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The Tiger That Isn’t -     
Seeing Through a World of Numbers

Read the papers, watch the news: numbers are the currency of public argument. Be it climate change, 
crime, the economy, the performance of hospitals and schools, health risks, whatever, the way we 
address the big issues of the day is by looking for things to count and measure. 

Cold numbers have their critics. My 
complaint is different. It is that numbers 
are not cold enough. 

Rather, they have become hot-headed, 
adjuncts to fierce emotional reaction, 
numbers in other words as if they were 
adjectives, very often lacking the one 
thing they were intended to convey: 
straight quantification.

A statistical case that I now use in 
journalistic training makes the point. 
One in four teenage boys is a serious 
or persistent offender, said research. 
“Welcome to Yob UK,” said the 
tabloids. The coverage was everything 
you might expect: a few extreme cases 
hitched to a general proposition (as if 
the one murder cited was typical of the 
rest) and rounded off with a number 
(actually a proportion, but you know 
what I mean) to give that touch of 
objective authority. 

Our emotions are quickly engaged 
and soon, I fear, doing all the work for 
us. The number, meanwhile, trundles 
along behind, a sort of cartload of 
ballast, we think, should we ever need 
to offer some substance.   

But is one in four a big number? It 
turns out that the question asked to 
elicit a confession of assault (by far the 
largest category of crime confessed to) 
was whether respondents had ever 
kicked, scratched or pushed another. 
It then added, deliciously, “please 
include family members.” So if you had 
shoved little sister last year, it counted. 
If you barged through the dinner 
queue at school, how many assaults 
was that? 

It becomes surprising that the figure for 
yob UK was only one in four. Most of 
our sons and brothers are apparently 
bovine placid, at least by the standards 
of this survey. 

Too late. Any proper reading of the 
data was lost. 

In the current recession, it’s been 
interesting to watch public discussion 
of unemployment. So far – I write in 
April 2009 – unemployment measured 
either by claimant count or by the 
wider measure of unemployment used 
in the labour force survey is still lower 
in this recession than it was when the 
last recession began, still lower than
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Numbers have become the all-powerful 
language of public argument. Too often, 
that power is abused and the numbers 
bamboozle. This book shows how to see 
straight through them – and how to seize 
the power for yourself.

Public spending, health risks, 
environmental disasters, who is rich, who 
is poor, Aids or war deaths, pensions, 
teenage offenders, the best and worst 
schools and hospitals, immigration – life 
comes in numbers. The trick to seeing 
through them is strikingly simple. It is 
to apply something everyone has – the 
lessons of their own experience.

Using vivid and everyday images and 
ideas, this book shows how close to 
hand insight and understanding can be, 
and how we can all use what is familiar 
to make sense of what is baffling. It 
is also a revelation – of how little the 
principles are understood even by many 
who claim to know better.

This book is written by the team who 
created and present the hugely popular 
BBC Radio 4 series, More or Less.
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the very first month of rising 
unemployment in the early 1990s.  

That is not an argument that there is 
nothing to worry about, or that it won’t 
climb viciously high in the end. But 
where is the proportion? Where is the 
context that would tell us how big 
these numbers are compared with 
other relevant numbers? 

An important question for those in the 
public sector is whether the numbers 
used to measure performance here 
are also used with some sense of 
contextual rigour, or as emotional cattle 
prods. Does government want targets, 
for example, that are properly cold and 
statistically robust, or does it want a 

story, full of hot adjectives? 

The evidence so far is mixed, I’d 
say. The work of the Healthcare 
Commission, for example, has often 
been careful and serious, though one 
wonders where the government’s 
desire to see fine-graded measures 
of quality to distinguish between 
healthcare providers will take us. 
Targets for the reduction of cases 
of C. Difficile in hospitals and the 
consequent financial penalties appear 
– according to a recent paper in 
the BMJ – to take no account of the 
ordinary ups and downs that one 
might expect as a result of natural 
variability, ie chance, such that most 

hospital trusts will be clobbered with 
a fine even if the underlying trend 
is in accordance with government 
objectives.

I exaggerate the pure impartiality 
of proper statistics. All numbers are 
subject to our judgements. Even at the 
point of deciding which numbers to 
gather, let alone when it comes to their 
interpretation, human choices must be 
made. But there is all the difference 
in the world, I still believe, between 
wanting to find out and wanting to tell 
a story. 

     
Social Care Research Ethics Committee

The first meeting of the Social Care Research Ethics Committee (SCREC) took place on Friday 5 June. 

The Social Care Research Ethics 
Committee (SCREC) has been set up 
at the request of the Department of 
Health to review adult social care 
research proposals. 

The aim of the Committee is not to 
take over from existing RECs, but to 
provide a complementary service. 
Many social care studies are currently 
reviewed by University RECs, with the 
approval of funding councils, and this 
will continue to be the case where 
investigators have access to them. 

However, research under the Mental 
Capacity Act has to be reviewed by an 
NRES Committee, and the SCREC will 
be eligible to review such studies. No 
investigator will be expected to seek 
ethics review from more than one REC.

Investigators and sponsors may have 
a number of reasons for seeking 
REC review, such as that there are 
ethical issues; they are consulting 
vulnerable participants; they want 
advice on consent procedures or 
they need to reassure publications 

editors. In line with the social care 
research community, the SCREC will 
hold a broad view on what constitutes 
research. Most service evaluations 
would be accepted as suitable for 
review by the SCREC, for example. 

To find out more visit www.scie.org.
uk/networks/screc  or contact the 
Committee Co-ordinator Barbara 
Cuddon, email: barbara.cuddon@scie.
org.uk. 




