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Dubi o us Dat a aw a rds highlight statist ical follies
________________________________________________

Re search group poke sfun at the way gul lib le jou rnalis t s in terpret scie n tific
– and not-so-scie n tific – finding s

BY STEPHEN STRAUSS
The Globe and Mail

There are lie s ,dam nli es and the worst sta -
tis ti c a l fo lli es, goofs and misstatements of
1995.

The Statis ti c a l As s essment Servic e, a re-
search group base din Washington and dedi-
cated to improving the pub lic’s unde rst and-
ing of scie n tific and statis ti c a l infor mation,
ha sju s tconfer red its Dub iou sData for 1995
prizes.

"Thes est atsoi ds are selected base don a
rigo rou sgr a ding sys tem that facto red for news -
wo rthin ess, por tentousness of pronoun cem e n t,
and fun d a m e n tal abs urdity", the group said.
"Bo nus poi nts were awarded for shamele ss-
ness and gratuitous int e rpret ation."

The Too Bad To Be True Award went to a
number of U.S. colum nis t s who quoted a
study that compare d the top 10 problems in
school s in the 1940s wit h the same problems
today. A 1940s lis t that started with talk ing ,
chewing gum , ma king noi se and running in
the halls was set aga inst a1990s lis t that be-
ga nwith drugs, alco h ol, pregnanc yand guns.

When a Yale Unive rsity res earche r we n t
back to find the origi nal study, howeve r, he
discov ere dthat the lis t sha dbeen made up by
a bor n-aga inChristia n in For t Wo rth ,Te x.

"They weren’t don efr om a scie n tific sur-
ve y", the man told the Yale res earche r. "How
did I know what the offenc eswe re in the
1940s? I wa sthere. How do I know what
they are now? I re ad the newsp apers."

The Globe and Mai l wa s si ng led out for
the Int e rnation a l Mou ntain s-from-Mole hil ls
Prize for a sto ry it ran last Janu ary about a
study com missio ned by the Ont ario Addiction
Re search Fou ndation. The study sug ge s ted
that more than half the women att ending
Alco h oli cs Anony mou ssessio ns in one On-
tario city were not in fact alc oholi cs.

This finding was use dby com ment ato rs to
rais e im por tant que s tion s abou t how avail-
able ment al-health ser vic eswe re for women.
Bu t as it tur ned out, the study did not have
any statis ti c a lteeth becau se it was base don
person a l in ter vie w s with just 25 women at
AA meetings whom the res earche r thou ght
ha din teresting sto rie sto tel l.

"I t’s alm o st enoug h to drive one to drink,"
STATS quipped in respons e to how the
fin d ing had been blown up.

The U.S. Cent e rs for Dis ease Con trol were
give n the Thank You, Profe sso r Aw ard for
Outst anding Stat ement of the Obv iou sfo r a
co mment ary on teen-ag ebi rth statis ti cs. It
warned, "if teen bir th rat es do not con tin ue
to decli ne, the re wil l be a ris ein the number
of teen bir ths ove r the nex t fe w ye ars."

The Weather man’s Friend Award went, as
it does eve ry year, to "Killer Weather", the
gr oup said. Ter rifyi ng win ter sto rms cla im
live s ,as do sum mer heat wav es. "Obviou sly
the big ger the number, the big ger the sto ry,
so all manne rof tange n tia l ly and tortuously
rela ted deaths get lumped in wit h thos efe w
poor sou ls who actually are kil led in weather-

rela ted accid e n t s ," the statis ti cia ns wrote.

They advise met eorol ogis t sto take as their
Ne w Ye ar’s resolutio n the ple dge to "sto p
cr iminalizing the weather".

The Ser iou sTo pics Unde rmine dby Prepos -
terou sNum erical Cla ims was an announ ce-
ment by the U.S. Justic e Deparment that an
FBI study showe d that a woman was bea -
ten up eve ry 12 secon ds. This tur ned out to
be more often than anot he rFBI estim ate of
how often a viole n tcr ime of any kin d took
place.

And the Thank You For Sharing Award –
an award for mis statement as much as por-
tentiousness – went to a Unive rsity of Ari-
zona scie n tis t who dev elo ped a Com mode-
A- Graph that can identify the uniqu ebacter ial
patt e rn left when someon esit son a toi let seat.

"If the re is eve r a crime com mitt e d in a
toilet, I can tel l you who did it," said Profe sso r
Charle sGerba of the Unive rsity of Arizona,
who inv ent e dthe Com mode-A-Graph.

And finally the group took the Associat e d
Pres s to task for a December repor t that
se eme d to show that women on welfare in
the United States were "ju s t li ke eve ryone
el se." The data not only were different from
what the story repor ted but, in fact, were
the exact opposit e, STATS said. "What the
numbers rev ealed was that, statis ti c a l ly, wel-
fare mothers mos t cl osely res emb led the
st e reotypi c a lportrait of ..... welfare mothers."
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