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Abstract 

A number of studies have recently shown that agents are far from being fully informed about key 

economic variables such as GDP growth, inflation and unemployment rate (Blinder and Kruger, 2004; 

Curtin, 2008). A recent survey has also shown that the level of trust in official statistics varies among 

countries, trust being higher where people believe that political decisions are effectively made on the 

basis of available statistical information (Papacostas, 2008).  

For this reason, the OECD and the ISAE have decided to replicate the 2007 survey on what people know 

about statistics (Fullone, Gamba, Giovannini, Malgarini, 2008). The second wave of this survey allows 

us, for the first time, to monitor the evolution of knowledge over time. The 2009 questionnaire also 

includes a new set of questions, aiming to better understand whether a departure from the hypothesis is 

linked to “sticky information” and/or staggered updating (Mankiw and Reis, 2002), or to the failure of 

actual statistics in providing relevant information to the public. In the first case, people rationally choose 

to be inattentive to economic data (Reis, 2006, 2009) because of the cost and the relatively low benefit. 

On the other hand, if the official information is perceived as non-relevant, people may tend to rely more 

on private information and other data sources (Curtin, 2008). 

We will finally derive an aggregate measure of statistical knowledge, a Z-score, trying to assess whether 

knowledge is linked to the socio-demographic characteristics of respondents, the desire and willingness of 

being informed or to the sources of information used. Some considerations on the results obtained will 

conclude the paper.  
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1. Introduction 

 In recent years, a number of studies have focussed on the importance of statistical information in 

the transmission of knowledge (Blinder and Kruger, 2004; Curtin, 2008; Papacostas 2008). Einstein once 

said that “information is not knowledge”, he also added that “the true sign of intelligence is not 

knowledge, but imagination”. Information is an essential component for building knowledge, although, as 

Einstein proposes, it may not be the only condition required. 

If one wants to learn more about any given economic phenomenon, a good starting point is simply 

to acquire more information.  Of course, the accuracy and clarity of such information is of crucial 

importance. In their study on what people know about economic policy in the United States, Blinder and 

Kruger (2004) stressed the importance of determining how a society knows about statistics. They found 

that ideology is the strongest determinant in shaping public opinion. Given the apparent inclination to use 

ideology, combined with the difficulty in building knowledge oneself, US citizens tend to follow “ready-

made” beliefs that society has chosen for them. 

 If we agree that knowledge is fundamental to the interpretation of economic trends, we must 

also agree that a clear knowledge selection process, and its epidemiological transmission across 

individuals, could strongly affect the well-being of a society (Sperber, 1996) and individuals’ behaviours. 

A piece of information can be interpreted into knowledge in many different ways depending on how it is 

presented. 

Official statistics are supposed to contribute to the development of a common knowledge about 

the state and the evolution of a society. It has been found that the value added of statistics depends on 

what people know about the world they live in (Giovannini et al., 2008). Given this, in our study we 

asked 2,000 Italian citizens their views on the importance of being informed, about their trust in official 

statistics and finally we tested their actual knowledge of key economic and social statistics. The results 

were quite striking. We found that while 59% of participants reported that they trust official statistics, 

almost a quarter of the respondents had never heard of them (during the month of the official release). 

Nevertheless, 71% of those tested reported that being informed about key economic and social statistics is 

important, with 23% rating it as very important. One possible explanation for this disparity could be that 

while individuals trust official sources and would like to be informed, the existing “vehicle” to 

communicate national statistics is inadequate, or there are barriers in accessing the information that they 

provide.  

