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Dear Jil
Thank you for the opportunity to provide an input to your inquiry into the coverage of statistics. The
Government Statistical Service aims to release information that helps inform decision making and
debate across the UK. The faithful transmission of statistics to different audiences therefore matters
a great deal to us.
The BBC is in a position to add important value in its treatment of statistics. For example, in Mark
Easton's analysis of social data on BBC News and the Steve Wright Show on Radio 2 where the
ONS Director General for Population and Public Policy, Glen Watson, is a regular guest.
Our own monitoring suggests that the BBC is the single biggest provider of national news about
official statistics in the United Kingdom. Regular ONS statistical releases are widely reported on all
BBC platforms. In terms of audience reach, the BBC News website appears to be the leading single
source of national news about ONS statistics while the number of different stories reported by BBC
News is broadly similar to other leading providers including The Times and Daily Mail.
The official statistical releases reported by the BBC include all of those subjects traditionally
considered newsworthy, including key economic data on inflation, employment and GDP as well as
crime, population and migration. Newer statistical measures - including the National Well-being
indicators - are covered much less regularly and by fewer BBC outlets.
Understandably, the volume of coverage varies according to the news value of the statistics
themselves; thus, for example, coverage of the quarterly GDP estimates was greater in the years
immediately after the downturn of 2008-9 than more recently when growth has become reestablished. Coverage of migration statistics has tended to increase as that issue has risen in
political significance in recent years.
There is, however, an important balance to be struck and in its desire to stimulate audiences the
BBC needs to take care not to overplay the statistical significance of the figures. For example, a fall
in the monthly rate of CPI inflation from 0% to minus 0.1% was reported as "Britain plunged back
into deflation."

While coverage of GSS statistics is strong, the voice of ONS as the producer of much of the UK's
key data or the National Statistics brand is not always heard clearly. Changes in editorial priorities
can have a significant impact on the exposure of statisticians on BBC outlets. For example in March
2015 the cancellation of the 0930 business news segment on the BBC channel ended the 'live
coverage' of the announcement by ONS statisticians of key market-sensitive economic indicators.
The knock-on effect was that the audio and video clips of the statisticians were no longer available
to other BBC news outlets. In the year to March 2015, ONS statisticians appeared over 173 times
on BBC programmes. Since then they have appeared on BBC News 4 times, with 40 appearances
on other BBC programmes
In this letter I have sought simply to share our impression of the BBC's coverage and hope it is of
use to you in completing your inquiry.

Yours sincerely,

John Pullinger

Dame Jil Matheson
Chair, BBC Trust Impartiality Review Panel
By email to StatisticsImpartialityReview@bbc.co.uk

12th December 2015

Dear Jil
Thank you for your 14th October letter, inviting the Statistics User Forum (SUF) to
provide evidence to the Independent Panel assessing the impartiality of the BBC’s
reporting of statistics on its news and current affairs output.
Statistics form part of the “citizens’ entitlement to public information”1. Dudley Seers
made an observation in 1983 that holds as much today, despite the plethora of news
and current affairs that we can now access through many different media. Seers
wrote that “We cannot, with our own eyes and ears, perceive more than a minute
sample of human affairs, even in our own country - and a very unrandom sample at
that. So we rely on statistics in order to build and maintain our own model of the
world. The data that are available mould our perceptions”2. We not only rely on the
statistics that are produced, but how they are reported and presented in the media.
We therefore welcome the Panel’s work and that your assessment will be informed
by separately commissioned content analysis and audience research. Our response
below is necessarily qualitative, drawing on our knowledge of what will be only a tiny
fraction of the BBC’s news and current affairs output. We are not in a position to
form a view on the four issues listed in the call for evidence because we are not able
to assess all relevant material. We nevertheless hope that our observations are
helpful.
As you know, SUF is an umbrella organisation hosted by the Royal Statistical
Society, with the main purpose of supporting users of official statistics in
communicating with statistics producers3. I consulted the user groups represented
at SUF and members of the online community StatsUserNet in order to respond to
you, as well as inviting them to provide evidence directly to you on specific topics
and issues. I am grateful for all the contributions that I have received and on which I
draw here. SUF colleagues and I would of course be pleased to discuss any of the
following with you.
My first overall impression from what I have gathered is that statistics users care
deeply about how statistics are reported on the BBC, even though we may not rely
1
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on the BBC for the official statistics that we need, which we tend to take from their
primary source, or from collections such as NOMIS and the Data Archive. Users can
of course be alerted by the BBC to new sources and use the BBC website as a
shortcut to data they seek. We care deeply about how statistics are reported by the
BBC because the BBC plays a crucial role in stimulating national debate,
contributing to the evidence base and supporting a culture of evidence-based
discussion. The BBC therefore has a significant societal role in disseminating,
analysing and using official statistics.
My second overall impression is that, while there is much that is good about statistics
and the BBC, we want to encourage the BBC to do even better in its reporting of
statistics.
For many years the BBC has treated statistics seriously and in some depth. A small,
diverse set of examples that comes to mind from across the BBC family includes:
Open University courses and the Bitesize Statistics Class clips, the Matter of Fact
and More or Less series of programmes, Andrew Dilnot’s radio History of Britain in
Numbers, Hans Rosling’s programme illustrating population dynamics, and the
personal inflation calculator on the BBC website. The BBC has developed a number
of other innovative presentations for statistics, both visual (eg its graphics on climate
change) and audio graphics (eg on global changes in infant mortality4). These
suggest that there is a firm foundation on which to draw in the analysis and
presentation of official statistics on the BBC. We also recognise that a number of
BBC editors, such as Mark Easton on social affairs and Hugh Pym on health,
regularly quote and analyse official statistics, and that this is a great way of
spreading good practice.
In recent times the BBC employed a Head of Statistics. We were pleased to
welcome Anthony Reuben to the SUF meeting in October 2014 and we also
welcomed the secondment of a statistician from the Office for National Statistics to
the BBC during the 2015 general election campaign. However, we were concerned
to hear that the Head of Statistics post was under threat due to BBC cuts and that
the RSS had voiced its support for a role which has oversight for BBC statistics, and
the importance of accurate use of statistics by the BBC. We now understand that
Anthony has left the BBC and has not yet been replaced. We are keen for there to
be more, not less, professional statistical support for good statistical reporting inside
the BBC.
Room for improvement in the BBC’s reporting and use of statistics
There are three broad, inter-related areas in which we want the BBC to do better
(these span the four issues raised in the call for evidence):

1. More clarity on the selection of statistics to be reported, including how the
BBC makes its own assessment of the accuracy of the statistics in question
and of their interest to its different audiences.
4
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Official statistics are released on virtually every working day of the year. There are
over 2,000 upcoming releases announced on Publication Hub5. It seems that most
of these will not be picked up by the BBC, so how does the BBC select those to be
reported? There is something of a ‘premier league’, including GDP, unemployment,
NHS waiting lists, migration. We note that your Panel has also made a selection,
focussing specifically on the topics of health, welfare (benefits), economics and
migration. These topics map well onto some of the things that matter to people, as
identified in the ONS’s Measuring National Well-being programme6, but they do not
cover everything that matters.
There are also many other statistics published by research organisations,
commercial companies, academic centres, think-tanks, lobbyists and others to be
taken into consideration. The assessment process for National Statistics can be a
useful tool for quality control but the binary distinction (in place since 2009) between
Official Statistics and National Statistics it is not a shortcut guide to the usefulness or
accuracy of the statistics, and it of course says nothing about the usefulness or
accuracy of other statistics. The assessment for National Statistics covers process
and procedural steps as well as more direct checking of the usefulness or accuracy
of what is produced, all important for the overall quality of outputs but adding to the
complexity of assessing quality when this is often most wanted in terms of fitness for
purpose. Also, statistics vary greatly in the degree of accuracy that is attainable,
with climate change statistics inherently more uncertain than agricultural statistics,
and trade statistics more uncertain than data on government finances. The UK
Statistics Authority makes some allowances for this in its assessments, but it does
mean that some necessary and useful statistics will find it much harder to be
designated National Statistics.
The process of putting together the news and current affairs reports involves many
editorial decisions about what and what not to include. However, the process by
which the BBC decides which official and other statistics to cover appears opaque
and could hold back the BBC’s drive for impartiality. This could be made more
transparent, say as part of expanded editorial guidance on statistics, which would
give the BBC’s Head of Statistics, and other, in-house statistical expertise, a stronger
framework with which to work with editors and producers to augment the statistical
integrity of news and current affairs outputs. SUF member Arthur Barnett has been
exploring the issue of editorial guidance and in-house statistical expertise in his
response to you. Arthur quotes the example of how an Inflation Explained article on
the BBC website was improved.
Another example concerns one of the SUF’s current priorities, the development and
use of wider measures of national well-being - the ‘beyond GDP’ agenda. In
September, the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development included a
commitment by all countries “to developing broader measures of progress to
complement gross domestic product (GDP)”7. The BBC has covered the ONS
programme of work in this field from time to time, including the launch in December
5

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/announcements
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/user-guidance/well-being/index.html
7
See para 48 in UN (2015) Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, at
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/70/L.1&Lang=E
6

2014 of measures of economic well-being8. However, while ONS now routinely
publishes an economic well-being assessment alongside the quarterly GDP figures,
it looks as if the BBC only refers to it in some quarters9.

2. More precise reporting and helping understanding
There is clearly a need to be concise in news bulletins, but to just report that
“German GDP is 0.3%”, as heard recently, can leave the listener wondering which
time periods are being compared, how large is German GDP, and how do the
change and the level compare with those in other European countries. This is far
from the only example of where the listener, viewer or reader is left unclear about the
statistics being quoted. It would be challenging to give a minimum specification for
the ‘meta-data’ to accompany any statistic quoted in the news or in a current affairs
programme, but this would be worth exploring as part of drawing up enhanced
editorial guidance on statistics.
It is not just how specific statistics are reported that is of concern, but also how
upcoming statistics are referred to. In particular, there are occasions when BBC
News mentions what official statistics to be reported later that day (already publicly
available from the Publication Hub) and what they are expected to show. We think
that the source of that expectation should always be stated: is it a projection from
existing data, the market’s anticipation, or a leak from someone who had pre-release
access to the figures?
Where there are more substantive reports on the BBC website, we have sometimes
been frustrated by a lack of links to the sources of data or statistics used (or by a
statement making it clear that the source is not publicly available, a practice that we
would not encourage). The point is to enable the audience to form their own opinion,
if they wish to do, of the statistics used and to help build understanding based on the
underlying data as well as the news report.
As an example of how editorial guidance on statistics would have a much greater
scope than just how official statistics are used and presented, we understand that
the BBC itself carries out surveys. However, under the surveys section of the
existing guidelines10, there is no requirement on the BBC to publish the results of
surveys. We recommend that there should be a requirement in the enhanced
guidelines for the full results of all surveys carried out with public money to be
published.
There are a number of (almost) statistics-free zones in BBC current affairs, such as
Question Time and Any Questions?, also BBC local radio phone-in programmes.
We recognise the nature of these programmes, but also wonder if more statistics
could be injected into public debates about current affairs in some way?
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3. More analysis and context
We are aware that asking for more statistical analysis and more context for statistics
quoted on the BBC raises significant issues about the role of the BBC, its editorial
independence and its resourcing. However, we do so because of the BBC’s unique
position as a national public service broadcaster and web publisher. After the
‘breaking news’ has been absorbed, there should be scope for further analysis of the
statistics, moving beyond what might have been designated as a ‘headline’ statistic –
including by the government or the ONS - to show a broader picture (including to
help the audience assess the validity of the chosen headline).
In giving some examples of what we have in mind we may well be missing where the
BBC has already covered these (but that in itself says something about the
complexities of retrieving information from the BBC website and i-Player!):
- the debate about measuring child poverty;
- the current state of adult social care across the country (while there has
been considerable reporting on the BBC of budget cuts by individual councils,
there has yet to have been a fuller analysis on the BBC of the statistics on
social care published in October by the Health and Social Care Information
Centre?);
- the difference in unemployment rates (and other social or economic data)
between London and other standard regions, taking into account different
travel-to-work patterns and the differing mix of industries and services;
- what is happening to earnings ‘in real terms’, given that deflating average
earnings by the CPI or the RPI gives markedly different results?
- and how is the UK doing these days, taking into account wider measures of
national well-being as well as GDP?
Fuller analysis and context would also help where there are related statistics to take
into account. It is widely recognised that selective use of statistics relating to a
particular issue can be misleading: for example, reporting statistics on the balance
of trade in goods without also reporting on the balance of trade in services, or
reporting on changes in average (mean) earnings without also reporting on relative
changes in earnings by lower and higher earners – e.g. by reporting changes in
median earnings. The BBC is usually good at spotting when a spokesperson is
indulging in the selective use of statistics and often it can rely on their political
opponents to point to alternative measures, but the BBC needs to have the in-house
expertise to know which statistics are relevant to which areas, so that a more
impartial picture is presented. This also applies in the complex areas of measuring
crime and inflation, where there are different sources or indices.
We accept that editorial guidelines on statistics need to work in many different kinds
of reporting. The use of statistics depends on the nature of the coverage (news,
editorial commentary, in-depth analysis, etc), on the nature of the story and on the

target audience. For fast-breaking news stories, the BBC will naturally look for
immediately-available statistics, with a premium on the most recent ones. However,
in the interests of impartiality and balance, its experts need to be able, if necessary,
to put recent statistics in their longer-term context and to know what alternative
statistics might be indicating and whether these might also be newsworthy in the
context of the particular story. Editorial commentary and analytical programmes
should be based on a more considered view of the statistical background, drawing
on relevant statistics and analysis.
The nature of the story and the target audience may well influence which statistics
are used. RPI and CPI again provide examples of this. CPI is the target index for
the Bank of England’s interest rate policy and is used by the government for many,
but not all uprating purposes; RPI is used for index-linked bonds, for uprating most
private-sector pensions and is the reference index used by most trade unions in
wage negotiations. A feature about possible changes to the base rate would focus
on the CPI; a macroeconomic assessment should mention both the CPI measure –
relevant to interest-rate setting and government finances – and RPI – relevant to
bond markets, consumer sentiment and pressure on earnings; a personal finance
story dealing with private sector pensions or student loans would probably focus
mainly on the outlook for the RPI.

