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‘D ubibusData avards'

W H. Chery

Dubious Data awards highlight statistical follies

Regach gioup pkesfun at he way glllible joumaists inerpret cientfic
— and ot-s0-saentfic — findings

BY STEPHEN STRAUSS
The Globe and Mail
There ae les,damnlies and the wost sa-
tistical follies, goas and msdatements 6
1995.

The Satistical Assessnent Sevice, a e-
saarch goup asedn Wasington and deli-
caded b improving the pubics understand
ing o scienffic and shtisticalinformation,
hasjustconferred s DubiousData for 1995
prizes

"Thesestdwids ae sleded asedon a
rigoousgradng yseem ha fadored for rews-
worthiness portentousiess d pronaunement
and findamesal esudity' the goup sid.
"Bonus mints were avarded for iamdess-
ness ad glatuitous nteipretaion

The Too Bad © Be Tue Awvard went to a
number d U.S columrists who quated a
study tha comparedthe p D problems in
schoolsin the B40s vith the sme poblens
toda. A 1940s ist that arted with tdking,
cheving gum, making noise and running in
the halls was seagairst a1990s Ist that be-
ganwith drugs, atohd, pregnancyand guns

When a ‘e University reseecher went
bad to find the aiginal sudy, however he
disoveaedthat the Istshadbeen nace up ly
a born-again Christanin Fort Worth, Tex

"They werert donefrom a <ientfic sur
vey' the man thl the Yale reseacher "How
did | knov wha the dfenceswere in the
140€ | wasthee. How o | knonv wha
they ae row? |rea the rewspaprs.

The Globe and Mail was singed out 6r
the Intenaional Mourtains-from-Molehills
Prize for a sory it ran hg Januay about a
study commisoned ly the nhtario Addiction
Re®ach Fourddion. The stidy suggestd
that more than hdl the women tending
Alcohdics Anonympusses®ons in ane -
tario aty were not in fact alcohdics.

This finding was tsedby commentata
raise important questbns about how avail-
able mentatheath ®niceswere for women
But as t turred ait, the stidy did not have
ary datisticaltegh becau® it was tasedon
per®nal ineniewswith just 5 women &
AA medings whom the e@seacherthougt
hadinteresing soriesto tll.

"Its dmog enaughto drive ae b drink]
STATS quipped n reponse to hov the
finding had keen Hown wp.

The U.S Centes for Disease ©ntd were
given the Thark You, Profesor Award for
Oustandng Satament ¢ the Cobviousfor a
conmentaly on teen-agebirth gaistics. It
warned, "if teen birth rates do rot continue
to decline, hee will be a isein the nunber
of teen births averthe rextfew yeas'

The Weahermars Friend Avard went, as
it does evely yea, to "Killer \eaher' the
graup sid. Terifying winter gomms daim
lives,as @ sumner hed waves. 'Ohvioudy
the kgger the runbe, the bigger the dory,
so d mamerof targentialy and tatuoudy
rlated ceahs get umped n with thosefew
poa souk who actudly are killed n weaher

rdated a&adent$the sttisticials wrote.

They alvise neteorologststo take as heir
New Yea's reslution the dedge b "stop
criminaizing the weahet"

The SriousTofcs Undeminedby Prepos-
terousNumeical daims was & annaince-
ment by the U8 Jusice Deparment ha an
FBI gudy showvedthat a voman was lea-
ten up eery 12 onds. This wurned out ©
be nore dten han awotherFBI esimae d
how often a volentcrime d any kind took
place.

And the Thark You For Sharing Awvard —
an avard for misdatenent & nmuch as por-
tentousess — vent to a Wiversity of Ari-
zona ientst who devdoped a @mnode-
A-Graph ta can denify the wiquebaderial
patem left when meonesitson a bilet ®4.

"If thee is eer a aime ommitedin a
tailet, | can &ll you who dd it; said Professor
Charles Geba of the Lhiversity of Arizona,
who inventedthe Commode A-Graph.

And finally the goup bk the Asdated
Pressto tak for a December report that
seenedto show tha women o welfare in
the United Sates were 'just like eeryone
el€. The d&a rot anly were dfferent fom
what te stoy reported but, in fad, were
the exact gpposte, STATS sid. "What the
numbers revaaled was ha, datisticaly, wel-
fare mdhers nost closdy resenbled tre
steeotypical portrait of ..... welfare mahers.

The aticle EM960QL reprintedaboveis wsedin SatisticalHighlight #91 and in Chapter 4 d the STAT 231 Course Mateials.
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