 In this paper we present data for the 2009 release of official statistics, and compare these results 

with those obtained for the 2007 wave as described in Fullone et al. (2008). In section 2 we provide 

readers with an overview of the survey and a description of the questions used in 2009. In Section 3 we 

present some descriptive statistics for the socio-economic variables collected and introduce the initial 
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findings. The methodological framework employed for the calculation of the three z-scores is discussed in 

Section 4 and the results of the econometric model built on the aggregate scores are contained in Section 

5. In conclusion we present the key findings.   

2. The second ISAE/OECD survey on statistical knowledge 

In March and April 2007, the ISAE and the Statistics Directorate of the OECD launched the first 

survey on what Italian citizens know about statistics. A number of questions were added to the existing 

ISAE monthly survey on Italian consumers
1
, exploring the degree of knowledge on some key statistical 

figures such as GDP growth, inflation and the unemployment rate, as well as the willingness and desire to 

be informed about statistics and the media used to obtain such information. Results of the survey were 

presented at the 2007 OECD World Forum on “Measuring and Fostering the Progress of Societies” 

(OECD, 2008).  

Meanwhile, the international debate on the importance of knowledge in modern societies has 

intensified: information heterogeneity is indeed increasingly regarded as a key factor explaining failures 

in standard economic models based on a fully rational, representative agent. Heterogeneity has been 

alternatively linked to staggered paths of information acquisition or, to the scarce relevance of aggregate 

statistics for economic agents. In the first case, costs associated with the acquisition and use of 

information may generate “rational inattention” (Reis, 2006, 2009); however, it is possible that the 

problem is not the cost of acquiring information, but rather its low return for users: people may be 

interested in knowing about how inflation affects their shopping trolley, or the unemployment rate in their 

specific labour market, but less interested in learning about the performance of the whole country or in 

aggregated macro indicators which are difficult to apply to their daily life. In such circumstances, private 

information derived from neighbourhoods or local communities may be better appreciated than the public 

information stemming from official sources (Curtin, 2008).   

With these considerations in mind, in March 2009, the ISAE and the OECD decided to launch the 

second survey on what Italian citizens know; in this second wave, the focus is on the knowledge of key 

statistical variables such as GDP growth, inflation and the unemployment rate. Following Curtin (2008), 

each question contains three core elements: a brief definition of the key statistical variable, a reference to 

the agency responsible for its publication (in the Italian case, the National Institute of Statistics, ISTAT) 

and a question about the most recently published figure. The wording of the questions is as follows:  

 Unemployment rate: As you may know, every quarter the Italian National Institute of Statistics 

publishes figures on the unemployment rate in Italy. In other words, every three months ISTAT 

                                                      

1 For a general description of the ISAE Survey, see Malgarini (2009). 
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officially reports the percentage of people unemployed with respect to the active population. 

Can you please tell us the most recent rate of unemployment published by ISTAT? 

 Inflation rate: Another important economic indicator that is published by ISTAT on a monthly 

basis is the consumer price index, commonly used to calculate the annual inflation rate. Can you 

please tell us the most recent rate of inflation published by ISTAT? 

 GDP growth: ISTAT has recently published
2
 figures on all final goods and services produced in 

Italy in 2008. This figure is known as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the country. Can 

you please tell us the percentage of change of the Italian GDP recently published by ISTAT?  

 

Participants may choose to 1) answer, 2) indicate that they do not know the exact figure, or 3) 

refuse to answer. Whilst the share of respondents refusing to give a reply was generally quite low
3
, the 

majority indicated that they did not know the exact figure
4
. Failure to report official data could imply that 

participants were not aware of the most recent figure, or simply that they did not know about the specific 

statistic of interest - possibly because they have not recently heard about it in the media. In this respect, a 

scarce knowledge of the most recent data associated with a general knowledge of the phenomenon may 

imply a process of “staggering updates”, in which people infrequently update their knowledge because of 

its high cost and relatively low return; on the other hand, if they have not recently heard about official 

data releases, they may well be unaware of the existence of such data and its use.  

Again following Curtin (2008), in order to try to distinguish among these two main alternatives, a 

follow-up question was introduced for each of the previous questions, asking if they have recently heard 

of a public announcement concerning official statistics on GDP, inflation and the unemployment rate.  

