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(] O Best's major theme recognizes the complexities and uncertainties that bedevil so many scientifically related
public debates. His focus, however, is on statistical studies and their presentation. Most earlier books in this area,
such as Darrell Huffs classic How To Lie With Statistics, deal mainly with1 the technical apparatus of statistics and
its abuse, especially in misleading visual displays. Best, | think, goes deeper, explaining how inherent uncertainties
and imprecisions in the area of human social behaviour can affect our ability to gather and interpret statistical
information about ourselves.[J [0 His book is organized around a few central themes, among them the basic causes
of misleading statistics (1 bad guesses, descriptive definitions, confusing questions and biased samples[] , "mutant
statistics” (1 how good statistics can be misunderstood or misrepresented, knowingly or otherwise[J and problems
in comparisons [ across time, space, groupst] . The narrative flows easily, and all the points are driven home with
engaging examples from real life..J OJ The book starts by examining the opening line of a recent Ph.D. proposal.
"Every year since 1950, the number of American children gunned down has doubled." Starting with one death in
1950, this implies that more than the current world population would have been dead by the early 1980s. Best tracks
the reference down to a colourful mutation of a 1994 report that "the number of American children killed each year
by guns has doubled since 1950".00 [I | often cite the well-known statistic that two percent of Americans believe
they have been abducted by aliens and rerurned to Earth. Sadly, Best explains the source: the researchers thought a
direct question about abduction might be off-putting, so instead they devised five indicative symptoms. One was,
"Have you experienced waking up paralysed with a sense of strange person or presence of something else in the
room?" scoring four out of five positive responses apparently equated to affirming abduction. 0 O O [
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