Copies of this letter will go to members of the SUF, including Mike Hughes, chair of
the RSS National Statistics Advisory Group, and Roeland Beerten, RSS director of
professional and public affairs. Please note that the views expressed here are not
necessarily those of the RSS.
Yours sincerely,

PAUL ALLIN, CStat, FRSA
Chair, Statistics User Forum
Visiting Professor, Department of Mathematics, Imperial College London
p.allin@imperial.ac.uk

Response from the Royal Statistical Society to the BBC Trust Impartiality
Review BBC’s reporting of statistics
1. The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) is a learned society and professional body for
statisticians and data analysts, and a charity which promotes statistics for the public
good. We are one of the world’s leading organisations promoting the importance of
statistics and data, and have done so since we were founded in 1834. Two of our key
strategic goals for 2014-2018 are for statistics to be used effectively in the public
interest, and for improving statistical literacy across all sectors of society. In our Data
Manifesto we advocate the need for basic training in data handling and statistics for
politicians, policymakers and other professionals working in public services. 1 In our
view, such training is also a crucial element of building public trust in journalism. A
poll that we commissioned with Ipsos MORI in 2014 suggests a very low level of trust
among the public that the media uses data appropriately, in comparison to other
sectors and organisations.2
2. Activities that we undertake in line with our strategic goals also inform our response
to this review. Through the Science Journalism Training Programme, we have
directly supported training in statistics for news journalists. We developed free online
courses for journalists on science and statistics, and over the last four years we also
trained 1,500 journalists and student journalists with the help of our volunteer
network. 3, 4
3. As the BBC is a public service, we believe it is especially important that its journalists
are numerically and statistically competent. It is crucial that its journalists are able to
choose the right stories to focus on and interpret them correctly to the public. A good
grasp of numbers is an important basis for statistical reporting, and in our view is
currently not comprehensively addressed. We believe the BBC is strong in some
areas, and does in general take a serious approach in its reporting of statistics. We
commend programmes such as Radio 4’s More or Less, which is one of the few
programmes that takes an in depth look at statistics. However, we are also aware of
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several key areas for improvement to address the standard of reporting across the
organisation.
4. Firstly, we would like to see the BBC develop a more comprehensive, consistent
in-house training programme available to all BBC journalists, with ongoing
support for those across the organisation. Whilst we are aware the BBC does offer
some statistics training, we believe this could be improved upon with a more
established programme for those both at junior and senior level, including editors,
commissioning staff and graphic design teams. We would especially encourage all
those with key editorial responsibilities to gain a better than average statistical
understanding in their day to day work. We would also like to stress that knowledge
of statistics is not just for data journalists, as statistics will underpin all areas of
reporting. An improved training programme would allow for example, interviewers the
skills to successfully question those who are misusing statistics. In place of isolated
pockets of statistical expertise within the BBC, journalists in all areas need to have a
good grounding in statistics and the ability to liaise with researchers and statisticians
for factual reporting.
5. Accompanied by this, a second area for improvement would be for a more open
dialogue between the BBC and the statistics community. It is important that there
are known points of contact on statistics in the BBC. This would enable a more
effective dialogue; especially when particular statistics based news items require
clarification or a correction. Statisticians outside the BBC could also provide support
and advice to editors, producers, reporters and other staff across the BBC, enabling
a reciprocal dialogue between the BBC and the statistics community.
6. We would like to see improvements to editorial guidelines. We find that the
section on statistics titled “Reporting Statistics and Risk” is insufficient in coverage
and breadth to cover the due process needed for reporting statistics. Whilst the
chapter on “Politics, Public and Policy Areas” has detail on polls and surveys, we
would like more obvious guidelines regarding statistics more generally. For a major
news outlet the lack of comprehensive statistical guidance is a cause for concern.
For example, in the ‘Reporting Statistics and Risk’ section it is stated that:
“It will usually be appropriate to report the source of figures, and sometimes
the margin of error, to enable people to judge their significance.”5
We believe 'usually' to be unnecessarily vague. Reporting margins of error is
essential for readers to critically assess the reliability of a source. We understand that
statistics based stories need to be presented in a way that is newsworthy but it is
always important for readers to have all the facts. The margin of error should
therefore always be made clear so the public can have confidence in the statistical
information being presented to them and be able to assess it for themselves.
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7. With regards to the publication of sources, we are aware that in the case of sensitive
material, journalists must protect their sources, but when reporting statistics it is
essential that the sources, the correct context and margins of error are readily
available, as advocated in the Media Standards Trust and the Associated Press’
transparency checker tool, hNews.6
8. There are a number of cases where BBC journalists have reported data in news
stories and the link provided is to a source which can only be accessed through a
paywall (for example, a subscription only academic journal) or the link to the source
is not available at all. We understand journalists are under severe time constraints
and mistakes are easily made or repeated from third parties, but it is clear that if the
original source of the information is linked, corrections can be made more promptly.
9. The BBC’s correction process is a related area which we believed could be
improved. We are aware of other outlets that have a policy of publishing corrections
on online articles, and we believe this to be good practice. For BBC stories,
corrections are made with no mention that the article has been amended, making
such corrections very difficult to identify. The time spent on responding to complaints
also varies greatly. As it stands the guidelines on corrections states:
“We email or post over 90% of replies within 2 weeks (10 working days) but
cannot always guarantee this.”7
Quick response rates are an especially important principle with regards to statistical
corrections, as this leads to more timely reporting of the correct information. In the
age of 24/7 journalism, two weeks seems like an unduly long response time.
Upholding timely and accurate statistical reporting should be a key principle for the
BBC in its role as a public service, and in its dialogue with the public and with regards
to online content, we ideally would like corrections to be dealt with on the day
they are received.
10. Finally, editorial guidelines do not commit the BBC to publish the full results of
surveys that it commissions. As such surveys are publicly funded; the BBC should
facilitate access to the data as part of its role. A requirement to publish survey
results should not be arduous to implement, and improves public access to the
relevant information.
11. The BBC has the potential to be a world leader in providing accurate and impartial
reporting of statistics alongside accessible critical analysis. If the BBC can provide
greater detail on the use of statistics in its editorial guidelines, increase its links with
the statistics community, and accompany this with a more extensive and established
training programme, its capabilities in this area can be significantly strengthened. The
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BBC has a key role to play in reporting statistics as part of wider public debate, and
whilst we are aware that good work has been done in this area, more can be done to
comprehensively address the quality of reporting.

ESRC Submission
BBC Impartiality Review
December 2015
Submission from the Economic and Social Research Council. (Contact maria.sigala@esrc.ac.uk)
Background
1. The ESRC, a non-departmental public body, is a member of the Research Councils UK (RCUK).
RCUK is a strategic partnership of the seven UK Research Councils. RCUK was established in 2002
to enable the Research Councils to work together more effectively to enhance the overall impact
and effectiveness of their research, training and innovation activities, contributing to the delivery
of the Government’s objectives for science and innovation. Each year the Research Councils
invest around £3 billion in research covering the full spectrum of academic disciplines from the
medical and biological sciences to astronomy, physics, chemistry and engineering, social sciences,
economics, environmental sciences and the arts and humanities.
2. The ESRC, with a total budget of £193 million for 2015/16, is the UK's largest funder of research
on economic and social issues. It supports over 4,000 researchers and postgraduate students in
academic institutions and independent research institutes.
3. Our role is to promote and support high quality research and postgraduate training in the social
sciences, to advance knowledge and provide trained social scientists who meet the needs of
users and beneficiaries. Finally, we work to raise public awareness of social science and we
encourage involvement in research that will translate into benefits for society and individuals.
4. Annex I shows examples of some of our key investments in the four areas identified by the
review, that is health, economics, welfare and migration.

Our Response to the Consultation
5. Our research community clearly has an interest in the topic areas outlined in the Consultation.
Given their diverse needs, our research community will respond individually on their
requirements relating to specific topic areas.
6. The ESRC welcomes the opportunity to respond to the review. In addition to four specific
questions regarding the impartiality of the BBC in various contexts, the review also allows the
submission of evidence on a wider range of related issues. The ESRC’s response will, therefore,
focus on additional points that we wish to bring to the Panel’s attention as the largest public
sector funder of socio-economic research and postgraduate training.

1

The ESRC funds excellent social sciences research that should be exploited more by the BBC to inform
and educate the UK public
7. The UK has an outstanding social science research base1 from which the BBC can draw to inform
and educate the UK public using robust evidence to achieve impartiality in its reporting. Our own
International Benchmarking Reviews have confirmed UK Social Science as exceptional by world
standards. Our research plays a major role in informing government policy in all areas of the
social sciences for example welfare and benefits (where ESRC-funded work paved the way for
Universal Credit) to health (where we have responded to the Prime Minister’s ‘National
Dementia Challenge’ by launching with the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) the
world’s largest programme of social science research on dementia) and education (where ESRC
researchers have advised the Department for Education on ways to improve post-16
participation in STEM subjects)i2.
8. Research in the social sciences provides robust evidence and insights and can also play a key role
in framing the major societal questions which need to be addressed and identifying ways in
which these might best be tackled. In addition to stand alone awards, the ESRC also provides
funding for research centres that undertake a programme of research in the areas of health,
migration, economics and welfare, where impartiality in reporting may be a challenge (see Annex
I). The research we support is all peer-reviewed and only the highest quality work is supported.
Decisions about what and who to fund are independent from government and sectional interests
of any kind.
9. So, we would urge the BBC to draw more from the extensive examples of relevant research that
we fund and to acknowledge the research sources it uses in its reporting. Research Councils UK
(RCUK) have a web-based portal that gives businesses access to the latest research supported
across all the UK’s seven Research Councils and Innovate UK in a single website3. Also specific
ESRC evidence briefings that highlight research findings and their relevance in key policy areas
can be easily found on our website along with the contact details of the researchers as well as
other news, events and publications45.
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International Comparative Performance of the UK Research Base 2013
www.gov.uk/government/publications/performance-of-the-uk-research-baseinternationalcomparison-2013
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Economic and Social Research Council Delivery Plan, 2015-16
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/news-events-and-publications/publications/corporatepublications/delivery-plan/esrc-delivery-plan-2015-2016/
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Social scientists make a significant contribution to knowledge and are trusted by the public and their
expertise needs to be recognised and used more by the BBC and its journalists
10. The ESRC funds, on a routine basis, academic researchers who have advanced analytical skills and
apply these to research that challenges our common-sense assumptions about the world and
demonstrates the importance of gathering detailed evidence before reaching conclusions.
11. We believe that the BBC has much to gain for attracting and selecting more social scientists to be
part of its pool of “experts” to advise on or report on complex and challenging issues where
advanced quantitative skills and a focus on rigorous analysis is needed. For example, the Director
of the ESRC-funded National Centre of Research Methods, Professor Patrick Sturgis, is currently
chairing an inquiry into the failure of the 2015 pre-election polls, which significantly underestimated the size of the Conservative lead over Labour at the 2015 General Election, and
resulted in a discrepancy between the final polls and the election result. This independent inquiry
has been instigated by the British Polling Council and the Market Research Society6 and will
report in March 20167.
12. Our public dialogues8 work around big data has further shown that the public trusts academics as
non-biased experts to handle data and their reporting. For example, our public dialogues on the
use of government administrative data showed that some participants had inherent trust in the
independence and motivations of academics. Others at least thought that they were more
trustworthy than those working directly for the government. Our public dialogues on the use of
private sector data by the three ESRC-funded Data Research Centres showed that the public trust
the Data Centres more than the commercial and regulated sectors and as such they expect that
the Data Centres to have very strict processes in place to check the quality and accuracy of data
acquired from such companies.
13. We recognise that not all researchers will feel equally confident or have the knowledge and
expertise to engage with the media effectively. For that reason, the ESRC provides media training
to all ESRC-funded researchers. The aim of this training is to show how the media, including the
BBC, can be an effective tool to disseminate research and increase its impact. Our media training
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BBC reporting on Professor Sturgis leading the inquiry
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-32751993
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focuses on helping researchers to understand what journalists want from them, and the news
angle of research findings.
14. We would, thus, urge the BBC to draw more from the methodological, statistical and scientific
expertise of the UK’s academic community whom we strive to train to work successfully with the
BBC and the media in general.
The importance of promoting the value of quantitative skills across professions, and of training the
future workforce of social scientists for the public, private and other sectors, including the BBC.
15. In recognition of the importance of training social scientists as early as possible in quantitative
skills, the ESRC has invested in a number of activities to combat the skills deficit in quantitative
research methods across the social science research base. For example, Q-Step 9 is a £19.5
million initiative funded by the Nuffield Foundation, ESRC and HEFCE, designed to promote a
step-change in quantitative social science training in the UK. Q-Step was developed as a strategic
response to the shortage of quantitatively-skilled social science graduates which has left
employers across all sectors unable to recruit people with the skills to apply quantitative
methods to evaluating evidence and analysing data.
16. Over a five-year period from 2013, Q-Step is supporting fifteen Q-Step Centres at universities
across the UK to support the development and delivery of specialist undergraduate programmes:
including new courses, modules a broad range of summer schools, research placements and
internships. Most of the Q-Step Centres are also engaged in outreach work to schools to support
teachers and/or encourage student recruitment. To date Q-Step Centre’s have created or
modified 48 degree courses and developed 136 modules which have been fully embedded into
degree courses thereby permanently changing the curriculum.
17. In partnership with the British Academy and Higher Education Funding Council for England
(HEFCE), the ESRC has produced a new guide signalling the value of data-handling skills to
undergraduate students. The “Stand out and Be Counted” guide illustrates the concrete steps
that can be taken to become adept at handling numbers and statistics. The booklet contains
personal stories from journalists, entrepreneurs, charity workers, lecturers, PhD candidates and
civil servants. Each one describes the steps taken to learn QS, and the careers that being
statistically literate have led them to.
18. One of the stories is that of Anthony Reuben, BBC Business Reporter, whose analysis of the
figures behind the Spending Review won him the Royal Statistical Society’s award for excellence
in online journalism. He argues that: “Being comfortable with numbers sets you apart from
many other journalists. It helps you to develop the alarm bells that should go off when PR
9

Q-Step Programme
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/q-step
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companies send you bogus research or governments announce figures that do not add up.”
(Stand out and Be Counted, p. 5) 10
19. We would urge the BBC to take advantage of the skills and expertise of our funded researchers
and our new cohorts of social scientists and undergraduates with strong quantitative skills.

Annex I – Examples of large ESRC research centres on migration, economics, welfare, and health

On Migration
Centre on Migration, Policy, and Society (COMPAS) - Funded until September 2014. Since 2003 the
Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) has established an international reputation for
original research and policy relevance. COMPAS research covers a spectrum of global migration
processes and phenomena, from conditions in places of migrant origins, through to institutions and
activities affecting mobility, to social and economic effects in receiving contexts. In particular, COMPAS
has developed expertise in relation to migration and the labour market, and migration and urban
change.
Centre for Population Change (CPC) - Funded until December 2018. The Centre for Population Change
(CPC) was established in January 2009. Funded by the ESRC, it is the UK's first research centre on
population change. Based jointly at the University of Southampton and the National Records of
Scotland, the ESRC Centre for Population Change brings together expertise from the Universities of
Southampton, St Andrews, Edinburgh, Strathclyde and Stirling as well as the National Records of
Scotland and the Office for National Statistics, to improve the understanding of key drivers and
implications of population change.