The rest of the questionnaire replicates what was already proposed in 2007, assessing the 

importance of being informed on such issues, the desire to be more informed (if any) and the media 

channels used to acquire information. Lastly, a new question addressed to citizens, specifically added in 

this new wave, investigates the degree of trust in official statistics: indeed, a previous study based on the 

Eurobarometer survey (Papacostas, 2008) has shown that there is a significant relationship among trust in 

official statistics and trust in the transparency of political decisions, confirming the important role of 

sound and accountable statistics in modern democracies.  

                                                      

2 Official data on GDP growth in 2008 were released on the 2nd of March 2009; the field work for phone interviews took place 
from the 2nd to the 19th of March, 2009.  

3 In the 2007 wave, non-respondents rate for the GDP growth and for the unemployment rate question was nearly 5% of the total 
and less than 3% for inflation; in the US survey, Curtin (2008) reports a rate of non-respondents between 1 and 2% of the 
whole sample.  

4 Between 43% and 50% of the interviewed have heard about it, but does not know the current rate. 
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3. Aggregate results 

In March 2009 questions were submitted to a sample of Italian consumers. The survey was carried 

out via the CATI System and based on a sample of 2,000 Italian consumers. The participants were 

selected following a two-stage technique based on public phone book registers: first step based on the 

zone of residence and second step on the type of consumer within households.  

Quota sampling was employed to guarantee a gender balance in the sample. Individual replies 

were aggregated correcting for possible biases arising from unequal selection probabilities
5
.  

Figure 1 presents the distributions of the key economic variables of interest. On average, the 

distribution of the 2009 responses for GDP and unemployment were compact, whereas they appear to be 

more dispersed for the inflation rate. For each variable we excluded the “don’t know” and the “refuse to 

answer” observations. In 2009, few people knew the percentage of change for GDP and a large number of 

those that did answer fell outside the range of the whiskers (Figure 1), suggesting that the event of the 

financial crisis may have played a role in puzzling their ability to answer.  Although the rate of 

unemployment has decreased by 0.1%, in 2009 there are still some outliers on the upper band of the box: 

the same skewness was present in 2007, probably hinting that the general perception of Italian citizens of 

the unemployment rate is still overestimated. The most scattered picture emerges from the distribution for 

inflation, where the majority of answers fall outside the box, demonstrating negative expectations, 

possibly still echoing the “inflation scare” episode that followed the euro change over (Malgarini, 2009). 

 

 

                                                      

5 See Fullone, Martelli (2008).  
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Figure 1- Box plot of GDP, inflation and unemployment, 2009 

 

 

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics about knowledge of official figures on GDP, inflation and 

the unemployment rate. Response rates are remarkably similar for the three questions: for GDP responses 

marginally increased compared to 2007, but remained lower for both inflation and unemployment. While 

the 2009 questions were more specific than those submitted in 2007 – asking about the figures published 

by ISTAT and not simply about generic figures concerning the variables of interest – this result confirms 

one of the claims of the “rational inattention” hypothesis, i.e. people tend to be more attentive to official 

data when dealing with “bad” news. In fact, although slowly increasing in 2007, GDP data received more 

attention in 2009 due to the financial crisis which started in September 2008; on the other hand, people 

seem to be less informed about inflation, although the annual inflation rate remained stable across the two 

years. This may be explained by the general fear of strong inflation rates which followed the adoption of a 

European common currency
6
.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

6 See Malgarini (2009).  
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Table 1 – Summary statistics for key economic variables, 2007-2009 

Key economic variables GDP Inflation Unemployment 

  2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 

Response rate 22.2 23.1 27.1 23.6 31.2 22.3 

Heard of, but do not know current rate na 43.6 na 48.9 na 50.4 

Never heard of na 28.1 na 23.4 na 23.7 

Refuse to answer 5.4 5.1 5.1 4.1 2.5 3.5 

Sample size 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 

              

Mean 2.5 -1.4 3.9 3.2 14.6 10.0 

Median 2.0 -1.0 2.2 2.5 10.0 8.0 

P25 1.5 -1.8 2.0 1.8 7.0 6.0 

P75 2.2 -0.5 3.0 3.0 18.0 12.0 

Standard deviation 3.1 2.2 7.1 3.5 13.0 5.7 

Actual official rate 1.9 
(1)

