheck.org/documents/20
19-05-21%20Documentary%20evidence%20-
%20Royal%20Statistical%20Society%20false%20and%20misleading%20claims.%20%20M
att%20Berkley%20draft%20114.docx … 

2:29 PM - 21 May 2019  

 

1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  

 
 
 
 

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21  

Replying to @mattberkley @sanjaygreddy and others 

 
1 reply 0 retweets 1 like  
 



587 
 

 
 

   Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21  

 

 
1 reply 2 retweets 0 likes  
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  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21  

 
 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21  

 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
 
 
 
 

  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 21  

 
1 reply 1 retweet 0 likes  
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"Anthony Reuben confirmed closing keynote speaker at RSS 2019 

Written by Web News Editor on 21 May 2019. Posted in News  

 

Anthony Reuben from the BBC’s Reality Check team has been confirmed as the final 
keynote speaker at this September’s RSS 2019 Conference in Belfast. 

Anthony is author of the recently published 'Statistical – Ten easy ways to avoid being misled 
by numbers'. He has been a journalist for more than 25 years and was the BBC’s first head of 
statistics. He is now a senior journalist with the corporation’s fact-checking Reality Check 
team, which he helped to create. 

He joins a distinguished and varied line-up of keynote speakers at the conference who will 
include: 

• Siobhan Carey (Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency) 
• Peter Cunliffe-Jones (founder, Africa Check) 
• Peter Muller (University of Texas in Austin) 
• Marian Scott (University of Glasgow) 

Full information about the conference is available on the RSS 2019 website." 
 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4163-anthony-reuben-confirmed-closing-keynote-speaker-
at-rss-2019  
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"DWP adopts new poverty measures that RSS helped develop 

Written by Web News Editor on 22 May 2019.  

 

The UK government’s Department for Work and Pensions has agreed to the creation of new 
experimental poverty statistics based upon the Social Metrics Commission (SMC) new 
poverty metric (PDF) which takes into account factors such as assets and 'inescapable costs' 
that can affect people's spending power. 

The announcement came just in advance of a report from the UN Special Rapporteur which 
recommended the government adopt the Social Metrics Commission measure of poverty. 

The RSS’s executive director, Hetan Shah, was a member of the commission that helped to 
formulate the new poverty measure. At the time he wrote a piece in City AM to explain why 
a new measure was necessary. 

‘This is a very positive step,’ Hetan said about the recent announcement. ‘Our measure takes 
assets into account, and is more effective at assessing needs. As a result, fewer pensioners are 
categorised as poor under our measure than in traditional indicators, whilst many more 
disabled people and families with children are captured by our poverty metric. 

'I hope that the adoption of the metric by the DWP will help policymakers focus their 
resources and interventions more effectively in order to end the scourge of poverty in the 
UK.’ " 
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  Matt Berkley @mattberkley May 28  

A major problem for some official claims on human progress is the insistence that  
 
a) the data exist, and at the same time  
b) the data do not exist.  
 
This is in addition to the other lunacy, that the concepts are inadequate but it is adequate to 
use the misleading words anyway. 
 

 
 
1 reply 10 retweets 19 likes  
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"The art of statistics and how to avoid being misled 
by numbers   
 
  
Featured events, RSS events 
 
Wednesday 05 June 2019, 06:30pm - 07:30pm   
...Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol Street, EC1Y 8LX 
 
... 
  
Join us for an event marking the recent launches of “The Art of Statistics” by Sir David 
Spiegelhalter and “Statistical: Ten Easy Ways to Avoid Being Misled By Numbers” by 
Anthony Reuben. 
  
Sir David and Anthony will be joined by writer, comedian and broadcaster Timandra 
Harkness for what promised to be a lively discussion surrounding the two new books and the 
subject of statistics. 
  
Sir David Spiegelhalter is a former President of the Royal Statistical Society and the current 
Winton Professor for the Public Understanding of Risk at the University of Cambridge. Sir 
David works to improve the way in which risk and statistical evidence are taught and 
discussed in society. He gives many presentations to schools and others, advises 
organisations on risk communication, and is a regular commentator on risk issues. He 
presented the BBC4 documentaries ‘Tails You Win: The Science of Chance’ and the award-
winning ‘Climate Change by Numbers’. 
  
Anthony Reuben was the BBC's first head of statistics and now works on the corporation's 
Reality Check strand, which he helped to create. Anthony has been a journalist for 24 years 
and has twice won the RSS award for statistical excellence in journalism. “Statistical" is his 
first book. 
  
