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Politi~al bias exposed
in official statistics
Duncan Campbell writes: A campaign to re-assess
the political role of statistics is marked by the recent
publication of Demystifying Social Statistics", writ-
ten by members of the Radical Statistics Group, an
offshoot of the Royal Statistical Society. The group
- a significant proportion of whom work in the
preparation of official government statistics - hope
for a revision of the present style of teaching and
using statistics.
A 'collective' of unnamed government statisti-

cians has produced an account of how the official
'fact machine' works. It .points out that. many gov-
ernment statistical products contain significant gaps,
since figures reflect what departments are doing,
rather than what is actually happening in the world
outside: unemployment estimates deal only with
those attending the employment department
offices, while homelessness figures consider only
those in need who have been in touch with a local
authority. The government seldom resorts to down-
right falsification, says the collective, but relies
instead on more softly persuasive techniques of
delay, misleading commentaries and 'massage'.
Figures which have been 'massaged' on instruc-

tions from the mandarins include the well-known
case of unemployment statistics, artificially reduced
by means of increasingly restrictive definitions.
Other ways of caressing figures include extrapola-
tion from deliberately unrepresentative figures,
manipulation of adjustments under civil service
control (eg in the Retail Price Index) and the
juggling of categories in tables. Embarrassing,
unwanted or secret figures disappear into 'miscel-
laneous' categories for the purpose of concealment.
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