Centre on Constitutional Change - Funded until September 2015. The Centre on Constitutional Change
(CCC) was established in August 2013 to research the UK’s changing constitutional relationships. Based
at the University of Edinburgh, its fellows also include academics from the Universities of Aberdeen,
Cardiff, Stirling, Strathclyde, QMUL and the National Institute of Economic and Social Research. The
Centre also acts as a hub for a much wider network of scholars across the UK and beyond engaged in
analysis of contemporary constitutional issues.

On Economics
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“Stand Out and Be Counted”
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Centre for Economic Performance - Funded until September 2020. The Centre addresses several key
themes which impact on the UKs economic performance. These include the impact of both the internal
structure and organisation of firms and the external market environment on output, productivity and
technical change. An important element in a country's economic performance is its workforce. Both the
efficient utilisation and the improvement through training of a workforce are tackled by the Centre. The
impact of legal and institutional structures is also addressed, plus more fundamental questions of who
sets up firms, where and why. The Centre's six research programmes for 2010-2015 are: Education and
Skills; Globalisation; Labour Markets; Macro Programme; Productivity and Innovation; Wellbeing

Centre for Competitive Advantage in the Global Economy (CAGE): Funded until January 2020.
Flowing from one of the ESRC's seven areas of strategic challenge for economic and social research
(Global Economic Performance, Policy and Management), the research programme will examine the
ways in which markets, institutions and public policies interact to create and sustain competitive
advantage in a changing global economy, how such advantage evolves over time and how it influences
growth deprivation and wellbeing in both the short and the long run. The central and unifying focal
point is managing change, including why this may be problematic, why it is needed, and how well it is
implemented with regard to sustaining growth and supporting wellbeing. The Centre will investigate not
only what achieves success on average but also what works in particular country settings. It further will
examine how to realise the benefits of continued success while mitigating the costs.
On Welfare
Welfare Conditionality: Sanctions, support and behaviour change -Funded until February 2018.
The use of conditional welfare arrangements that combine elements of sanction and support is an
established element within welfare, housing, criminal justice and immigration systems. This five year
research project creates a collaborative, international and interdisciplinary focal point for social science
research on welfare conditionality by exploring the efficacy and ethicality of conditionality across a
range of social policy fields and diverse groups of welfare service users.
Centre for the Microeconomic Analysis of Public Policy (CPP) - Funded until September 2020. The
principal aim of the Centre for the Microeconomic Analysis of Public Policy (CPP), which is hosted by IFS,
is to inform debate on the microeconomic effects of public policies, addressing the growing need for
sound evaluation and careful analysis of public policy. The scientific research at the Centre is organised
and co-ordinated around four related areas of public policy: work; savings; wealth creation; welfare.

On Health
Deafness Cognition and Language Research Centre – Funded until June 2016
DCAL’s research since 2006 has contributed substantially to the recognition that deafness is an
important model for exploring questions in linguistics, cognitive sciences and neuroscience. It explores
the effects of deafness, delayed language development and sign language use across the life span by
studying children, adolescents and adults including those with impaired signing, comparing them to nonsigners, both hearing and deaf, at behavioural and neural levels. DCAL is the largest research centre in
this field in Europe with nearly 30 staff and research students, about one third of whom are deaf. We
are committed to knowledge exchange relating to our research agenda from professional groups who
work with d/Deaf individuals and organisations of and for the d/Deaf.
6

International Centre for Lifecourse Studies (ICLS) - Funded until December 2017
The International Centre for Lifecourse Studies (ICLS) is designed to observe the connections between
the different stages of a person's life. It uses a life course perspective and longitudinal data to
investigate the relationship between the social structure and social processes on the one hand and
people's health and wellbeing on the other. The four main themes of the Centre's programme of
research have been selected for their scientific interest and policy relevance. They are: education, health
and social participation; health and labour force participation; social integration and wellbeing; and
ageing and retirement. The Centre's programme of research covers the whole life course, from birth to
middle and older ages, thereby promising a new level of understanding of each person's journey
through life and the identification of factors, be they social or biological, that lead to the development
and maintenance of long, happy, productive lives. The UK, due to the foresight of its scientists and
funding organisations, is rich in birth cohort and other longitudinal studies that collectively cover life in
Britain since the middle of the twentieth century. These studies have followed groups of citizens all the
way from birth to middle age and older, with detailed information on everything from their mother's
pain relief during labour, through their schooldays, to having children of their own and the details of
their working lives. The Centre aims to ensure, via training new social science researchers, that these
longitudinal data will continue to be analysed, to the benefit of health and social planning initiatives.
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Dame Jil Matheson DCB
Chair, Independent Panel
BBC Trust Impartiality Review

10-11 Carlton House Terrace
London SW1Y 5AH
Telephone: +44 (0)20 7969 5200
Fax: +44 (0)20 7969 5300
Thursday 31 December 2015
Re: Call for Evidence

Dear Dame Matheson
We welcome the invitation and opportunity to contribute to this review. The British
Academy has an interest in the use and presentation of statistics for the public good, and
therefore in ensuring that the highest standards are followed.
You will appreciate that in order to answer the questions posed in this review fully and
robustly, it is our view that a serious, systematic empirical study – employing a properly
designed process of collecting and analysing data representative of BBC reports and
coverage – over an extended period is required.
However having briefly consulted Fellows of the British Academy, along with those
involved specifically in our statistics and data work, this letter outlines some of the general
comments and observations in response to the issues you pose in the call for evidence.
Due impartiality and accuracy in the reporting of statistics in news and current affairs
output
The presentation of statistics by the BBC in its public services news and current affairs
outputs is generally seen to be well balanced and unproblematic, particularly when taken in
comparison to the interpretation and presentation of data in national newspapers.
In assessing impartiality and accuracy, it is important also to consider accessibility and
intelligibility. Actual figures serve much better than rates and probabilities. An
understanding of probability is prone to errors and fallacies. It is difficult to combine brevity,
accuracy and intelligibility in reporting of statistics, especially for a general audience.
For further information please contact
Ms Anandini Yoganathan
The British Academy
a.yoganathan@britac.ac.uk
http://www.britishacademy.ac.uk/
@britac_news

Registered Charity Number: 233176

-2-

Taking the example of sampling methods in news bulletins, interviewers commonly ask
people in the street for opinions on topical issues. While this adds a 'human interest' angle to
a story, they often provide the impression that the public are equally divided whereas this
may be far from the case. This is a very simple example of a common practice which may be
just as misleading as a more blatant misuse of the figures themselves.
Care should be exercised in the use of terms such as ‘a random sample’. It is perfectly
possible to draw or otherwise acquire a random sample of replies from a source which is
itself biased. Unless the population from which a sample is drawn is specified any pattern
shown in the random sample is largely meaningless, but the public may suppose that the
source is appropriate when it is not.
The BBC should, as a matter of principle, ensure that when making use of any statistical
material either to provide the data on its website or at least provide a link to the data source,
so that viewers or listeners can check whether it was handled appropriately. This will in
turn make the BBC more judicious in using statistical material if they know that it can be
checked.
Demonstrating due impartiality and accuracy through appropriate challenge and scrutiny
This is done by BBC news reporters rather variably. And it is debatable as to whether the
BBC can be blamed for biased reporting by politicians and others with a biased interest in
statistics.
Programmes such as Tim Harford’s on Radio 4 are admirably critical of the use of statistics
on the BBC and elsewhere. News and current affairs outputs on radio in particular are very
responsive to listener criticism when it occurs and present statistics in a balanced way.
Providing accessible, critical analysis and context in the reporting of statistics
This is done, perhaps inevitably, to varying degrees depending on the different aspects of
reporting. Headline reporting, for example, tends to use statistics rather inaccurately with
phrases such as 'thousands', 'hundreds', 'more than 20', conveying only vague ideas of the
actual values.
However, more detailed reporting often goes to some lengths to help the general public to
appreciate what the statistics mean. A recent example was an effort in the online news pages
to convey the intensity of rainfall linked to recent floods in parts of Cumbria. Statistics were
expressed as millimeters, but also interpreted with comparisons with the average height in
mms of a man and a 6-year-old.
For further information please contact
Ms Anandini Yoganathan
The British Academy
a.yoganathan@britac.ac.uk
http://www.britishacademy.ac.uk/
@britac_news

Registered Charity Number: 233176

-3This issue, however, needs to be considered in light of the wider issue of communicating to a
rather low level of general statistical understanding among the general public. The
Academy’s recent report, Count Us In, highlights the need to transform the UK’s ability to
reason using numbers. In it, we argue that the ubiquity of statistics makes it vital that
citizens become fluent with numbers. While this is primarily a challenge for our education
system and we must not underestimate the cultural change required, it is nevertheless
important for this review to take account of the quantitative ability of the audience to which
it is communicating. In doing so, the BBC should seek to establish an agreed set of principles
for the reporting of statistics given the limited statistical literacy and understanding of the
general public.
The BBC Trust should seek advice from social psychologists and educationalists, among
other experts, regarding the best way of presenting statistical information to ensure that all
of the relevant dimensions of the situation are apparent. As the UK’s national body for the
humanities and social sciences, the British Academy would be happy to assist in convening
the necessary expertise should that be helpful to you in taking forward the next stages of the
review.
Yours sincerely
Alun Evans
Chief Executive & Secretary
The British Academy

For further information please contact
Ms Anandini Yoganathan
The British Academy
a.yoganathan@britac.ac.uk
http://www.britishacademy.ac.uk/
@britac_news

Registered Charity Number: 233176

Dame Jil Matheson, DCB
Chair
Impartiality Review on BBC Reporting of Statistics
BBC Trust
180 Great Portland Street
London W1W 5QZ
By email: StatisticsImpartialityReview@bbc.co.uk

28 October 2015

Dear Jil
Thank you for your invitation to provide evidence to the independent panel tasked with
assessing the BBC’s reporting of statistics on news and current affairs outputs.
As you will be aware, the Nuffield Foundation is interested in the use of statistics from two
overlapping perspectives. Firstly, we are concerned about the level of quantitative skills in the
population generally. We have reported at length and with considerable impact on the
comparative lack of quantitative education and training available to post-16-year-olds in the UK
relative to other countries. We have also recommended the development of a new qualification
to help address this problem, aspects of which have now been taken up in the development of
Core Maths.
Secondly, in a world in which ‘big data’ is increasingly available (and consequently increasingly
used and misused), we are keen to ensure that we have people with the skills to properly apply
this data to address substantive policy issues. Addressing this is the main objective of Q-Step,
our programme for undergraduates which is run in partnership with ESRC and HEFCE.
However, the Foundation has not funded any work specifically relating to the way in which the
BBC uses statistics in news and current affairs reporting. In light of this I am not able to submit
evidence that would be a useful response to the four questions raised in the BBC Trust’s call.
What I can do is refer you to two organisations we have funded that would have relevant and
rigorous evidence to submit. It is likely you have already contacted them, but in case not they
are:
•

Full Fact (www.fullfact.org): An independent, non-partisan charity that checks claims
made by politicians, the media and pressure groups. Full Fact has reported on its
website about instances of the BBC misusing statistics (as it has many media outlets). It
ran a special fact-checking service in the run up to the General Election in 2015 (funded
by the Nuffield Foundation), and it also fact-checks BBC Question Time. I suggest you
contact the Director, Will Moy.

•

As part of its getstats campaign (funded by the Nuffield Foundation), the Royal Statistical
Society (www.rss.org.uk) worked to improve the use of statistics by journalists. As part of
(Continues below)

this work, and from the campaign more generally, I am sure that the RSS will have
evidence relevant to the Trust’s review. I suggest you contact the Director, Hetan Shah.
I will also ensure that our 15 Q-Step Centres are aware of this review. Each Centre is
coordinated by a specialist quantitative social scientist who will likely know of any recent or
current research being undertaken in this area. They are also well placed to spread the word
among others who might have evidence to contribute.
I hope this information is useful. Thank you again for inviting the Foundation to contribute to the
panel’s assessment.
Yours sincerely

Josh Hillman
Acting Director and Director of Education

UNISON EVIDENCE TO BBC TRUST IMPARTIALITY REVIEW
Introduction
This evidence is submitted by UNISON, which forms one of
the largest trade unions in the UK, representing in excess of
1.3 million members working across the public services. Our
members are employed directly by public sector
organisations, by private contractors and community /
voluntary organisations engaged in providing public services, and by utility companies.
UNISON represents workers in local government, the health service, social care, schools
universities, further education and sixth form colleges, police and probation services, water
and energy companies, environment agencies and transport.

Inflation reporting
This submission concerns the BBC’s statistics to inform reports on inflation in the UK and the
cost of living faced by the population.
The two principal measures of inflation are the Consumer Prices Index (CPI) and the Retail
Prices Index (RPI).
A search of BBC news sources utilising the widely used and respected LexisNexis news
search facility shows that, over the last year, BBC reports have referenced CPI on 1,876
occasions compared to 294 reports that have referenced RPI (the range of sources
searched by LexisNexis is shown in the footnote below1).
The most recent BBC website news report responding to the announcement of the October
2015 inflation figures at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-34514135 also reflects that,
even where RPI is referenced, it tends to be given a single line while the entire news report
is constructed around the CPI figure in terms of headlining, commentary and analysis.
UNISON believes that BBC presentation of these statistics carries a heavy bias that gives
undue credence to CPI, presenting the figure as if it is the definitive measure of inflation in
the UK, when in fact opinion is divided over the appropriate measure for understanding
inflation in the UK.
Opinion split among statisticians
Statisticians have lent their weight to both sides of the debate on CPI and RPI. While the
Royal Statistical Society (RSS) has not come down firmly on the side of either measure, it
has been very clear that CPI is inadequate as a measure of the changes in prices of goods
and services facing households.
RSS President Peter Diggle wrote to the National Statistician in February 2015 to state that
“the CPI, as the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices for the UK, and by extension the
1

BBC1 East, BBC1 East Midlands, BBC1 Yorkshire & Humberside, BBC1 Northern Ireland, BBC1 North West, BBC1 Oxford,
BBC1 Scotland, BBC1 South East, BBC1 Southampton, BBC1 South West, BBC1 London, BBC1 North, BBC1 North East &
Cumbria, BBC1 Wales, BBC1 West, BBC1, West Midlands, BBC News 24, BBC2, BBC2 Scotland, BBC2 Wales, BBC4, BBC
Parliament, BBC World, BBC Radio 1, BBC Radio 2, BBC Radio 4, BBC Radio 5 Live
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CPIH, were designed for macroeconomic needs - originally for comparing inflation rates
among European countries. However, the original and still crucial purpose of consumer
price indices was to measure how the costs of household expenditure rose as a result of
inflation, thus providing a broad guide as to how much incomes and other related matters
might need to rise to compensate for this. This is why the Retail Prices Index (RPI) was
originally designed (several decades before inflation targeting was first used). The CPI
and its derivatives were not designed for these needs and the report [a reference to the
review of consumer price indices conducted by Paul Johnson] does not provide any real
argument for the CPI's use for these purposes. 2”
In its criticism of CPI, the RSS has also made the following statement3
“Why should the typical household accept an inflation index that: 

fails to take account of, or does not track directly, one of their main expenditure
items: mortgage payments and other costs of house purchase and renovation



gives more weight to the expenditure patterns of wealthier households than of
other households



fails to take account of interest on loans for a wide variety of purposes, ranging
from student loans to loans for car purchase



includes the expenditure of foreign tourists in the UK but not their own
expenditure outside the UK



fails to include Council Tax



includes only a small part of premiums paid for the insurance of cars, travel,
health etc.”

