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Agree on numbers while discuss on words. 

Or is it just the opposite?

LUCA DE BIASE

Abstract

Numbers are objective. Words are difficult to define. Thus goes the common sense. And this makes numbers a perfect tool for sharing ideas, while words are tricky and easily misconstrued. Economic and general journalism share this notion: adding numbers in any way possible to an article will make it more credible. But discussing too much the meaning of those numbers would spoil the effect. Using some examples from real life, this paper discusses the role of statistics as a communication tool and the power of the sources of these numbers in the media: which is more important, the quality of numbers or their ability to fit in prevailing journalistic frames? 
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Agree on numbers while discussing about words. 

Or is it just the opposite?

Paper by Luca De Biase

1. Numbers are credible, aren’t they?

When a non-specialized weekly newsmagazine hired me, my new editor in chief told me: «you are graduated in economics. So you’ll write for the economy section. But remember: writing for the economy section means that you have to add numbers to your articles. Understand?»

Numbers meant credibility and serious information. It was about 20 years ago. Today, numbers’ credibility is in serious trouble. 

It is a small aspect of a more general credibility crisis in the media and the communication system. It is also a consequence of an easier availability of numbers and of a proliferation of different sources of data. But it is also a consequence of a crisis of statistical concepts and meanings: there are some telling episodes. Here is one.

2. The case with inflation

After the introduction of the euro, some countries have experienced a very clear crisis of the official inflation rate. While people in Europe were complaining about an incredible growth in prices, official statistics about inflation seemed unable to register any significant change. The notion of “perceived inflation” has been proposed by some sources as opposed to “official inflation”. 

No solution is in sight. Every time new data is published the same argument comes back. Wages have grown 2,5 percent in September 2004 on September 2003. Prices have grown, officially, by a mere 2,1 percent in the same period. That should calm down the request for fatter salaries. But trade unionist Giorgio Santini comments: «I don’t believe this. Wages have not outgrown inflation. Perceived inflation is much higher than what is shown in Istat’s figures». («La Repubblica» – October 28, 2004). And he is a voice that speaks for a majority of Italians.
Once, numbers were accepted by almost everybody and the discussion was about words used to explain those numbers: some thought that profits were to blame, some other thought that wages were to blame. But everybody accepted the numbers. Now numbers are part of the discussion. It is a consequence of what has happened to numbers and their sources when they started to be massively used by the media. And it is a problem that must be solved. 

Reality is described by both research and perception. It is true that after the introduction of the euro in Italy, as in other European countries, some prices went up very, very much. The euro was worth about 2 thousand liras but some businesses succeeded in getting their prices to a new level setting a sort of new rate of change at about one euro for one thousand liras. The price for a cappuccino used to be something like 2 thousand liras, but after the introduction of the euro, its price changed to about 1.5 euro. A taxi ride from the airport to the center of Rome was worth 50 thousand liras, but the price was changed to 40 euro. Many prices went the same direction. As statistical authorities in Italy continued to assess a real inflation at about 2.5 per cent, the notion of “perceived” inflation was proposed. Official inflation was 2.5 percent but perceived inflation was at 80-100 percent. The truth, everybody seemed to think, was to be somewhere in between. 

What could the press do? Not being able to do its own statistical research and attributing a relative value to perception, the press that wanted to be «objective» had only one choice. To publish both inflations: the official and the perceived one. This meant that the most radical and different interpretations of the phenomenon were possible and published, and that there was no agreement about the real meaning of inflation and its causes. 

Italians had no more common data to accept and the discussion was no more limited to their causes. The facts – id e. the numbers – were to be discussed as well as their causes. Potentially, it was the end of a general contract that had stabilized the economy for a decade.

This was already bad. But there was something even worse: the credibility crisis of the numbers didn’t lead to any important consequence. Why?

That’s because a solution would probably be a disaster. Everybody understand that if the official rate of inflation continues to be under control so will be interest rates, mortgage rates, wages and other fundamental data: a dramatic change in those variables would destabilize the Italian macroeconomic situation.

