
Lies, damned lies, and statistics?

A quick Google search comes up with 118 million results 
for ‘Social Progress Index’ and 32 million for ‘The Spirit 
Level book’ (I had to use ‘book’ to cull out images/
references for a builder’s tool). A cursory read of search 
results indicated a range of for/against responses to both, 
often citing data quality and mixed up with nationality 
and/or political leaning. Overall, probably generating more 
heat than light.

There is an overabundance of information available in our 
world today, alongside an abundance of clamouring and 
conflicting ‘experts’. And the quote from Sir Robert Giffen 
suggests a culture that’s been with us since the nineteenth 
century. How do we deal with this? The Marlborough 
Express editorial (7 April 2014), commenting on the SPI, 
concluded:

So what, then, is the reasonable way to receive this 
latest report?

Perhaps just be aware of it, be aware of the criticisms 
of it, keep our antennae up for examples of good ideas 
being used successfully elsewhere . . . and fend off 
any smugness that might distract us from confronting 
problems that don’t appear to register on the SPI.

Seems to me like an attitude that is applicable to all kinds 
of lies, damned lies, and statistics.

Andrew Hay, Assistant Officer, Social Policy and Parliamentary Unit 
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An old jest runs to the effect that there are 
three kinds of comparison among liars. There are 
liars, there are outrageous liars, and there are 
scientific experts. This has lately been adapted 
to throw dirt upon statistics. There are three 
degrees of comparisons, it is said, in lying. There 
are lies, there are outrageous lies, and there are 
statistics. Sir Robert Giffen

EDITORIAL

lies, Damned lies, and statistics

I cannot recall much of my first year of Sociology at 
the University of Canterbury. However, I do recall the 
need for strong coffee to sustain me through the 5 pm 
lectures. And I do recall being introduced to the quote 
(and concept) of ‘Lies, damned lies, and statistics.’ Both 
coffee and that quote have had an ongoing influence: 
the former facilitating much social enjoyment; the latter 
birthing a healthy disrespect for people’s use (and abuse) 
of statistics.

The quote has been credited to both literary and political 
figures of the late nineteenth century, including Mark 
Twain and Benjamin Disraeli. Should we choose to believe 
the ‘expert’ at the University of York, the origins of the 
quote are far from clear. Ironically, ‘far from clear’ is an apt 
description of statistics for many.    

The phrase rose to my consciousness in the wake of 
reaction to both the Social Progress Index earlier this year 
and, last week, the visit to New Zealand by Richard G. 
Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, authors of The Spirit Level. 

The Social Progress Index (SPI) rated New Zealand first 
out of 132 nations – and the Government and media 
were quick to seize on this rating. In contrast, The Spirit 
Level rated New Zealand about fourth out of 23 wealthy 
nations – for our high income inequality and the high level 
of social and health consequences. So, on the surface, we 
are simultaneously ‘awesome’ and ‘awful’ on social issues. 
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social Justice for Children: Policy, 
Parenting & Practice

Want to get involved in promoting 
Social Justice for children? 
Here’s a one-day event being 
run in partnership with The 
Salvation Army Social Policy and 
Parliamentary Unit in Auckland, 
7 June. Speakers include Major 

Campbell Roberts and Sue Bradford. 

Tickets and more info available at www.eventbrite.
co.uk/e/social-justice-for-children-tickets-11369022051

Just Action: In our Backyard 

21 August, Dunedin; 23 August, 
Christchurch; 26 August, 
Wellington; 28 August, Auckland.

Fees (GST inclusive): Early Bird 
(until June 30th) $85 (Student $79). 

Online registrations are now open!

 Go to www.salvationarmy.org.nz/justaction

ACTIVITIES

Reports & Articles

•	 Pacific Update Report, This Is Home, was released on 
Tuesday 27 May. If you want a copy of the report, please 
contact Vanessa (administrator) on vanessa_kingi@nzf.
salvationarmy.org

You can also access the report online at  
www.salvationarmy.org.nz/pasifika2014

submissions

•	 Emails were sent to selected MPs at the time of the 
second reading of the Credit Contracts and Financial 
Services Law Reform Bill, urging support for an 
amendment requiring a cap on the interest rates that 
may be charged.

RESOURCES & OPPORTUNITIES

Gospel Manifesto 2014

Ahead of the New Zealand General Election on 20 
September, a group of Christians engaged in social 
policy and action is preparing a ‘Gospel Manifesto’. 
This Christchurch-based group will address five critical 
issues facing our nation, using their expertise with those 
issues. In last month’s Public Sphere we published an 
article by Michael O’Brien (Associate Professor, School 
of Counselling, Human Services and Social Work at the 
University of Auckland). His article addressed the first 
critical issue: Every Child Counts.

An article by the Rev. Sheena Dickson addressing the 
critical issue of housing was published in War Cry on 17 
May. You can read the article at www.salvationarmy.org.
nz/our-community/faith-in-life/life-matters/healthy-
homes-lead-to-healthy-lives

local Alcohol Policy

Your City/District Council will be developing their Local 
Alcohol Policy, and then inviting public consultation. Keep 
an eye on your Council website for dates so you don’t miss 
the opportunity to make your own view heard.

local Approved Products Policy (for 
Psychoactive Drugs)

Your City/District Council will be developing their Local 
Approved Products Policy, and then inviting public 
consultation. Keep an eye on your Council website for 
dates to have input info this policy.

COMING EVENTS

Prevent People Trafficking Conference 

This Conference, organised by The Salvation Army in 
partnership with NZ Police and the Immigration NZ, will 
take place in a few days on 5-6 June at the Police College, 
Porirua. Public Sphere next month will include a report. 
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