The report in which this statement was made was co-authored by a former Eurostat head of
price comparisons who was engaged in developing the Harmonised Index of Consumer
Prices, on which the UK’s CPI measure is based.
In addition to the RSS position, criticism of CPI was given added weight in November 2014
by the publication of an exhaustive study entitled “Consumer Prices in the UK” 4 by former
Treasury economic adviser Dr Mark Courtney. This statistical anlaysis concluded that CPI is
calculated using a flawed statistical technique that consistently under-estimates the actual
cost of living rises faced by employees.
The document included an outline of the responses received by the UK Statistics Authority in
2012 when it consulted on changes to the measurement of RPI that would have brought it
more in line with the statsictical techniques used to calculate CPI.
The consultation drew a large response, with 332 stating that there should be no change
and 20 arguing for partial or full replacement with CPI techniques. Of the responses with a
statistical content, which included responses from the RSS and expert statisticians, 44
favoured no change and seven argued for partial or full replacement with CPI techniques.
2

http://www.rss.org.uk/Images/PDF/about/press-releases/2015-02-11-letter-Peter-Diggle-John-Pullinger.pdf
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http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/HigherLogic/System/DownloadDocumentFile.ashx?DocumentFileKey=60f4819d-f4ac-4b30-a38eff8313651c5a
4

https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2014/11/TowebFull-report-Consumer-Price-indices-in-the-UK2.pdf
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RPI remains a widely used and respected statistic
As well as forming a matter of dispute among statisticians and economists, the appropriate
measure of inflation remains a matter of contention among wider society.
Government and employers have had a clear interest in raising the profile of CPI since it was
introduced to the UK in 1996 as the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices because it
assists arguments for holding down costs in the form of wages and welfare payments.
Conversely, the trade union movement has traditionally advanced support for RPI, which has
been produced in some form as a major inflation indicator in the UK since 1947.
RPI remains the dominant reference point for wage bargaining in the UK, as reflected in
recent analysis by HR analysts XpertHR, which found in its 2015 review of pay awards that
all inflation linked pay deals were linked to RPI.
The use of RPI in wage bargaining reflects a wider point that, regardless of the statistical
arguments, it is undeniable that RPI remains a widely used and respected measure for many
users across the UK.
A report by the Office for National Statistics in October 20135 found that RPI was utilised in
the calculation of business contracts, student loans, private sector pensions, regulated rail
fares, water and sewerage charges, business tax indirect taxes, index linked government
bonds and national savings.
Conclusion
In the interest of impartiality, UNISON believes the BBC should amend its reporting of
inflation statistics to give equal weight to CPI and RPI based on the following key points:




Opinion is split among statisticians over the most accurate measure of inflation in the
UK:
Opinion is split among wider society over the most accurate measure of inflation in
the UK:
RPI remains a widely used measure of inflation by government, business and trade
unions.

5
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Introduction
The AcSS welcomes this review and takes pride in Dame Jil Matheson’s leadership of
it: she will bring a vital social science perspective to bear.
In it, the question isn’t just about how the BBC uses statistics but how data and
evidence (qualitative as well as quantitative) are deployed when they are contested
or inadequate and they often will be. A prime test of (social science inflected)
journalism is how the declaratory and affirmative nature of story telling deals with
abounding uncertainty. Acknowledging what we don’t know and the limits within
which we can know is a badge of journalistic honesty, however much viewers and
listeners and online readers crave assurance and certainty.
Learned societies in membership of the AcSS are responding to the review. The
Royal Statistical Society, for example, makes telling points about how numbers are
handled and, paying due regard to the corporate efforts made by the BBC in recent
years, how journalists’ statistical capacity could be improved. The observations
below reflect the wider interests of Fellows of the AcSS, among them people who
have studied and worked in the media as well as academics concerned to maximise
public understanding of economy, culture and society through the agency of accurate
and self-aware journalism.
Reflexivity
How the BBC uses data and evidence in reporting cannot easily be disentangled from
how other media behave, especially the newspaper press. BBC journalism depends
on newspapers, usually for worse. The BBC may follow stories originating in the
press; it reviews and reflects their content; it utilises their staff and contributors. The
BBC risks contamination from their biases and incapacity.
Unlike the BBC Trust and its interest in BBC content, newspapers are rarely
prepared to subject themselves to inspection. With honourable exceptions
newspapers have little interest in or capacity for self-reflection. This asymmetry is
important. Criticisms of BBC coverage have to be weighed against the performance
of other media and their journalism. It hardly needs to be said that British journalism
is suffused with political commitments, editorial bias. Neither Leveson nor litigation
around hacking has advanced the public accountability of the press.
We, too, as social scientists need to be self-reflexive. Evidence-driven journalism
that seeks and presents data depends on suppliers – academics and researchers with
stories to tell, graphs to share and, at best, the personality to stand in front of
camera or microphone and explain complexity. Social science evidence has

champions – Andrew Dilnot, Laurie Taylor, Paul Johnson -- but there is more we
could do as a community to find and promote talent and reach out to journalists.
Science and social science
In its report The Business of People (1), the AcSS’s Campaign for Social Science argued
that many of the challenges now facing economy and society -- tackling infectious
disease, coping with climate change, boosting growth – demand ‘science’ in the
round, social, physical and life science together. The point has since been echoed by
the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser Sir Mark Walport (2): social science and
humanities understanding of behaviour, institution and (especially) policy
development and delivery is part and parcel of what science is and can do. BBC
Science is, however, still very much defined in terms of STEM and the natural
sciences. Social science isn’t a BBC rubric though one social science, economics, is.
As a result, the methods and techniques underpinning data quality in reporting on
health, public finance, migration and so on may go unrecognised. In reporting on
pharmaceutical developments or space science, journalists generally pay heed to the
culture of science, including its emphasis on accuracy. When there is no ‘social
science’ as a backdrop, they are not similarly constrained in reporting on welfare, the
regions or communities.
The IFS gold standard
Stories need presenters (talking heads) and – on television – an Aston or caption
that conveys authority. In matters of public finance, taxation and – recently – welfare
the Institute of Fiscal Studies has become an indispensable source of clear and
definitive quantitative analysis. What its director, Paul Johnson, says carries great
weight: the IFS’s reputation for rigour and objectivity allow him to contradict
chancellor and shadow chancellor alike, as the evidence demands. Others fill the
role: John Appleby at the King’s Fund on the finances of the NHS, for example. We
would urge producers and reporters to seek out more such commentators from
think tanks and research centres, bearing in mind thinktanks are not all like the IFS
with a mission to explain objectively; others are partisan and lack research capacity.
We would also urge research funders and researchers to step forward and give
incentives to experts to become more media friendly. We need IFS analogues in
fields such as migration and welfare, where controversy is rife and public
understanding would benefit from cool appraisal of the available data, including
critique of its misuse.
Risk
A common complaint among social scientists about media handling of data is around
uncertainty and risk. The fallibility of data gets insufficient attentions; flagging the
limits to what the data say might spoil the story. Relative risk is the very essence of
news reporting: it presents events as exceptional hence interesting and worth the
attention of news editors and audiences. But relative risk has to be measured.
Occasional plane crashes do not make air travel any less (relatively) safe compared

with car journeys. News editors and reporters are obliged to remind audiences of
relative risk: if they don’t, they are misreporting.

Sampling
Social scientists are increasingly concerned with the accuracy of sample surveys as
response rates drop and the cost of ensuring a representative sample rises. The
Sturgis review of polling conducted before the May 2015 general election will add to
our understanding of how cost and accuracy trade off (3). The BBC’s record,
generally, is superior to most other media in reporting sample surveys but news
editors and producers still need to stop and reflect when a story hinges on a survey.
Key questions must be: conduct by whom, for what client, on what sample size and
within what margins of error.
Social mobility
Concepts that become politically salient demand vigilance and, on the part of editors
and reporters, close attention to the data. Social mobility is a good example of an
analytic construct (the likelihood of children ending in different occupational or
income brackets from their parents) become normative (social mobility conceived as
one-way ‘upwards’ travel). Everyday discourse abounds in similar concepts that are
intuitively appealing but may be barriers to understanding, for example community
and – hugely politically relevant – poverty. Editors and reporters need, ideally, to be
social science literate, aware that such ideas are contested but can be defined
rigorously and, within limits, measured. Especially in reporting political uses of these
ideas, journalists should be quizzical and wary. To mean anything, social mobility for
example has to imply downwards movement in the income and occupational scales,
which is not something political leaders always accept.
Conclusion
BBC journalists’ statistical capacity is part and parcel of their understanding of data
and evidence (much of which, but by no means all, is quantitative). The BBC’s record
is generally commendable, especially its willingness to hear and respond to external
scrutiny – some of which is malign and driven by the commercial interests of rivals.
But social scientists would wish the BBC to adopt a wider definition of ‘science’.
Greater social science literacy would make journalists more cautious with concepts
that are simultaneously intuitive (‘what everyone knows’) and contested and
problematic. The AcSS would be glad to help the BBC improve its training and
editorial capacity.
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Submission to the BBC Trust impartiality review on statistics
Science Media Centre - January 2016

This document represents the Science Media Centre’s written submission to the BBC Trust
impartiality review on statistics. It is in two parts.
Part one details three case studies of where statistics have been used or ignored in reporting of high
profile stories. This is supported by two appendices.
Part two provides eight suggestions on best practice when reporting stats, as seen by us and the
statisticians we work with.

Our sense overall is that BBC science covers statistics conscientiously and effectively. BBC science,
health and environment journalists often take pains to understand statistics and represent them in
stories and headlines. When errors are pointed out, journalists usually respond.
BBC journalists also use statistics to help them decide whether to report a story at all – an essential
judgement when misreporting a story would be against the public interest. In January 2016 a study
in the BMJ suggested ‘antidepressants double the risk of aggression and suicide in children’. But the
absolute figures were tiny, there was actually no increased suicide in children whatsoever, and the
antidepressant in question is not given to children in the UK anyway. None of that information was
provided in the press release so BBC journalists had to find it for themselves. The SMC issued
comments alerting journalists to these facts.
Despite some prominent coverage in the papers, the BBC decided to barely cover that story. We
think that was a very responsible decision to take, particularly as headlines could put people off
taking antidepressants – an outcome which our quoted experts pointed out could be extremely
harmful. The Today Programme did cover it (and covered it well) because it was on the front page of
a national newspaper; in their interview with one of those same experts they highlighted the
limitations of the study to great effect.

Good reporting of science often includes explaining statistics in an accurate and accessible way. But
the best journalism doesn’t just mean accurate reporting of the statistics themselves. It means
having a sure grasp of what those statistics are saying, so the journalist knows exactly how to tell
that story – or whether to tell it at all.

Part One – Case studies.

Case study A: GM maize and tumours in rats (‘the Seralini story’)

In September 2012 a French research team published a paper purporting to show that a widelyconsumed GM maize caused rats to develop cancer. Unusually, only journalists willing to sign a nondisclosure agreement were invited to the press conference, and would therefore be unable to gather
3rd party reaction.
The paper was in a peer-reviewed journal and widely publicised. If it was good quality science, it
was the public health story of the century – too important for anyone to miss. But although the
research made extraordinary claims, it wasn't easy for journalists to understand in the time available
- and those claims would stand or fall on the strength of the statistics.
Journalists were caught between wanting to report responsibly and missing a potentially explosive
story.
Because of an embargo break in the French media, the Science Media Centre (SMC) was able to
make the paper available to lots of scientists and statisticians and we provided a roundup of their
quotes (before the press conference took place) to journalists across the UK media, including the
BBC. We also had two statisticians from the SMC’s Before the Headlines project prepare a detailed
statistical review of the findings, which was sent to journalists alongside the quotes.
That roundup, and Before the Headlines review, can be found here in full:
http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-gm-maize-causing-tumours-in-rats/
http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/gm-maize-causing-tumours-in-rats/
A selection of the comments directly relating to statistics, along with the statistical review, can be
found in Appendix A.
Experts from multiple disciplines and universities found numerous faults with the study. The
methodology and statistical analysis were found to be particularly lacking, especially the sample size,
control group, method of analysis, low numbers, multiple results, and selectively presented data.
Those criticisms were taken by journalists to the press conference and many of them were put
directly to the authors. That help with the statistics was warmly welcomed by science and health
reporters who variously said:
“Everyone was sitting in the briefing reading out the comments you've been sending over and asking
them to defend themselves”
“a highly impressive action to head off what would inevitably have been a significant scare story”
“The multiple caveats about the science pushed it down the agenda”

“fantastically useful comments on the GM story yesterday – enabled me to resist pressure from the
back bench on an issue well outside my comfort zone”

How did the UK media do?
Some coverage was straight and led uncritically with the authors’ findings.
But much UK coverage included detailed criticism and in many news outlets it was given a low
profile. Overall, UK coverage was much better than in many other countries.
The BBC News website was one of several outlets to lead with the third-party criticism itself:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-19654825
That article made it clear there was a lot of doubt over the findings.
By the evening bulletins, BBC journalists felt there was sufficient doubt about statistical defects in
the study to keep it off the air. The difference between ‘public health scare’ and ‘fatally flawed
study’ hinged on the statistics and the BBC largely recognised that.
Eventually the journal retracted the article (although that was a controversial decision and it has
since been republished, though all the original criticisms still stand). Some have argued that
journalists should have recognised its shortcomings in the first place and not covered it at all. We
take a more nuanced view. Journalists were put in a very difficult position. Waiting was not an
option – this was too big a story to miss. But getting to grips with complex stats in such a short
space of time was very difficult for non-experts.
Good specialist science and health journalists, willing to understand and respond to the statistics and
make the case to their editors, made a big difference here. Close contact between those journalists
and multiple statisticians was also essential.