Which explains why critics didn’t make any difference. Truth about inflation was less important than a more general understanding of reality. Thus, numbers such as the inflation rate have become a mere agreement. And the media have helped this to happen. 

The media could have done more for finding the truth. But what people wanted was not the truth: it was a tool for the community to decide together about some very important behaviors. Italians wanted stability in some fundamental variables. And they got this from their media. 

The consequence: as objectivity becomes a matter of a social agreement about what it is to be considered the truth, then the truth becomes less important than credibility. But as most people understand this and as credibility is more and more separated by the truth, the result is a general credibility crisis.

3. Credibility and the information ecosystem

Carlo Goldoni, a very successful play writer of the XVIIIth century, used to say: «some critics accuse my characters for not being real enough. My answer: if I wrote the truth people in theaters wouldn’t believe me. I prefer to write what is credible and not what is true: thus I can tell a little bit of the truth and the public understands, believes, and gets the message».

Goldoni knew that credibility is more important than truth in the media business. Of course, the media want attention and consensus from the public. But when it comes to assessing the quality of information, the most important criteria are about credibility and are not necessarily about truthfulness. In the media business success doesn’t result from telling the truth but from being believed. This conclusion can seem to be sad and cynical, particularly if we think at those mythical old times in which the epistemology of the media repeated that «objectivity» was the concept that was more linked to the one of «truth» and that «truth» was what we all should believe in.

But a reality check of the notion of «objectivity» in the media gives a different picture. Practice have clearly bypassed epistemology in defining what is to be considered «objective» information. News is «objective» if articles report all the existing different opinions about facts or if sources are «credible».

Credibility has a few different causes. Here are some: 

- What powerful people say is usually credible

- Information that results to be useful is credible

- Information that everybody seem to think it’s right is credible

- News that is easily understandable is also credible

- Information that is gathered with an accepted methodology is credible.

Media looking for credibility have some research job to do by themselves with the latter of those five causes. But most credibility that they use for publishing come from the other four causes. And this is true with numbers and statistics, too. Is this a matter of scarce competence? Or is it something else? The answer cannot be found if we don’t think the whole system of information as a sort of ecosystem.

Scientists and specialized observers of economic and statistical matters often smile about the lack off accuracy in economic journalism. Which has, by the way, probably improved a lot since some decades ago. Some think that it doesn’t matter because they conceive journalism only as a sort of extension of communication, with no real cultural meaning. Some think that it is a problem that statistical sources have to solve. Very few seem to understand that it is a real systemic problem: there is a sort of ecosystem of information, with sources, media and the public all interacting in a very complex way. 

Credibility is a strange kind of resource. It is easy to lose and hard to build. So most players in the ecosystem try to specialize in the less risky business they can find. Serious statistical sources cultivate the quality of their data and give a lot of attention to communicating all the scientific precautions that prevent them from losing their face with inevitable errors. The media respond by leaving all responsibility about the quality of information on the sources’ shoulders. The media quote the sources and if the sources are many, the media quote them all. Only in the long run bad sources will be thrown out of the game. But in general, credible sources will always be quoted. The media will not be able to remove the information overload. 

Instead of risking their credibility, the media will act in a conservative and conformist way. They will publish all sources. And if sources will understand this mechanism, they will be able to manipulate it, for the better or for the worse.

An ecosystem can be conservative or innovative, it can be stable or it can generate new life. Or it can be polluted. Cleaning it is a must if someone wants to save both the media’s and the sources’ credibility.

4. Numbers in the information ecosystem: the media point of view

Numbers are objective. Words are difficult to define. Thus went the common sense. This is why numbers have always been seen as a perfect tool for sharing ideas, while words have been considered tricky and easily misconstrued. In many contexts, from science to management, this is a sort of rule. The right thing to do in case of crisis in the perceived quality of data is to improve the quality of numbers and to better share their meaning.

What does usually happen in journalism?