 

-1.0
 

(2)
 1.8-1.7

 (3)
 1.6 

(4)
 6.8

 (5)
 6.7 

(6)
 

(1)
 Data for 2006 available in march-April  

2007 
(4)

 February 2009         

(2)
 March 2009 

(5) 
Data for III Q. 2006 available in March 2007     

(3)
 March-April 2007 

(5)
 III Q. 2008           

 

Similar to what has already been found by Curtin (2008) in the US survey, almost ¾ of the 

respondents had heard of the unemployment rate figure, although only 22% were able to report the figure. 

More than 50% seem to be “rationally inattentive”, i.e. failing to constantly update their knowledge 

because of its high cost or low return. The share of the Italian “rationally inattentive” population is 

marginally and more substantially lower for the inflation rate (49%) and for GDP growth (43%). A dismal 

28% of the population, however, has not recently heard any news about GDP growth, with almost ¼ of 

the population also unaware of data on inflation and the unemployment rate. These percentages may be 

interpreted as an estimate of the portion of public lack of knowledge of key economic data in Italy: in this 
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sense, comparing the results with those presented by Curtin
7
, Italians seem to be definitely better 

informed on GDP developments than US citizens and marginally so concerning inflation, being however 

less informed about the unemployment rate.  

In March 2009, Italian citizens seem to be rather pessimistic, providing answers that are on 

average worse than official figures
8
. In fact, they estimate GDP to have decreased by 1.4% in 2008 (-1% 

is the official ISTAT figure), report an inflation rate equal to 3.2% (as opposed to a true value of 1.6%) 

and a 10% unemployment rate (vs. the official 6.7%). Interesting insights do emerge comparing 2007 and 

2009 results: indeed, two years ago respondents were much more optimistic about GDP (reporting figures 

on average higher than the true values), while they were more pessimistic about inflation and the 

unemployment rate: indeed a marginal reduction of the official figures (inflation declined from 1.8-1.7 in 

2007 to 1.6 in 2009; unemployment was equal to 6.8% in the third quarter of 2006 and dropped to 6.7% 

two years after) has resulted in a reduction of 0.7% in inflation perceptions and of 4.6% for the 

unemployment rate. Uncertainty, as measured by inter-quartile differences, seems also to be reduced for 

both inflation and unemployment, while it has increased, as expected in these turbulent times, for GDP 

growth.  

Further confirmation of the “rational inattention” hypothesis seems to come from the results 

reported in table 2: people that believe that such information is “unimportant” are a much lower share of 

the population compared to 2007. In other words, Italians seem to give greater importance to economic 

information during a severe recession in contrast with when the economy was more stable, as in March 

2007. 

 

                                                      

7 Respectively 23, 34 and 40% of US citizens have never heard about the unemployment rate, inflation and GDP growth.  
8 The reported official figures are those currently available for 2009; for 2007, we chose to report those available at the time the 

survey was performed, not considering successive revisions of the data.  
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Table 2 - Importance and desire of being informed for Italian citizens, 2009 

Importance of being informed March-09 (%) 

Very important 23.0 

Fairly important 48.2 

Neither important nor unimportant 17.7 

Fairly unimportant 4.7 

Very unimportant 5.3 

Don't know/refuse 0.9 

Desire of being more informed   

More informed: Yes 49.6 

More informed: No 46.0 

More informed: Don't know 4.4 

 

However, those willing to be more informed about the phenomena of interest count for almost 50% of the 

total, with a reduction of 5% compared to two years ago
9
.  

We also posed a question on the use of media to acquire economic information (table 3): 2009 

results largely confirmed those obtained in 2007, with television being by far the most frequently used 

information provider, chosen by over 90% of the respondents (it was 82% in 2007). The increase in the 

importance of television is matched by a reduction of the role of political and opinion leaders and that of 

friends and relatives. Internet use has also marginally increased, being chosen by almost 25% of Italian 

consumers (23% in 2007).  