Case study B: Transmission of Alzheimer’s disease

Growth hormone used to be extracted from the pituitary glands of deceased donors. Pools of these
glands were made from many people and given to recipients by injection, who were therefore
exposed to brain material from large numbers of people. This process was stopped in 1985 when it
was realised that prion diseases (CJD) could be acquired through this therapy. Furthermore, prions
were found to be particularly ‘sticky’ and had potential to be spread through contaminated surgical
instruments. Regulations and practices are already in place to minimise this risk.
In September 2015, a group of researchers described in Nature their autopsy examination of eight
individuals with CJD, which was caused by treatment with “human cadaveric pituitary-derived
growth hormone contaminated with prions” earlier in life. The researchers reported the presence of
amyloid-Beta, a marker for Alzheimer’s disease, and suggested this may have arisen due to the
treatment with the contaminated hormone.
Inevitably, the possibility of Alzheimer’s being ‘infectious’ – and unwittingly being spread - had the
potential to be headline news everywhere, particularly as it takes so long for the disease to develop
so could be perceived as a ‘time-bomb’.
The SMC gathered comments from a number of experts and issued them in advance of publication.
That roundup can be found here in full:
http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-evidence-for-human-transmission-ofamyloid-beta/
Some of the scientists’ comments about the statistics can also be found in Appendix B.
In summary, the broad range of experts generally thought that this was a good piece of research and
relevant to the scientific community; but because of the small sample size and very low risk of
transmission in the real world, not a major public health concern.

How did the UK media do?
Some journalists did produce alarmist pieces of coverage, but many others were far more measured.
At the BBC we know that science specialists took time to fully understand the research. They made
the case to colleagues why this was not front page news; and where it was covered it was measured
and placed the research in its proper context.
BBC Radio 5 Live with Eric Karran: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0322r99
BBC Radio 4 Today - Eric Karran (01:09:04): http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b068xnlw
BBC News with Eric Karran (video): http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-34206197
BBC News online (quotes Eric Karran): http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-34184470

Case study C: ‘The Statins Wars’

The societal debate about over-medicalisation is legitimate and important, and it is right that the
public should be fully informed about issues that may involve medicine being offered to the
currently healthy. But it’s also crucial that the line between evidence and ideology is made clear,
and that has not always been the case with statins; some have objected to statins being offered to
those at lower risk of developing heart disease by misinterpreting the evidence of their benefits and
harms.
In May 2014 the BMJ announced that it was retracting statements made about the proportion of
people prescribed statins that develop adverse effects; but that it was not retracting the papers that
contained the statements themselves. Two articles published in the BMJ in 2013 questioning the
evidence behind NICE’s proposals to extend statin recommendation to people at lower risk of
cardiovascular disease cited evidence from an uncontrolled observational study that reported that
side effects occurred in a massive 18-20% of people taking statins. That figure was questioned by
Prof Rory Collins; the BMJ then conceded this figure was actually incorrect and had resulted from the
misreading of data from the observational study, and that the error had not been noticed during
peer reviewers or by editors at the journal.
This made for a confusing picture. Journalists were faced with NICE guidance in favour of statins,
then peer-reviewed reports questioning their safety and efficacy, then a partial retraction of those
claims. Some understanding of the statistics was required to cut through the ‘he said, she said’
versions of events.
A BMJ press release detailing the retraction of the statements surrounding the inaccurate figure was
sent to some journalists late in the afternoon with an embargo of midnight that same night. Under
embargo the SMC gathered and issued to the press comments from four scientists with expertise in
statins – the roundup can be seen in full here:
http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-news-that-BMJ-authors-withdrawstatements-about-adverse-effects-of-statins/
Some of the comments addressed the implications for public health (especially those taking statins)
when evidence or data is misinterpreted in journal publications and therefore in the mass media.
Following this retraction and after much further coverage of the ‘statins wars’, several UK science
and health correspondents said they were struggling to work out how to report statins in the light of
various claims, counter-claims and apparently contradictory evidence. Some journalists even
articulated they were worried they had been ‘getting it wrong’. In response, the SMC organised a
background press briefing with six experts on statins, cardiology and clinical trials to answer
journalists’ questions and help them navigate the science and statistics on this issue. 15 journalists
attended this briefing, including six BBC journalists, and the panellists presented them with a clear
explanation of the sizes of benefits (reduction in vascular events) and risks (increase in myopathy,
stroke, diabetes) including illustrating the absolute numbers. The panellists also described the
different kinds of evidence (RCTs versus observational studies or case reports) and their relative
merits.

How did the UK media do?
The story of the retraction was covered widely in the rest of the UK national media, and many
articles included the views and reactions of third-party experts, including those in the Guardian,
Times, Telegraph, Daily Mail, Express (in which it was a front-page story) and Scotsman.
Headlines included Doctors got it WRONG: Statins are actually safe to use; Statins do not cause sideeffects, scientists admit; BMJ rejects scare stories on statins following pleas from Oxford professor.
BBC TV News Six and Ten also covered the story, running interviews with Prof Rory Collins.
The BBC Radio 4 Today Programme hadn’t scheduled an interview covering the retraction of the
statements because they hadn’t known about it in advance, but since they covered the initial claims
on air from the original BMJ articles they were keen to cover the news developments in order to
continue to represent the situation and the strength of the evidence for both benefits and potential
harms of statins. The following morning, after the embargo lifted, the Today Programme ran
interviews with Prof Rory Collins and BMJ Editor Dr Fiona Godlee.
The background briefing on the evidence behind statins also delivered a lot of coverage, including
some front pages. Press articles included detailed quotes from the panellists explaining absolute
risks, including “If one looks at the absolute risk, which is less than 1 per cent, and you look at the
absolute benefit, the benefits in those terms outweigh the risk”.
Generally speaking, the UK’s science and health correspondents seemed conscientious and keen to
inform their audience on the balance of evidence.

As sometimes happens, the inaccurate statistics that were eventually retracted had unfortunately
become part of the narrative of the statins coverage and continued to be regularly repeated. We
know that BBC reporters including Fergus Walsh and Adam Brimelow were extremely careful to
resist reporting the inaccurate statistics.
It’s worth noting that a recent Danish study published in a peer reviewed journal provided some
evidence that media stories about the ‘dangers’ of statins had impacted on patients’ views of the
drug and their willingness to continue taking it. This means the responsibility to accurately report
the statistics on the side-effects of widely used and highly effective lifesaving drugs must be taken
extremely seriously.

Part Two – Eight guidelines for reporting statistics
This section suggests eight ‘golden rules’ for covering a story where statistics are involved. They are
drawn from the SMC’s experience of science in the media, plus the reflections of our colleagues
working as professional statisticians. Bear in mind this is very much our own ‘perfect world’ –
journalists and editors might decide theirs is more complicated than that!

Be careful when making even the simplest statistical assumptions. Unusual circumstances can
compel us to believe that ‘A follows B’ as ‘A was caused by B’. The death of the teenager in 2009
following her HPV jab was a case in point:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8279855.stm
The BBC headline was Cancer jab alert after girl dies. It went on:
There have been 4,657 suspected reactions to Cervarix from more than 1.4m doses, according to
experts.
The article was responsible enough to add:
However, the risk of severe, potentially life-threatening reactions is estimated at no more than one
per million doses of vaccine.
And it is possible that Natalie's death was due to an underlying health problem, or was a coincidence,
and nothing directly to do with the vaccine.
Sure enough it appeared to be a coincidence, as the teenager had an underlying and previously
unknown health condition.
When an invasive event (a jab) is followed by a horrific and unlikely one (a death), it is human nature
to link the two. But the statistics tell us that, if the rate of vaccination is extremely high, the chances
of even an unusual death following an injection is also relatively high. Such counterintuitive
explanations need to be well understood by journalists - especially when public trust in a life-saving
vaccine is at stake.

Be careful when ‘inverting’ statistics to make a better story. A BMJ study in 2012 found a small
increased risk of premature death in the weakest 10% of adolescents.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-20406742
The original BBC News website headline was 'Muscular young men' may live for longer.

But the study didn’t find that – it only found that the weakest 10% had a slightly increased risk of
dying young. There was no statistical link between life expectancy increasing with physical strength.
To the BBC’s credit, when this was pointed out they changed the headline online to Early death link
to muscle power. And the article added: Experts stress the findings do not mean muscle building
makes you live longer. But it was the inverting of the stats to make the story that produced the
error.

Use the stats to decide whether to report a story at all. For every major, powerful, top quality
study on a subject there are a hundred which are weak, limited, confounded, or only tell part of the
story.
Many newspapers report all the weak studies, especially when they represent an appealing narrative
(video games make you violent, mobile phones give you cancer). Collectively, reported over weeks
or months, they can give the impression to the public that science is ‘building up a picture’ – even if
the big, definitive study fails to support them.
When that big definitive study comes around, and especially if it tells a different story, it should be
afforded greater coverage as it carries vastly more statistical strength. Conversely, weak statistics in
a study should mean that story is told with strong caveats, or not told at all.

Beware of interpreting statistics one way when there are several possible explanations.
Observation: Families without cats more likely to have a child with asthma.
Assumption: Cats stop your child getting asthma (recent media story).
But it’s equally possible those families decided to reduce risk by not getting a cat in the first place.
So the assumption might be completely wrong – even harmful. But because it fits neatly with all
those ideas about dirty households being good for training your child's immune system, it’s an
enticing conclusion to draw.

Report absolute risks alongside relative risks. E.g. if ‘cupcakes double cancer risk’, state the
outright risk of that cancer, with and without cupcakes.

Read and understand the essential statistical information before reporting research.





Is the sample size big enough?
Was the study long enough?
Did it report what it originally set out to examine? Or is it a fishing trip in a mass of data?
Are there any important limitations or confounders to be aware of?

This isn't always easy and an expert statistician can be invaluable.

When reporting a link between two things, indicate clearly whether there is evidence that one
causes the other – or not. This is particularly important in those stories that follow the typical
formula ‘common thing linked to bad thing’. There are links everywhere we look, but a great
number of them are not causal. This can be difficult for journalists as they are often presented with
observational studies, which are not equipped to answer questions of cause and effect.

Is it an extraordinary claim? If a claim is particularly exciting or outlandish – or if it flies in the face
of existing evidence - the statistics need to be particularly watertight.

Appendix A – Selected quotes from scientists on the statistics behind the Seralini study, provided
to journalists by the SMC

Prof David Spiegelhalter, Winton Professor of the Public Understanding of Risk, University of
Cambridge:
“In my opinion, the methods, stats and reporting of results are all well below the standard I would
expect in a rigorous study – to be honest I am surprised it was accepted for publication. All the
comparisons are made with the ‘untreated’ control group, which only comprised 10 rats of each sex,
the majority of which also developed tumours. Superficially they appear to have performed better
than most of the treated groups (although the highest dose GMO and Roundup male groups also
fared well), but there is no proper statistical analysis, and the numbers are so low they do not
amount to substantial evidence. I would be unwilling to accept these results unless they were
replicated properly.”

Prof Tom Sanders, Head of the Nutritional Sciences Research Division, King’s College London:
“Most toxicology studies are terminated at normal lifespan i.e. 2 years immortality is not an
alternative. No food intake data is provided or growth data…The statistical methods are
unconventional, there is no clearly defined data analysis plan and probabilities are not adjusted for
multiple comparisons.”

Prof Alan Boobis, Professor of Biochemical Pharmacology, Imperial College London:
“…there does not appear to be a statistical analysis of the mammary tumours. These occur quite
often in untreated animals. “

Prof Anthony Trewavas, Professor of Cell Biology, University of Edinburgh:
““The control group is inadequate to make any deduction. Until you know the degree of variation in
90 or 180 (divided into groups of ten) control rodents these results are of no value.”

Prof Maurice Moloney, Institute Director and Chief Executive , Rothamsted Research:
“…it would have been more satisfying to have seen something with a more conventional statistical
analysis. A comparison of each measured parameter, which took into account the variance
throughout the experiment, which would have been revealed using a multiple range test, would
have provided better evidence for the concluding remarks and the abstract. Figure 1 does not
provide any data from the controls and their variance is unreported here. Table 2 reports different
numbers of individuals used for the controls than the treatments. In all cases the controls have used

less individuals than used in the treatments. The data in Table 2 do not show confidence intervals or
provide evidence of significant differences between all the treatments and the controls. The lack of a
dose response effect is argued by the authors to be indicative of a “threshold” effect. This is an
extrapolation of their findings and could only be determined by intermediate dosing.”

Dr Wendy Harwood, senior scientist, John Innes Centre:
“Another control with an alternative diet should have been included. Ten rats per group is a small
number. For example, is the death of three out of ten controls compared to five out of ten males in
the treated group statistically significant? The data from the control group fed non-GM maize is not
included in the main figures making it very difficult to interpret the results.”

Other remarks on the stats from scientists:









All data cannot be shown in one report and the most relevant are described here’ – this is a
quote from the paper.
Small sample size
Maize was minimum 11% of the diet – not balanced
No non-maize control?
No results given for non-gm maize
In Fig.2, I assume the bars with a zero is for the non-maize control. Those bars don’t looks
significantly different from the bars indicating 11, 22, and 33% of GM maize in the diet?
Have the authors done stats on their data?
Dawley (SD) rats are rarely kept over 6 month of age. mortality on this strain of rats is ~55%
of mice still alive after 2yr. If indeed there is a known high incidence of tumours in ageing SD
rats, it would seem hard – with such small numbers of rats as in this new study – to draw the
conclusions that the authors do…

Before the Headlines – a statistician’s review of the Seralini study, sent to journalists by the SMC

TITLE, DATE OF PUBLICATION & JOURNAL
‘Long term toxicity of a Roundup herbicide and a Roundup-tolerant genetically modified maize’,
Food and Chemical Toxicology 19 September 2012
CLAIM SUPPORTED BY EVIDENCE?
The paper does not prove the claim that rats fed on a diet containing NK603 Roundup tolerant GM
maize died earlier than rats fed on a standard diet.