Economic journalism shares this notion with a peculiar twist: adding numbers to an article will make it more serious and credible. But discussing too much about the meaning of those numbers would spoil the effect. Credibility counts, but immediate comprehension is even more important. Of course, these speed limits are different in different media: television news needs less of explanation than newspapers. In reality, reasoning happens before publishing, but what is published applies to intuition more than reasoning.

Why is that? Is it because the media lack competence? Or is it a way not to bore the public? Both are true: and they are both continually changing realities. Journalism is navigating in a very difficult sea.

The context is changing. Numbers have long meant credibility and serious information but in the last decades they became both less rare and less reliable. Numbers are everywhere in the news, not only in the serious economy sections. Politics is made of numbers as much as of words, as the recent polling inflation for the American presidential election has shown. Sports sections are full of numbers, as they want to look more and more technical. Society sections use a lot of numbers from any kind of sociological source for their new-trend-seeking articles. Even cultural pages rely on numbers for building their influence on the publishing and media business. Numbers are per se less serious as a language.

At the same time, numbers in economics have moved into different media as the media geography has changed. Television and radio financial news are the media of the life news about what is worth a bet: and they give financial information with the same style, a flow of numbers with not much of historical and critical information. It’s the latest results that count. Newspapers seem to be more interested in discussing about numbers and, which is even more important, about the creation of some sort of consensus about their interpretation. While the operative use of numbers is gone to the Internet: businessmen and traders think they can find more objective and functional numbers on the Web. And it is often true, as the Oecd Web site or as the Stock Exchange numbers feeds demonstrate.

All these phenomena have changed the public approach to numbers. Numbers seem more available for those that want to work on them. But at the same time they seem too easy to find, as if they were just part of the show. And the public seems to think that they are becoming much more a part of a sort of manipulative machine.

From the media point of view, there is not much that journalist can do about this.

Journalists live on deadlines. They have to sell their news not when information is best gathered and controlled but at the time their news must be published. And the first rule of the media is that content must be easily accessible.

But Journals live on credibility. There is no way for the public to know if a newspaper is worth the euro that is needed to read it: the only way to know, is to buy it, read it and afterwards decide if the money was well used. And credibility is the only means for journals to convince people to believe they can spend their money this way. Publishers could invest in improving the credibility of their newspapers. But they can do it in very different ways: and they seem to think that investing in regular advertising is much more effective in sustaining their credibility than investing in improving the research capability of their journalistic teams.

It is a strange business: a lot of reasoning is dedicated to editorial projects, while a very small amount of time is spent on their implementation. Credibility is slow. Content production is fast. Even the best journalists cannot do a perfect job in controlling everything and in writing with all the information that is needed for the best possible understanding of statistical information. 

A solution has been found and it is defining the relation between the media and the sources of statistics: writing and style will be what journalists worry about, while control and quality of the research will be done by sources. If the writing and style is clear and smart enough, the risk for credibility will not be the journal problem: credibility will be entrusted to the sources.

But this solution is tricky. Time constraints become the leading force and content must adapt. If some sources will refuse to give on time their statistical information and their comments on it, journalists will find other, easier sources.

Is this ok? If sources are really good, they give the right answer at the right moment and the public is happy. But is this possible? No: it is a perfect mechanism for generating mistakes.

The technology bubble has demonstrated this in a perfect way. The Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman writes about his research with Amos Tversky: «we examined systematic errors in the casual statistical judgments of statistically sophisticated researchers. Remarkably, the intuitive judgments of these experts did not conform to statistical principles with which they were thoroughly familiar (…). We were impressed by the persistence of discrepancies between statistical intuition and statistical knowledge, which we observed both in ourselves and in our colleagues». In fact, time constraints determine a clear reaction in both knowledgeable and amateur commentators: they tend to use more intuition than reasoning. And they make mistakes.

There is a sort of automatic reasoning that is used when time constraints are the law. And automatic reasoning means less controlled reasoning.