 

                                                      

9 In March 2007, the questionnaire also comprised two questions on the deficit/GDP ratio and the Euro/Dollar exchange rate, 
questions that were not repeated in the second wave of the survey; in this sense, the difference among the share of those 
willing to be more informed on these matters may be affected by the different scope of the questionnaire. 
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Table 3- Preferred channel for acquiring information by Italian citizens, 2009 

Information channels (%)        2007            2009 

Television 82.3 91.2 

Radio 18.7 17.7 

Newspapers, magazines 51.0 49.1 

Internet 22.7 24.7 

Political, opinion leaders 6.9 4.3 

Friends, relatives 11.5 7.5 

Don't know 2.4 1.0 

Refuse to answer 1.9 0.2 

 

Finally, according to the last question, almost 60% of Italian citizens declare that they trust the 

official statistics mentioned in the survey. The result shown in table 4 is quite striking, given the fact that 

in the 2007 Eurobarometer survey the share of Italians trusting official statistics was slightly above 40%, 

well below the European average of 46% (Papakostas, 2008): 

 

Table 4- Rate of Italian citizens trusting in official statistics, 2009 

Trust in official statistics        2009 

Trust statistics 59.4 

Do not trust statistics 33.9 

Don't know 6.7 

 

4. The knowledge score 

To assess the overall individual knowledge of statistical data on the basis of the answers to our 

survey, we have adopted the methodology already introduced in Fullone et al. (2008). Therefore, we first 

calculate, for each question, the absolute value of the relative error with respect to the official data 

available at the moment of the interview and then compute the average of the relative errors for the three 

questions, where a higher score indicates a lower knowledge of economic data. To evaluate possible 

effects of a different economic situation on the knowledge of economic data, we used the results of the 

two surveys carried out in 2007 and 2009 to calculate two raw scores:  
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 The first score is calculated by considering also the “don’t know” answers and excluding those 

refusing to respond
10

. To those answering “don’t know”, we impute a score equal to the 

maximum value reached by the score of those having answered the question, augmented by a 

unit. The procedure allows us to distinguish these respondents that may have partially (one or two 

but not all three) answered the questions: in Fullone et al. (2008), these individuals were in fact 

evaluated only for the given answer(s), while now they are penalised if they are not able to 

respond; in this case we have a total of 3,819 available observations.  

 The second score is calculated considering only the 2009 wave of the survey; in this case, we use 

also the information provided in the new follow-up questions asking whether consumers have 

publicly heard of such official statistics. We interpret this evidence as a measure of rational 

inattention, i.e. we consider that those not being able to answer but having heard about the 

indicator of interest are subject to staggered updates, either because of the high cost or because of 

the low benefit of acquiring information. For this reason, we assign them a score equal to the 

maximum score available augmented by one, while we augment the maximum score by two for 

those reporting that they have never heard about such indicator(s). Those refusing to answer are 

still excluded from the calculation, reducing the total availability to 1,877 observations.  

 

In the following, we will use a linear transformation of individual raw scores (RSi), standardising 

with respect to the mean and standard deviation of their distribution and calculating two z-scores, having 

the advantage of holding linear mathematical properties:   

Z-scorei = (RSi – Mean(RSi))/Std(Rsi) 

  

  (1) 

5. An econometric model for knowledge 

Z-scores calculated in section 4 may be interpreted as an aggregate measure of economic 

knowledge of Italian citizens. Therefore, using the scores we have investigated whether the individual 

level of knowledge is influenced by socio-demographic characteristics of the respondent, her desire and 

willingness of being informed and the channels used to acquire such information. More specifically, we 

use weighted 2 Stage Least Squares (W2SLS) to estimate the following model: 

 Kij = f (SDi, Di, Si, Tri, t)+ ui 

  

  (2)

                                                      