SUMMARY
Looking at the graphs of mortality for females (Fig 1), death might appear to be earlier with a GM
diet than a standard diet; however this has not been proven statistically. Mortality is broadly similar
for males with a GM diet and a standard diet. Similar comments apply to pathological findings.
It is evident that some treated groups have lower death rates / tumour rates than the comparable
controls. This is not reported in the abstract.
There is no consistent dose-trend – if there were an effect, we would expect to see increases (e.g. in
deaths) from 0 to 11 to 22 to 33. In contrast – in males, 33 (and C) have the lowest numbers of
deaths.
STRENGTHS/LIMITATIONS
“In females, all treated groups died 2–3 times more than controls, and more rapidly. This difference
was visible in 3 male groups fed GMOs.” – this statement has not been subjected to standard
methods of statistical analysis for survival time. The phrase “died 2–3 times more than controls” is
based on exceptionally small numbers.
The authors suggest a threshold – this rarely occurs in practice. We would expect greatest mortality/
toxicity at the highest dose in a well-designed study. With small numbers as in this study we would
expect to see a general trend of mortality increasing with dose.
It seems likely that the numbers in each group are too small for standard methods of statistical
analysis to find significant effects on mortality or pathological findings.
There are virtually no p-values presented. The group sizes are small. This should be interpreted with
extreme caution.
It is notable that the figures do not present deaths in the control group in a similar manner (no step
graph for controls). This makes it more difficult to compare the other groups with the controls.
There are many treated groups, and a number of parameters. There is obvious potential for selected
reporting, selection of methods etc. In such small groups, with so many parameters this is a big
issue. This issue is amplified in the abstract and further in the press release. Strong statements are
issued without sufficient backing / explanation.
Deaths are compared to the control mean (for males and females). Due to the distribution of deaths
(most deaths occur in old age), this is almost bound to exclude the large majority of deaths in the
control groups. The 2 or 3 deaths in the control group is determined by their methods, but is
inappropriately presented as a true observation.
ANY SPECIFIC EXPERTISE RELEVANT TO STUDIED PAPER (BEYOND STATISTICAL)?
No

‘Before the headlines’ is a service provided to the SMC by volunteer statisticians: members of the
Royal Statistical Society (RSS), Statisticians in the Pharmaceutical Industry (PSI) and experienced
statisticians in academia and research. A list of contributors, including affiliations, is available here.

Appendix B – Selected quotes from scientists on the statistics behind the Alzheimer’s study,
provided to journalists by the SMC

Dr Tara Spires-Jones, Reader and Chancellor’s Fellow, Centre for Cognitive and Neural Systems,
University of Edinburgh, said:
“This study does not imply that Alzheimer’s could be transmitted via dental procedures. The study
was based on 8 people NONE of whom had Alzheimer’s. Compare that to the thousands of people
who have been studied finding no link of Alzheimer’s being transmissible. I can find zero reports in
the scientific literature of this type of Alzheimer’s pathology being present in teeth roots so it is
highly unlikely that there will be seeds present on dental instruments.”

Prof. Masud Husain, Professor of Neurology & Cognitive Sciences, University of Oxford said:
“While this is a beautiful piece of investigative medicine, we have to keep the findings in context.
They concern a rare group of people who sadly developed CJD...Crucially, a previous analysis of a
population of patients who developed CJD in this unfortunate way has not revealed a higher risk of
developing Alzheimer’s disease.”

Dr Eric Karran, Director of Research at Alzheimer’s Research UK, said:
“Current measures in place to limit contamination with the prion protein and minimise CJD risk from
hospital procedures are very rigorous and the risk of developing CJD from surgical contamination is
extremely low. The biggest risk factor Alzheimer’s is age, along with genetic and lifestyle factors. If
further research was to confirm a link between historical tissue contamination and Alzheimer’s, it
would only likely be relevant to a tiny proportion of the total number of people affected.”

Dr Doug Brown, Director of Research at Alzheimer’s Society, said:
“While these findings are interesting and warrant further investigation, there are too many
unknowns in this small, observational study of eight brains to draw any conclusions about whether
Alzheimer’s disease can be transmitted this way. Notably, while seven of the eight brains studied
had beta-amyloid deposits – a protein found in the brains of people with Alzheimer’s disease – the
presence of this alone does not mean that they would have gone on to develop the disease.

Prof. John Hardy, Professor of Neuroscience, UCL, said:
“In the 1980s Creuzfeldt-Jacob (prion) disease was transmitted to a small percentage (~4%) of
individuals who were given human brain derived growth factor. They developed this presumably
because the injections contained infectious prion protein. This study reported today shows that

about half of those patients (that is about 2% of the original cohort) also, unexpectedly, had amyloid
pathology in addition to their prion pathology suggesting, perhaps, that the amyloid pathology also
infected the injected humans. We do not know the clinical outcome of the vast majority of those
who received the growth factor injections but they did not get prion disease.

Dr Tara Spires-Jones, Reader and Chancellor’s Fellow, Centre for Cognitive and Neural Systems,
University of Edinburgh, said:
“While this is a very interesting scientific study, it is important to note that this is not evidence that
Alzheimer’s disease can be transmitted from one person to another – rather it suggests, based on 4
people, that one of the types of brain pathology associated with Alzheimer’s may be seeded by
receiving injections of human brain material. Brains from eight people who contracted prion disease
(iCJD) from human growth hormone injections were studied after they died, and four of those were
found to have substantial amyloid beta pathology, which is found in the brains of people with
Alzheimer’s disease. It is important to note that the presence of these amyloid beta deposits is not
the same thing as having Alzheimer’s disease.”

Prof Simon Lovestone, Professor of Translational Neuroscience, University of Oxford, said:
“This paper examines the brains of a very small number of middle aged people half of whom were
found to have amyloid deposits in their brains raising the question as to whether Alzheimer’s disease
can be acquired through this route. As these authors say “there is no suggestion that Alzheimer’s
disease is a contagious disease and no supportive evidence from epidemiological studies that
Alzheimer’s disease is transmissible”. I agree with this and as the authors note, other studies have
examined whether there is an increased risk of dementia in people who have had blood transfusion,
for example, and there isn’t.”
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20 December 2015

Dear Dame Jil
BBC Trust Impartiality Review on reporting of statistics
I am replying on behalf of the Open University to your call for evidence on the BBC’s reporting of
statistics in its news and current affairs output.
In preparing this response I have consulted other academic colleagues at the Open University, and
also colleagues in the university’s Open Media Unit, which is responsible (among other things) for
operational management of the long-term relationship between the Open University and the BBC. I
(Kevin McConway) am Professor of Applied Statistics at the Open University, and have a research
interest in the use of statistics in the media. I should also declare an interest that, for the past 10
years, I have been the main academic liaison between the University and the production team for
the BBC Radio 4 programme More or Less, which forms part of the BBC’s current affairs output on
statistics and related matters, and which is an Open University co-production with the BBC.
It is difficult to generalise about the standard of reporting of statistics in the BBC’s output. Like any
other news organisation, the BBC’s output has strengths and weaknesses in its statistical reporting.
In our opinion, however, the BBC’s performance in terms of accuracy and impartiality is definitely at
the higher end, in comparison to most news and media organisations.
However, not everything is perfect. Your first specific question was on impartiality and accuracy in
reporting controversial subjects when statistical analysis is involved. A problem faced by the BBC,
and not to the same extent by, say, print journalists in the more heavyweight publications, is that the
statistical arguments behind some controversial subjects are complicated and difficult. The BBC may
have to report them in a relatively small number of words in a news bulletin, and possibly on a very
tight timescale for a rolling news channel. Sometimes the speed or complexity means that things are
missed. That may well be inevitable. Sometimes, though, all that can be achieved in the time and
space is to have experts from the opposing points of view explaining what they have concluded, with
little or no opportunity to back up their arguments with statistical evidence. The extent to which
statistical evidence should reach consumers of news solely through the opinion of experts is difficult
to judge. One cannot assume that consumers of news can cope with detailed statistical arguments
(though see below). Ideally a BBC reporter or correspondent, or some other contributor who can be
trusted to be impartial and accurate enough should be able to summarise the key points of evidence
in what the opposing parties have put forward. Often this does happen, but not always.

The Open University is incorporated by Royal Charter (RC 000391), an exempt charity in England & Wales and a
charity registered in Scotland (SC 038302)

A related point, which applies also to less controversial issues, is that not all BBC correspondents
and editors are equally knowledgeable on statistical issues, or skilled at putting across statistical
points. In general, most BBC correspondents on economics, business, health and science do usually
have the appropriate skills. The skills are not always so apparent with some political journalists, who
in some cases seem more interested in provoking controversy than in helping viewers and listeners
to find a way through it, and who can on occasion divert attention unhelpfully away from the
statistical evidence.
However, the ubiquity of statistics in our world means that correspondents whose expertise is in
other fields – say, the arts (in matters of funding) or environment – have to deal with statistical issues
of which they may or may not have a good understanding. I know personally, from my work with
More or Less, that producers and journalists may refer to others in the BBC who are more expert in
statistical matters than they are themselves (and that sometimes they may as a consequence be
referred to outside experts, including occasionally me). This is in principle excellent, but it would
perhaps be improved if there were a more formal system within the BBC through which such queries
could be resolved. We are aware that there was for a time a post of Head of Statistics in BBC News,
occupied by Anthony Reuben. We understand that that post no longer exists. While we are aware
that controversy attached to some of Reuben’s reporting during his period in office, we feel that is
was a mistake to remove the position, if that is indeed what has happened. The need for easilyobtained good internal advice on statistical matters has certainly not gone away.
You ask specifically about whether BBC output provides accessible critical analysis and context
when reporting statistics, so that audiences understand the issues. Here, again, we feel that the
BBC does a reasonable job, given the constraints of its operation, but that things are not perfect.
Some of the best such analysis is in Radio 4 current affairs output, particularly in the longer-form
programmes like Analysis, File on 4 or The Report. Obviously far from all of the topics of those
programmes involve critical analysis of statistical matters, but they do quite frequently. Our
impression (and it is no more than that) is that such issues are dealt with less commonly on
television; Newsnight does cover them reasonably often, and often well, but often at shorter length,
and there are fewer other vehicles for this kind of analysis. Back on Radio 4, More or Less plays a
role, and indeed reasonably often has criticised other aspects of the BBC’s statistical reporting.
However, More or Less (and the other Radio 4 series) are on air weekly for only a relatively small
part of each year, and can deal with current statistical controversies only when they happen to arise
during one of the planed series. It is true that the More or Less journalists now do seem to be
regarded (rightly) by other Radio 4 programmes as the trusted experts on statistical matters, to the
extent that they are consulted by other programmes such as Today or PM, and are heard in them
even when there is no current More or Less series. I am not sure to what extent this ability to pop up
in other contexts is linked to the fact that More or Less does have a year-round presence on the
BBC World Service. However, in any case there seems to be no equivalent on television.
A further aspect of the BBC’s statistical coverage, which is particularly relevant to the Open
University, is the impact of the BBC’s mission to educate. Statistical issues and statistical evidence
are increasingly widespread in our society. Some of the difficulties that BBC journalists face in
explaining statistical evidence and statistical conclusions to the audience would be alleviated if the
audience had a little more awareness of the basics of statistical thinking. Obviously the BBC cannot
transform the level of statistical understanding of the UK populace overnight. The BBC does already
play a part, in its (inevitably brief) explanations and discussions of statistical information in news
programmes and on the news website, and in programmes such as More or Less (which always had
something of an educational mission, even before the Open University’s involvement) and in
programmes for BBC4 such as those made by Wingspan Productions with Hans Rosling (The Joy of
Stats, and two different Don’t Panic programmes) or David Spiegelhalter (e.g. Tails You Win – the
Science of Chance).
But could this be extended? You may wish to consider whether the BBC on its own, or in
collaboration with partner organisations such as the Open University, might help adults to become
aware, become more interested, and understand better some more complex statistical ideas. The
Open University would be very willing to discuss how it might deepen its long-standing relationship
with the BBC, in the OU’s role as a producer and provider of free high-quality online informal
2

learning, that does not have to be tied to co-produced TV and radio broadcasts but could also work
to a greater extent with other BBC outputs.
Yours sincerely,

Kevin McConway
Professor of Applied Statistics
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MRS Policy Unit
Submission to BBC Trust Impartiality Review Call for Evidence
Introduction: About MRS and the research market
1. The Market Research Society (MRS) is the world’s largest research association.
It’s for everyone with professional equity in market, social and opinion research
and in business intelligence, market analysis, customer insight and consultancy.
MRS supports best practice by setting and enforcing industry standards.
2. The UK is the second largest research market in the world (second to the US) and
the UK research sector is recognised as leading the way in the development of
creative and innovative research approaches. According to the Office for National
Statistics’ (ONS) Annual Business Survey 1 it is estimated that the total UK
turnover of the c.3,000 enterprises involved in market research and opinion
polling to be £3.6 billion in 2014. Further in 2012, MRS with PWC undertook an
assessment of the size and impact of the UK research and evidence market,
producing the MRS report The Business of Evidence2. One of the main findings
from this report is the that the UK ‘business of evidence’ market is substantially
larger than previously estimated, employing up to 59,000 people and generating
£3billion in annual gross value added (GVA).
3. MRS supports best practice in the research industry by setting and enforcing
industry standards. The MRS adopted its first self-regulatory Code in 1954 and
the latest fully revised version of the MRS Code of Conduct came into effect on 1
September 2014. The Code is designed to support those engaged in market
research in maintaining professional standards and to reassure the general public
that research is carried out in a professional and ethical manner. MRS individual
members and Company Partners must comply with the Code which applies,
whether they are engaged in consumer, business to business, social, opinion or
any other type of research project. The commitment to uphold the MRS Code of
Conduct is supported by the MRS Codeline service and a range of specialist
guidelines.
About this response
1

Office of National Statistics (ONS), (2013) Annual Business Survey. Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) 73.2:
Market research and opinion polling. http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/abs/annual-business-survey/index.html
2
See www.mrs.org.uk/pdf/The_Business_of_Evidence_Final_08102012.pdf for a copy of the full report.

1

4. MRS welcomes the opportunity to provide brief comments on whether the BBC is
providing audiences with impartial reporting of statistics in its news and current
affairs programming. We confirm that no parts of the response are confidential
and that the information may be attributed to MRS.
Best practice and guidance on the use of statistics
5. Best practice in data collection and the reporting of statistics is supported in the
MRS Code of Conduct. This includes requirements under Rule 33 of the Code
that accredited members, inter alia, take reasonable steps to ensure that data
collection processes are fit for purpose; that participants are able to provide
information in a way that reflects the view they want to express; that participants
are not led towards a particular point of view and that responses are capable of
being interpreted in an unambiguous way.3 In reporting findings from data
collection, members are required to include sufficient technical information to
enable reasonable assessment of the validity of the results and to ensure that
outputs and presentation clearly distinguish between facts, opinion and
presentation. These rules are designed to encourage accuracy in both the
commissioning and reporting stages of data collection for research.
6. MRS also publishes joint guidance with other organisations on areas of particular
relevance to the research community. The Best Practice Guide for Using
Statistics in Communications, were published by MRS together with the
Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR) and the Royal Statistical Society in
2011. These guidelines which are available here, set out some useful points that
can assist in better reporting of statistics by media organisations. They cover
among other things analysis of statistics, reporting on survey methodology and
pitfalls to watch out for when using common statistical terms.