The Art of Statistics 
  
In "The Art of Statistics", David Spiegelhalter guides the reader through the essential 
principles we need in order to derive knowledge from data. Drawing on real world problems 
to introduce conceptual issues, he shows us how statistics can help us determine the luckiest 
passenger on the Titanic, whether serial killer Harold Shipman could have been caught 
earlier, and if screening for ovarian cancer is beneficial. 
  
“Spiegelhalter’s work serves as a reminder that there are passionate, self-aware statisticians 
who can argue eloquently that their discipline is needed now more than ever.” Financial 
Times 
   
Statistical: Ten Easy Ways to Avoid Being Misled By Numbers 
  
How do we distinguish statistical fact from fiction? What can we do to decide whether a 
number, claim or news story is accurate? Without an understanding of data, we cannot truly 
understand what is going on in the world around us. 
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Written by Anthony Reuben, a current RSS fellow, "Statistical" is an accessible and 
empowering guide to challenging the numbers all around us. 
  
"Refreshingly clear and engaging." Tim Harford 
  
 
...Organising Group(s) Royal Statistical Society 
  

  

RSS events 

 
We offer a range of events and training to develop thinking, provoke debate, learn new skills and 
meet people interested in statistics and data analysis.... 

 
 

 
 
Become part of an organisation which works to advance statistics and support statisticians" 
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"RSS celebrates Volunteers’ Week 2019 

 
Written by Web News Editor on 03 June 2019.  

...Our Statistical Ambassadors continue to support journalists who need expert help checking 
data or calculations, as well as providing expert comment on news programmes and in 
newspaper articles." 
 
 
https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4178-rss-celebrates-volunteers-week-2019  
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"New UKRI plan commits to strengthening 
statistical skills 

Written by Web News Editor on 20 June 2019. Posted in News  

 

UK Research and Innovation, the body that brings together the UK’s seven Research 
Councils plus Innovate UK and Research England, has announced plans to work with the 
Royal Statistical Society to strengthen statistical skills in UK research. 

UKRI, the non-departmental government body that oversees the government’s science budget 
of more than £7 billion has just published its Delivery Plan 2019. One of the actions it 
commits to for 2019-20 is to ‘Collaborate with the Royal Statistical Society on a plan, led by 
ESRC, to boost the statistical competencies of researchers in the UK,’ (see p28). 

The commitment was made after acknowledging a ‘number of causes for concern’ regarding 
research integrity that were raised by the Science and Technology Committee in 2017, and to 
which the RSS submitted written evidence (PDF). 

The RSS has begun work with UKRI to help it think about ways in which it could strengthen 
the statistical underpinning of UK scientific research. 

'The RSS supported the creation of UKRI as a body that could look across the research 
councils and disciplinary areas to important cross-cutting issues such as statistical 
competencies and multi-disciplinary statistical research,’ says RSS vice president for 
academic affairs, Guy Nason. ‘We are pleased UKRI recognises that statistics is one such 
thematic issue, and we look forward to working with them on this agenda.' " 

https://www.statslife.org.uk/news/4199-new-ukri-plan-commits-to-strengthening-statistical-skills  
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"RSS President's Address 2019 - Pigeon-holes and 
mustard seeds: Growing capacity to use data for 
society 

  

 

  

RSS events 

Wednesday 26 June 2019, 06:00pm - 07:30pm   

Location Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol Street, London EC1Y 8LX 
 

 

Speaker: Society's President Professor Deborah Ashby 

About the event: 

The Royal Statistical Society was founded to address social problems ‘through the collection 
and classification of facts’, leading to many developments in the collection of data, the 
development of methods for analysing them, and the development of statistics as a 
profession. Nearly 200 years later an explosion in computational power has led, in turn, to 
an explosion in data. We outline the challenges and the actions needed to exploit that data 
for the public good, and to address the step change in statistical skills and capacity 
development necessary to enable our vision of a world where data are at the heart of 
understanding and decision-making. 

The Address will be followed by a wine reception. 

 

Organiser Name Paul Gentry 

Email Address p.gentry@rss.org.uk 

Organising Group(s) Royal Statistical Society 

  
https://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/1355/9|10|11|13|14|17|61|63/rss-president-s-
address-2019-pigeon-holes-and-mustard-seeds-growing-capacity-to-use-data-for-society  


