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Three myths 
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1. People don’t care about statistics 

2. Public confidence in statistics and experts is 
low 

3. There is nothing we can do about misuse of 
statistics 



First… the Office for Statistics 
Regulation

• The regulatory arm of the UK Statistics 
Authority 

• Promote and safeguard the production 
and publication of official statistics 

• Do not produce statistics and are 
separate from the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) 



What we do on misuse
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 Identify

 Analyse

  Act

  Conclude

 100 cases a year

 The statistics 
 The context 

Is this normal political 
debate?

 Is the use likely to 
mislead about what the 

underlying statistics 
mean?

 The best way to support 
the appropriate use of 

the statistics
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1. People don’t care about statistics
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Myth: People are busy, or mistrusting, or low in statistical literacy, 
so they don’t care about statistics 

Our view: 
- The pandemic shows the importance people place on 

trustworthy statistics 
- People are intensely interested in COVID-19 statistics about 

their community 
- People want to see their lives reflected in the statstics 



2. Public confidence in official statistics 
and experts is low



8

Public confidence 
really matters



Public confidence in official statistics and 
experts is low
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Myth: People have low confidence in official statistics 

Our view: 
- UK Public Confidence in Official Statistics survey shows high 

levels of confidence c80% 
- IPSOS Mori Veracity Index shows growing trust in scientists 

and civil servants (up to 40 percentage points over 20 years) 
- But… 

- People state lower levels of confidence in politicians 
and media 



3. There is nothing we can do about misuse 
of statistics



There is nothing we can do about misuse of 
statistics
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Myth: We are in a downward spiral of misuse and there’s nothing 
we can do about it 

Our view: 
- We intervene when we have concerns about 
- Our interventions ys lead to improvements: restatements, 

more data published, misuses exposed 
- We have intervened extensively during the COVID-19 

pandemic 



Timeline of our interventions

May June July August

COVID-19 
Testing

R Number

Local area 
COVID-19 
data

Child 
Poverty

COVID-19 
deaths

Prevalence 
rates

Northern 
Ireland 
dashboard



What the Government said on testing



COVID-19 testing figures



What we said...

 
2 June 2020 
 
“The aim seems to be to show the largest possible number of 
tests, even at the expense of understanding...It is not surprising 
that given their inadequacy data on testing are so widely criticised 
and often mistrusted.”



What the media said...



Thank you for listening.

To get in touch or find out more: 

Ed Humpherson:  
DG,Regulation@statistics.gov.uk   

Visit OSR’s website:  
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/ 

Follow OSR on Twitter:  
@StatsRegulation 
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