Duty of care on media organisations

3

MRS investigates complaints on data collection. In September 2015 the wording of a question about cancer
drugs funding for BBC Wales was found to be in breach of the Code as it led participants to a particular
viewpoint. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-34213253

2

7. Media organisations such as the BBC need to establish and follow best practice in
statistical reporting. Exercising a duty of care to ensure fitness for purpose of
reported research projects is important. This is equally applicable to the
commissioning of research and the use of statistics data provided by others.
8. Multiple factors in research methodologies can result in the manipulation of the
data feed into media organisations. Factors such as the sampling base, the
question wording, the weighting of responses and other research mechanics all
impact on the results and findings. This is all complicated by the lack of
uniformity in the standards used by individual research organisations to assess
the robustness and quality of their data collection exercises. Time pressures in
reporting and the “thirst for data” to establish an evidence base often mean that
research is either commissioned quickly or the data provided to media
organisations is used without prior scrutiny. This can lead to reporting of
inaccurate results if for example the overall sampling has weighted the responses
into a pro or contra argument on a particular issue.
9. The robustness and rigour of research must be properly assessed before
publication and/or use of datasets and findings, in order to encourage impartiality
and accuracy in reporting of statistics. As is highlighted in the Best Practice
guidance “...poor use of statistics can lead to loss of trust and reduced authority”
and it is important that media organisations get it right in order to maintain
credibility. Professional users of research, such as the media, need to assess
underpinning data before it is used as evidence. MRS recognises that this
evaluation and weighting of data is complex and nuanced. Data can easily be
manipulated without it being particularly apparent. In light of this, evaluation by
statisticians or research specialists will be useful particularly where the statistics
underpin a story.

This submission is made on behalf of The Market Research Society. The Market Research
Society is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England No. 518685.
December 2015.
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Response to Call for Evidence

BBC Trust Impartiality Review

Submission by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation
December 2015

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation is an independent organisation working to inspire social
change through research, policy and practice. We want to see a prosperous UK where
everyone can play their part. We work in partnership with individuals, communities and a
range of organisations to achieve our goals. We use evidence and experience, and we search
for the underlying causes of social issues so we can demonstrate practical solutions that bring
about lasting change.

1. Introduction
This response to the call to evidence from the Chair, Dame Jil Matheson, is informed by the
experience of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation as a funder of social research, and as a
research user and communicator. The response also reflects our focus on poverty in the UK
(including but not limited to welfare).
The response is in two parts:
1) Summary of recent findings from a piece of JRF-funded research that explores the
discussion of poverty by the media and politicians in the UK in 2015 in the context of
the General Election campaign. Whilst the research did not focus on the accuracy of
BBC reporting, the findings and issues may be of relevance to the Panel and the Trust.
The analysis was undertaken by Amy Sippitt and Alessia Tranchese of Full Fact.

2) An illustrative assessment by JRF’s Data Officer of a small number of BBC pages or
reports that used statistics. We note that the BBC Trust is commissioning separate
content analysis and audience research – so this part of our response is a small but
hopefully helpful addition; purely illustrative and without claims for robustness or
representativeness.
2. Research: How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has a long-standing concern about poverty in the UK and
we are currently developing the UK’s first evidence-based and comprehensive anti-poverty
strategy for all ages. Related to this, we have been concerned about the way politicians and
the media talk about people in poverty – as this creates conditions that can make it harder to
build accurate, informed public and political understanding of the realities of poverty in the
UK – and through this achieve a broader consensus on the need to find solutions to poverty
and address the root causes. As part of our work, we commissioned Full Fact to:
- assess how politicians and the media spoke about poverty and people in poverty
during the 2015 election campaign; and
- assess how accurate these representations were.
The full report, ‘How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?’ by
Amy Sippitt and Alessia Tranchese was published in December 2015 and is available free to
download from the JRF website: https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/talking-about-poverty-2015
Note: the assessment of media representation and use of statistics included BBC sources but
was not focused on the BBC. Notwithstanding, some of the findings will be very pertinent
and there are references to the BBC in the analysis (e.g. food bank case study p.12).
Relevant findings from this study:
•

Politicians, pressure groups and media outlets made claims that were generally based
on official statistics, but rarely put into context, e.g. referring to only one of a number
of valid measures. As a result, the public received a one-sided or partial picture. For
example, in relation to child poverty, the Conservatives frequently claimed that child
poverty had fallen under the Coalition when other measures suggested it had stayed
the same or risen. (The task of accurate statistics reporting on UK poverty is even
more complicated due to different, contested measures.)

•

One of the most striking findings was that journalists did not appear to explicitly
scrutinise or challenge claims made by politicians or by pressure groups – including
on use of statistics. This suggests a recommendation for the BBC to develop its role in
supporting and encouraging BBC journalists to do this, thereby contributing to more
accurate reporting, and better public understanding of poverty.

•

In relation to media coverage of welfare during the 2015 election campaign:

o Generally, welfare benefits were talked about more frequently than poverty in
print and broadcast media. This took a singular narrative in terms of the costs
of benefits to everyone, while by contrast poverty had no perceptible public
costs, especially not in the UK.
o Print and broadcast media at the time were dominated by discussion about
child benefit with less mention of (or value attached to) other benefits like
Housing Benefit, unemployment benefits and working-age benefits. There
were references to getting off benefits and into work but less reference to
getting people in (low-paid) work off benefits.
o The researchers looked at five case studies of significant stories in this period
on people on low incomes. These were selected as cases of inaccurate claims,
which, had they been presented differently, would have left the public with a
different view (this was true for claims across the political spectrum). In these
case studies, the researchers identified the following reasons for inaccuracy:
 incorrect explanations of statistics, citing trends that could not be
substantiated by the figures;
 claims that, while accurate, excluded the evidence of alternative
figures or broader trends in the statistics available;
 uncritical inclusion of quotes containing statistical claims – particularly
in print media/web pages (recognising it would be unrealistic to have
the same expectations of broadcast presenters);
 uncontextualised reporting of an individual person or family’s
circumstances in a way that creates a distorted picture of reality.
Recommendations for the media:
The researchers make three recommendations for the media based on their analysis:
1) Journalists should be aware that politicians will use statistics selectively, and should
either omit statistics or challenge them.
2) The pursuit of balance – heightened in an election campaign - often means journalists
including an opposing comment in election coverage. However, the researchers saw
no examples of the claims in these being challenged, allowing them to be used as
vehicles for the repetition of set narratives and inaccurate claims.
3) Whilst journalists may use human interest stories (e.g. about individuals claiming
benefits) to stimulate debate, editors should consider whether these stories, when
viewed together, are presenting a skewed impression of the incidence of such cases,
and what responsibility if any they hold for this.
Two questions arise from these recommendations for the Panel to consider:
1) To what extent does the BBC regard it as a responsibility to give people a realistic
view of a topic such as poverty in the UK?

2) Following from this, how best might the BBC develop its role in supporting,
encouraging and equipping BBC journalists to achieve this, particularly but not only
in relation to the use of statistics?
3. Analysis of relevant BBC content
The second part of this response is a short analysis by JRF’s Data Officer of selected example
BBC outputs. We hope this illustrative analysis (not intended to be representative) will be a
useful addition alongside the research that the BBC Trust has commissioned. Through this
analysis, we identify examples of good practice by the BBC around the communication and
analysis of statistics relevant to poverty, and also examples where the BBC risks appearing
impartial or misleading, or risks creating confusion among its audience.

4. Summary
The accurate use of statistics is a challenge for all organisations and outlets with a strong
communication role and a commitment to informing and improving understanding of
complex social, economic and political issues. In our own work, we continue to face the
challenge of how to strike the right balance between using plain, accessible language targeted
at a potentially wide and non-specialist audience, whilst ensuring statistical accuracy and
appropriate contextualisation. This is a balance we have not always got right, and we have
valued the role of the UK Statistics Authority in this regard.
On behalf of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, we would be delighted to engage further with
the BBC on this – specifically in relation to the reporting and representation of poverty and
the lives of people living in poverty in the UK. From January 2016 we will have a new
Analysis Unit, incorporating our in-house statistics specialists, to support this. We would also
be delighted to broker contacts with others who share these interests, including:


#PovertyStats: a social media and statistics user group supported by the Royal
Statistics Society to improve the quality of statistics and their use around poverty;



New Policy Institute: with whom we have published a series on Monitoring poverty
and social exclusion in the UK for over 15 years to provide a definitive report on the
picture and trends of poverty in the UK (see: https://www.jrf.org.uk/mpse-2015)

5. References
MacInnes, T. et al. (2015), Monitoring poverty and social exclusion in the UK 2015. York:
Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Sippitt, A. and Tranchese, A. (2015), How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss
poverty in 2015? York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
Joseph Rowntree Foundation data charts: https://www.jrf.org.uk/data

ENDS

Annex 1: Additional analysis by JRF Data Officer
Web addresses of
example BBC
output reviewed

Topics

Strengths and challenges identified

bbc.co.uk/news/uk32406120

Context and
accuracy of
statistics

Strength: BBC provides context for the statistics
through the written article and through providing
links to archived material on similar topics. Helps
readers understand the context of statistical data,
providing evidence that statistical claims are
accurate. Provides context for the most recent
addition of the story.

bbc.co.uk/news/106
04117

Accuracy and
context of statistics

Strength: BBC presents the statistics on these sites in
a clear and understandable way. Statistics presented
can be understood in the context of previous year’s
figures via links on the BBC pages to previous years’
statistics.

bbc.co.uk/news/106
04117

Clarity and
accuracy of
statistics

Strength: Well-presented data in a simple and clear
line graph, with good contrasting colours that make
visible the key trends. Whilst the graph is simple it is
also interactive. Excellent example of engaging
readers with statistics.

bbc.co.uk/news/uk33266799

Clarity and
attention to detail
when presenting
statistics

Strength: A graph on this page is clear and easy to
understand.

bbc.co.uk/news/bus
iness-35063040

Clarity and
presentation

Strength: A good example of how statistics can be
presented in a clear, extensive and accurate manner

bbc.co.uk/news/uk32406120

Critical analysis of
statistics and the
impartiality of their

Challenge: BBC is poor in this example in providing
critical analysis and in presenting statistics. The
heading and sub-heading refer to record numbers of
people using food banks and the 1,084,604 figure.

bbc.co.uk/news/bus
iness-34785758
bbc.co.uk/news/ukwales-politics34786986

Challenge: Graph is missing the yearly data points of
03/04, 05/06, 08/09. Is this intentional or an error? If
intentional then an explanation should be given to the
reader to avoid creating confusion.

presentation

Later, the BBC and Trussell Trust present that the
number of individuals may be closer to half a million,
but this may be too late (appears to exaggerate).

bbc.co.uk/news/bus
iness-33463231

Clarity of
statistical
presentation

Challenge: Unclear what expanding of the green line
means. Is it the possible range of increase for the
National Living Wage? If so, helpful to explain in
text.

bbc.co.uk/news/ele
ction-201532413080

Clarity of
statistical
presentation

Challenge: BBC attempts to clarify statistics
presented in the food bank story through a second
site but this page also fails to do so. It risks
compounding confusion among readers around an
already controversial issue. Again, BBC provides a
correction at the bottom of the page, but this can be
too late to correct perceptions.

bbc.co.uk/news/ukwales-33080593

Critical analysis of
statistics and
impartiality of their
presentation

Challenge: Article states that 23 per cent of those
living in Wales are in relative poverty and that this is
extraordinary in terms of numbers in Britain yet this
is the same level as the West Midlands. Report refers
to lack of progress in eradication of poverty in Wales,
yet relative poverty in Wales has reduced by the
same percentage decrease as the national average
(jrf.org.uk/data/poverty-rate-region).

bbc.co.uk/news/ukwales-33080593

Misunderstanding
of statistical
terminology

Challenge: Article contains an inaccurate definition
of the relative poverty measure: “households earning
60% of average income.” Poverty is defined using
the median. Whilst the median is an average, the term
‘average’ is associated by most people with the
mean. On another page: “A child is defined as being
in poverty when living in a household with an income
below 60% of the UK's average.” Again, ‘average’
may mislead. A link on the same page to another site
provides an accurate definition using the term
“median”.

bbc.co.uk/news/uk33266799

Full Fact submission to BBC Trust Impartiality Review
Context
Full Fact is the UK’s independent and non-partisan factchecking charity, promoting accuracy in public
debate. We check factual claims made by journalists and politicians and press for corrections to the
record where necessary.
Full Fact checks only a tiny amount of the BBC’s output. In this submission we are aiming to draw
together themes that we have seen repeating or that might be important to the Panel.

Recommendations
1. The BBC complaints process does not work well for complainants or prevent repeat
mistakes
It is slow, unwieldy and does not seem to distinguish between complaints about accuracy
and those about taste, or urgent accuracy complaints from those that are less time sensitive.
After having more success getting corrections through our relationships with BBC journalists
and the former Head of Statistics, Full Fact gradually stopped using the official BBC
complaints process. This is not an option available to most members of the public who may
also have reasonable and urgent corrections requests.
Corrections are inseparable from accuracy, so as part of this review the Trust should consider
what an effective corrections process looks like and how the BBC can learn lessons from
individual complaints. The Daily Mail for example has a system of marking its clippings to
prevent repeat mistakes. The BBC needs a system for avoiding debunked claims appearing
elsewhere in BBC coverage—this may take time to design and implement but would help
avoid repetition of important errors.
2. Support for journalists who are not statistical specialists, especially out of hours
During the election period BBC Reality Check provided a valuable service to busy and underresourced staff. However, it is clear that this is not enough because Full Fact still received and
receives requests for help. In particular, Full Fact has received media enquiries out-of-hours
and during the night, raising the question: what in-house support is there for night shift and
out-of-hours journalists who need help checking numbers? The BBC Trust should consider
providing training for staff whose jobs involve finding and using statistics, and also staff
whose jobs involve having statistics thrust upon them; it should also review the support
available to journalists who are not statistical specialists, especially those working night shifts
or out-of-hours.
3. Coverage of reports
BBC staff should not give coverage to reports that do not provide sufficient detail for their
findings to be reproduced; or where that detail is not published at the time when publicity is
being sought. This is of a special importance where reports do not have a quality assurance
or peer review system, as is the case for some think tank reports.

Full Fact’s evidence
Below we provide examples from the factchecks published on our website, and analysis from our
recently-published report for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, “How did the media and politicians
in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?”
Full Fact’s submission is made up of specific examples from our factchecks of the BBC and our work
with BBC staff. Because we do not check a random or representative sample of BBC output, we
cannot draw any conclusions about the BBC’s overall performance on accuracy or impartiality. We
can however see that there are many instances of statistical inaccuracy which are not always
adequately addressed.
Our work focuses particularly claims from public debate on the topics of economy, immigration,
health, education, crime, Europe and law.
Economy
April 2015

Zero hours contracts
Uncontextualised coverage of the statistics
Zero hours contracts are an employment contract which guarantees no hours.
Following statements made about an “epidemic” of zero hours contracts by the
Labour leader on 1st April Full Fact issued a press release to clarify what the statistics
can and cannot show.
On the BBC News at Six (1st April) we noticed the programme saying that the
proportion of zero hours contracts (2.3%) ‘has been rising’, without explaining the
important caveat that this could be down to increasing awareness among those
surveyed.
Other outlets including the Daily Mail, The Sun, The Telegraph and The Times as well
as the TV and radio reports in our sample reported the story without reference to
the statistics, or referred to a specific rise in the number of contracts.1
Please note our sample for this case study did not include online BBC channels.