Both sources and the media have a problem with this. The media seem less and less able to cope: they respond, at best, only by asking many sources the same questions and putting them all together in their articles. But even this is not always possible. Sources should respond in a more sensible way: but they often seem to be more interested in being quoted by the media than in preserving their credibility.

In this context, information is objective when it comes from a source that everybody thinks is able to tell the truth. Prejudgment, authority and power are all means for achieving this general agreement on source’s credibility. If there is no time for an epistemological discussion about the way information is collected, controlled and published, an automatic reasoning will prevail. The best that is done is what journalists call «framing»: a sort of pre-built reasoning that applies to all matters, for some time.

5. Frames: what sources can do

The media call good news the growth in GDP and bad news the growth of inflation. And this seems to be quite a stable frame that is related to the general macroeconomic reasoning.

They also call good and bad what is alternatively most important in the public’s agenda: in some cases they define deregulation as part of the “good” news, in some other cases they define a growth in employment as part of the “good” news. These are also frames. 

Frames are pre-digested reasoning that create an interpretation for facts. They make some facts go up in the agenda and some others go down. They even make the media actually see – or not notice – something. Outsourcing in India was important even during the technology bubble; but the media noticed only when jobs in Silicon Valley became less easy to find for the Americans.

This pre-digested reasoning could be better than mere intuition. And it could give some space for improvement. The ecosystems can only be cleaned with a more developed ecological consciousness. 

The media know that credibility means selling their products. They can work on education for their journalists, and some do. But they cannot do the whole job by themselves. They badly need statistical sources to help. 

What should sources do? They already clarify very much – often too much – the statistical meaning of their numbers. And sometimes help understanding the right way to interpret them. But they can do more. They can understand that numbers have meanings that go beyond their statistical value. Numbers send messages. Statistical sources should know what is the message that their numbers send and help correct it if possible.

“Percentage” abuse is an example. 

Again from Daniel Kahneman’s prospect theory we have learned that we judge by difference. Given a situation we understand the change in it or the comparison with other situations. We tend to have a worse understanding of the absolute value of that situation. 

The answer to this has been an inflation of percentage data. Gdp growth is much more known than Gdp level. This has many consequences. An easy one: Europeans are scared because their growth is slower than the Chinese one, but they tend to forget that their absolute level of wealth is many times higher than that of China. A more interesting consequence: the growth of the growth rate is considered “going ahead” and a slowdown of growth is considered “going backwards”.

The growth of growth is “good” and the slowdown is “bad”. This is exactly the way bubbles work. 

If we thought more in absolute terms we would better remember some lessons from history.

Sources should always give the absolute numbers to educate the public and the media to think historically and ecologically. Comparing percentages between different variables is often impossible. If we want to improve our understanding of sustainability we have to think in absolute numbers and not only in percentages.

Sources should think the existence of this information ecosystem and act coherently. They should stop thinking the media as the place where the incompetent live: because even if this judgment can be true, it doesn’t result in any practical consequence. Understanding the media is the only way to make it better.

6. Journalism is not only about facts

Journalism is, of course, about information over what happens; but it is even more about creating a community and even leading it to common action.

Agreement about general ideas and knowledge in the community is pivotal to the success of the media.

Journalism is not about competence in statistical matters. Statistical sources are those that specialize in that kind of research: they can criticize the media for not being able to understand the data but they should also understand the professional knowledge of the media people. Even journalism is a very specialized culture: time constraints and accessible language are some of its peculiarities, interface design is its true specialization, while credibility risk management is its special knowledge. Shared prejudgments are to be kept in mind while writing journalism, sometimes to develop on them, sometimes to change them. But in any case success means attention, agreement, alignment, and consequent action.

Frames and intuitions are more important to media credibility than controlled reasoning about sources and concepts.
Statistical sources that want to contribute with some improvement in this ecosystem of information, should know how the media work and ask for what is possible while addressing the only space that the media leave to reasoning: frames and pre-digested reasoning. It is a long time strategy: but it is worth a try.

---------------------------
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