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You know the quote right - "There are lies, damned lies and statistics...."  Well it turns out that the bad use of statistics is a two way street.  there are those who abuse statistics and there are those who choose to be ignorant of statistics.  The aim of this book is to help you to change from being an ignorant consumer of statistics to being a savvy consumer.  

This is *not* a heavyweight academic text book, although the author has the credentials to write that kind of stuff.  This book is for the average intelligent consumer of news, reports and advertisements.  that's all of us - the people that media, politicians and activist want to be on their side when the lines are drawn in any debate.  This is a book about where the numbers come from and what they mean.  You don't need math 12 (or even math 10) to understand this book.  You just need to know the difference between a thousand and a million.

Bests' approach is to look at bad statistics and to show you why they are bad.  In looking at these he is going to hit on some holy cows.  You may not like the fact that some of these stats are bad, but you will understand why they are bad.  You will get to read where statistics come from (often from people's imagination), how statistics are defined and measured, and why sampling is important.  Best takes us through the many methods of mangling the numbers to get mutant statistics.  Sometime the mutants are intentional, sometimes not, but any mutant stats are a problem.

The intention of this book is not to make you cynical, but to make you informed, to move you from naive to critical.  Best wants us to understand  the difference between good statistics and bad statistics, and to know which we are being presented with at any moment.  This is a hugely valuable skill.  Unfortunately it probably means realizing that much of what is presented to us is not as valuable are the advocates would claim.

I have two comments on the book, apart from the 'holy cows' issue above.  Firstly, Best makes an assumption which is never justified, that most of the statistics we are presented with come from activists and apologists of one position or another.  That surprised me coming from a sociologist who presumable creates and uses statistics as part of his work.  There are, I believe, significant sources of statistics which are not activist sourced.  But then he is the expert.  Secondly, those who read last months book review ("the social construction of reality") may be as surprised as I was to recognize that Best is a social constructionist.  Moreover his premise is that statistics are no more than a reflection of a certain subjective reality, and not the source of 'realist' truth which most people would assume.  Sorry if that sounded a bit academic, but hey it's the nature of reality we're dealing with here folks :-)

So let me give you a statistic to finish with.  According to research 100% of those surveyed found this book both illuminating and life enhancing.  Enjoy