Economy
April 2015

Zero hours contracts
Inaccurate claim featured on BBC leads to spread of inaccurate claim
Despite Full Fact’s press release on 1st April there were still inaccurate claims made
on air about zero hours contracts.
For example David Cameron repeated an inaccurate claim that one in 50 jobs was a
zero hours contract on the BBC Question Time Election Special on 30 April—this
segment was then repeated later on Sky News at Ten.2

Crime
June 2014

1
2

Social media crimes
BBC amended headline but article was still unclear
Full Fact checked the BBC headline, “Social media crimes 'at least half' of front line
policing”.

“How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?”, p 32
“How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?”, p 27

We sought clarification from the College of Policing, who said that their quote was
intended to be about calls to the police about low level crime, not all front-line
police work.
The quote itself was unclear; once the College had contacted the BBC, the BBC
amended the headline (although it was still not made clear that some evidence was
anecdotal). Other news outlets subsequently agreed to correct articles they had
published based on the BBC story.3
Crime
June 2014

Forced marriage
Inaccuracy based on misunderstanding of what the figures show
A new law came into force that made it an offence to force a UK national to marry
against their will. The BBC Today programme said that “an estimated 8,000 people
are forced into marriages against their will every year”.
This was not accurate: the report said that almost two thirds of the estimated
number (between 5000-8000) related to threats of marriage, while one third related
to marriages that had taken place.4

Education
September
2010

Special educational needs
BBC reported accurately where majority of major news outlets did not
Ofsted published a report into the educational provision for children with special
educational needs. We found 11 outlets reporting on the number of children in the
UK with special educational needs.
The BBC was one of four major news outlets that reported the story accurately
(putting the figure at around 25% of the 1.7m pupils in England at the time), along
with the Press Association, Channel 4 and AFP. 5

Education
October
2015

Truanting fines
Inaccuracy based on misunderstanding of what the figures show
In October 2015 BBC News reported inaccurately that 40% of fines for pupil absence
go unpaid.
In fact the proportion of fines that went unpaid is approximately 20% (based on
2012/13 data). 63% were paid within the maximum time limit, but some of the
remainder were withdrawn rather than unpaid.6

Health
April 2014

Alcohol and crime
BBC reported accurately where majority of major news outlets did not
In April 2014 the media reported on a drop in violent crime figures, attributing this
to the rising cost of alcohol.
The figures were not directly about how much overall violent crime there is. They
were figures for people treated for injuries related to violence at emergency
departments, minor injury units and walk in centres across England and Wales.

3

https://fullfact.org/crime/college_policing_bbc_correction_article_social_media_half-33333
https://fullfact.org/live/2014/jun/forced_marriages_crime_estimates-33121
5
https://fullfact.org/factchecks/how_many_special_needs_children_are_misdiagnosed-1557
6
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/education/how_many_truanting_fines_go_unpaid-48640
4

BBC News was more circumspect that other outlets (such as the Times and
Guardian), reporting that the research behind the figures said alcohol “might have
played a role” and using a headline that referenced the fact that the story was based
on A&E data.7
Welfare
April 2015

Welfare
April 2015

Food banks
Accurate and useful analysis
In April 2015 food bank figures in a press release from the Trussell Trust received
wide coverage in the news. The BBC's Reality Check scrutinised the figures and
pointed out to readers the difference between one million people using food banks,
and one million individual uses of food banks (one person can visit a food bank
several times in a year). 8
Food banks
Inconsistent accuracy across BBC channels
Other BBC channels did not get this right, even though Reality Check had debunked
the one million foodbank users claim and the BBC's Head of Statistics had reminded
staff about the distinction between people and uses before the Trussell Trust's press
release embargo lifted.
We noticed incorrect reporting across the BBC. For example it appeared on a BBC
News article on the 22nd April, and on Newsnight that evening. 9
Thanks to an existing relationship with Newsnight’s policy editor Full Fact was able to
press for a correction which was issued live on air by the end of the programme.
Quick corrections like this are essential to stopping the spread of misinformation but
are unfortunately rare, as are connections to BBC editors.

Statistics
August and
September
2014

Baby names
Inconsistent accuracy across BBC channels
The BBC claimed in July that Oliver was the most popular baby name for boys in
2013. It claimed in August that Mohammed was the most popular name for boys in
2013. In one article it appeared that the author had combined all spellings of
Mohammed, but this was not made clear.10

Immigration Romanian and Bulgarian immigration
Inconsistent reporting of third party research
Jan 2013
BBC News overstated a Migration Watch prediction that there would be a population
and May
increase of 50,000 due to Bulgarian and Romanian immigration. The children of
2014
recent immigrants are not counted in the inflow figures but are counted in
population figures.11 In another article BBC News reported their research correctly,
saying that estimates suggested the UK could expect a rise in population of 50,000 a
year.12
7

https://fullfact.org/crime/cost_consumption_alcohol_violent_crime_falling-31676
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election-2015-32413080
9
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-32406120
10
https://fullfact.org/live/sep/baby_names_mohammed_oliver-34846/
11
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21039087
12
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-27407126
8

EU and law
February
2014

European Union
Useful context and links provided
The BBC reported on a speech by EU Justice Commissioner Viviane Reding in which
she claimed that 70% of UK laws are co-decided with the European Parliament.
Alongside a quote from a pro-EU pressure group, the BBC provided a link to
independent analysis from the House of Commons Library.13 This is a good example
of the BBC linking to robust neutral sources, which should be encouraged.

Economy
April 2015

Jobs
Inconsistent or inadequate level of scrutiny given to claims from third parties
Iain Duncan Smith claimed on World at One that the proportion of part-time workers
wanting full-time work had fallen from 18% to 16% since the recession.
This ignores the broader trend. He was correct (it is 16.4% or 1 in 6), but looking
back at pre-recession levels (9.9% in Oct–Dec 2007) the proportion is still quite a lot
higher. It is also higher than the average for the 2000s when it was fewer than 1 in
10.
This was not queried on World at One, and the 17th April edition of PM was the only
broadcast or print outlet we came across in our report research to mention this
trend in their main discussion of the figures.14

Economy
April 2015

Child poverty
Lack of context around selective use of statistics by third parties
Throughout the election the Conservatives claimed that child poverty was falling,
which refers to the relative income measure. Other measures of child poverty
showed that it was stable or rising. We did not see any outlets giving this context,
BBC or otherwise.
For example, on Radio 4’s Today on 1st and 6th May, we heard a Conservative
spokesperson claim that child poverty was falling; this was not questioned or given
further context by the presenter.15

Health
March
2014

NHS fraud and error
Using disputed figures from an unpublished report
The BBC announced Panorama would discuss the ‘Great NHS Robbery’: an
investigation of fraud and error across the NHS, saying that £7 billion is lost due to
fraud and error each year. But the NHS disputed these figures, and the research
behind them was not published until 5pm that day.
When they were published it became apparent that there was no £7 billion figure,
and that the analysis was prone to error and uncertainty, which was not previously
made clear.16
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-26122808
“How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?”, p 34
15
“How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?”, p 47
16
https://fullfact.org/health/fraud_cost_nhs_panorama-30819
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Health
July 2015

Diet and premature deaths
Quoting decade old and unsubstantiated figures
BBC News reported that “Poor diets are causing 70,000 premature deaths every
year” amid calls for a sugar tax from the British Medical Association.
The figure featured in a recent BMA report published that month, but the original
source was old Department of Health data featured in a 2006 Ofcom report. In
addition, the Department of Health was not aware of its association with the figure
when Full Fact asked about it.17

Education
June 2013

Male teachers
Using inaccurate figures from an unpublished report
In June 2013 the Centre for Social Justice issued a press release promoting their
report into family breakdown. The press release claimed that “Across England and
Wales, one in four primary schools has no male teacher and 80% have fewer than
three”.
However, the report itself did not materialise until several days after the press
release had received considerable media attention, including being trailed on
Newsnight.18 One attention-grabbing claim from the original press release had been
removed completely, and there was no mention of an 80% figure—nor any mention
of a correction or alteration.19

Crime
March
2012

Transport
April 2012
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Mumsnet survey of rape
Lack of scrutiny of online survey
In 2012 Mumsnet ran an online survey and concluded that one in ten women has
been raped and over a third sexually assaulted. The BBC reported the conclusion20
without referencing the best available public information available on the topic—the
British Crime Survey. Official statistics suggested the Mumsnet figures were an
overestimate.21
Road safety technology
Corrected but not announced
BBC News published an article about a report from the Institution of Mechanical
Engineers. The BBC reported the IME as saying “added safety measures could ‘save
thousands of lives’”, but the report actually said that more could be done to protect
people in drivers’ blind spots. The BBC corrected its article within hours but did not
say anywhere on the article that the text had been updated.

https://fullfact.org/factcheck/health/bad_diet_70000_premature_deaths-746461
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b02xd16y
19
https://fullfact.org/articles/centre_social_justice_men_deserts_fractured_families-28997
20
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-17338031
21
http://straightstatistics.fullfact.org/article/has-one-every-ten-women-really-been-raped
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Economy

Wages and prices
Corrected but not announced
In 2014 the ONS announced that earnings were rising at the same rate as prices. The
BBC reported that wages were rising faster than prices. But it was too early to say at
that point, and the different sets of figures cover different time periods. The BBC
corrected their article within hours, but did not flag up to readers that the article
was originally incorrect.22 This particular misunderstanding is common.

Economy

Inequality
Long time lag before correction
BBC News claimed that “The average annual income for the richest 10% of British
people in 2008 was £55,000 – which is 12 times higher than the average for the

December
2011

22

https://fullfact.org/live/2014/apr/wages_prices_cost_of_living-31541

bottom 1%”. This was wrong but the BBC took two weeks to correct the claim,
despite multiple requests to the public complaints form.23

Health
July 2013

Social care cap
Long time lag before correction
BBC News claimed that the government’s social care cap was double that suggested
by the Dilnot commission. This was incorrect. The Daily Mail corrected the online
version of its article within 4 hours whereas the BBC took 50 days. We said at the
time: “It’s disappointing that the complaints process required us to send three
different complaints before the matter was dealt with and it adds to our mixed
experience of using the BBC’s process. In any case, we’re pleased the matter has
finally been settled.” Neither the Mail nor the BBC mentioned changing their
articles.24

Other comments
Interviewees are sometimes not challenged when they make inaccurate claims, and inaccurate
claims are sometimes included in articles which have a wider point. Our report, “How did the media
and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?” found that in the case of broadcast, the fact that
inaccurate or out of context claims in the case studies came mostly from politicians or pressure
groups suggests that broadcast journalists did not have enough information on trends in the
frequently quoted statistics at their fingertips. For example, claims on child poverty and living
standards that were frequently mentioned by politicians could have been questioned further by the
presenter if they had information on these trends to hand. However, presenters cannot be expected
to be prepared for every inaccurate claim that is made.25
Question Time coverage
Panellists and audience members often make inaccurate or disputed claims on Question Time.26
There is no corrections mechanism here, other than relying on other panellists or David Dimbleby to
point out errors or provide context when it suits them.

Demand from the BBC for Full Fact’s services during the election
Full Fact’s media enquiries log including dates, outlets and topics. We have briefed, given interviews
to or carried out live factchecking for a very wide range of BBC outlets including 5 Live Drive, Andrew
Marr Show; BBC Radio Berkshire; BBC Coventry and Warwickshire; BBC Good Morning Wales; BBC
23

https://fullfact.org/blog/inequality_OECD_income_working_retired-3172
https://fullfact.org/articles/government_social_care_cost_cap_dilnot_error_correction-29064
25
“How did the media and politicians in the UK discuss poverty in 2015?”, p 51
26
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/bbc_question_time_oct_22-49081
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/bbc_question_time_nov_5-49408
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/bbe_question_time_nov_5-49408
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/bbc_question_time_nov_19-49771
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/bbc_question_time_nov_26-49931
https://fullfact.org/bbc_question_time_dec_3-50088
https://fullfact.org/bbc_question_time_dec_10-50261
https://fullfact.org/bbc_question_time_dec_17-50435
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London ; BBC Radio Gloucestershire; BBC News Channel; Jeremy Vine; More or Less; Radio 4’s PM;
Radio 4’s Today; and Radio 4’s World at One.
Topics we have been asked for assistance with include: the pre-election Jeremy Paxman leader
interviews; The ‘£3000 cost of Labour’ / cost of a Conservative government; Zero hours contracts;
Immigration (effect on the economy, benefits, net migration); The deficit; Employment figures;
Housing; Food banks; EU membership; Living wage compared to the minimum wage; Immigration
over the last century; Tax credits; The launch of the EU in campaign; Refugees: their cost and what
they are entitled to; Cost of smoking; Tax Credits; Junior doctors’ contracts.
We were unable to help with some requests, such as “the cost to the Treasury of Jeremy Corbyn’s
policies” or the cost of extending parental leave. This is usually because of our impartiality rules,
other organisations were better placed to help, or requests were at short notice.
Sometimes the BBC has approached other organisations before Full Fact such as the IFS or Oxford
University’s Migration Observatory—journalists come to us because there is no one available there,
or because Full Fact is often contactable out-of-hours. During the election our opening hours were
6am to midnight, and in practice 24/7 for journalists who needed help.
During the election and at other times we have received requests during the night. While these are
welcome, they raise the question: what in house support is there for night shift and out-of-hours
journalists who need help checking numbers?

The BBC complaints process
Speed and triage
Full Fact does not use the internal complaints process very often, partly because from experience we
know that complaints can take up to 50 days. Public debate moves on faster than this so usually we
ask journalists and editors directly to intervene and correct a news item. Success in getting a
correction made generally depends on having a contact (which suggests the public system is broken).
There does not seem to be any triaging of substantive accuracy complaints versus complaints from
people who are offended by a programme or bias complaints: it’s also not clear that any of these are
treated more urgently.
Announcing corrections
The BBC does not consistently announce corrections. This is bad practice because it makes it hard for
those linking to the BBC to know whether, where and when to update their own sites. It is also
confusing for readers who return to read an article more than once.
Repeat mistakes
The BBC does not seem to have a system for preventing or reducing the likelihood of inaccuracies
and contradictions across its channels or even within channels (such as BBC News online). The Daily
Mail has a system of marking its clippings to prevent repeat mistakes: it is not for Full Fact to say
whether this would be applicable to the BBC but if not perhaps there are alternative systems the BBC
could adopt.