10 In Fullone et al. (2008), the “don’t know” answers were excluded from the calculation.  
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We used the weights described in Fullone-Martelli (2008) and the endogenous variables as 

instruments; kij is one of the j = 2 scores calculated above for each i-individual and SDi are the socio-

demographic controls. More specifically, we considered information extracted from the standard ISAE 

consumers survey concerning gender (M/F), age (4 classes, from <30 years to 65+), zone of residence 

(North West, North East, Centre and South), employment status (4 categories, employees and self-

employed, unemployed and inactive people), level of education (3 classes, ranging from lower 

intermediate to University level) and income (divided into quartiles). Moreover, we included control 

variables for the desire to be informed (Di) and the source of information used for acquiring statistical 

data (Si). Finally, Tri represents the level of trust in official statistics and it is included only in the 

regression considering as independent variable the score calculated for the 2009 wave of the survey. On 

the other hand, when using the score calculated on both the datasets, we add a time dummy (t) in order to 

test for possible differences in knowledge among the 2007 and 2009 waves. The unobserved error terms 

are assumed to be heteroschedastic and we use robust methods in the 2 Stage Least Squares estimates.  

Table 5 reports the results. A total of respectively 2782 and 1418 observations are retained when: 

i. Penalising those declaring they do not know about the most recent data; 

ii. Double-penalising those that have not recently heard at all about the statistics (only for 

the 2009 wave).  

We normalise with respect to male respondents, being dependent workers, in the first income 

quartile, under 30 years of age, living in the North West with the lowest education attainment, deeming 

that these information are very important and that they do not want to be more informed on these issues. 

When considering both waves of the survey, we include a dummy variable for the 2009 wave; on the 

other hand, we normalise also with respect to those trusting official statistical data when the score 

calculated only on the 2009 wave is considered as the independent variable. In this sense, the constant 

term may be interpreted as the average z-score for the control group, the coefficients of the various 

dummies representing – if significant – the increase/decrease in knowledge associated with the specific 

characteristic.  

Looking at the results for the first score, we find that knowledge is higher (i.e. the z-score is 

lower) for men aged 30 or more, living in the North of the country, having obtained a secondary 

education or a University degree and being independent workers or inactive (with students among them); 

moreover, knowledge grows with age and the income level, with those pertaining to the fourth quartile 

being significantly more informed than the others. Also, those deeming that this information are “very 

important” are significantly more informed, as those that do not desire to be more informed on these 

issues. Finally, people acquiring knowledge mostly from political and social leaders, the internet and the 
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newspapers are on average more informed than their peers; no statistically significant effect is found on 

the grounds of preferential use of other sources of information. Also, there are no significant differences 

in the level of knowledge among the first and the second wave of the survey: in other words, the fact that 

knowledge on the level of GDP has actually improved since 2007 (see section 3) it is not enough to imply 

a general enhancement of the level of knowledge; moreover, according to some preliminary evidence
11

, 

even the increase in knowledge on GDP data taken by itself is not statistically significant, possibly 

suggesting that the crisis has failed to raise the level of consciousness on these data, therefore contrasting 

the rational inattention’s hypothesis of awareness towards bad news. All in all, 25% of total variability is 

explained by the regression.  

The last four columns of the table show the results obtained considering the score calculated 

including replies to the follow up question administered in the 2009 wave; in this case, only 1418 

observations are available and the R
2
 of the regression is equal to 0.26. The estimates broadly confirm the 

evidence already emerged: knowledge increases with age, education, income, the importance attributed to 

this kind of information and the use of newspapers and the attention to political and civic leaders; the 

effect of the zone of residence is not significant in this case, as that of the professional category. 

Moreover, knowledge does not seem to vary in relation to the level of trust in official statistics: in this 

sense, the high level of trust do not seems to imply an increased attention in official data.  

 

                                                      

11 Not presented here, but available with the authors upon request.  
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Table 5 - Weighted Two Stage Least Square regressions for Economic Knowledge z-Scores 

Variables 
Coeff Std t p Coeff Std t p 

Constant term 0.02 0.15 0.13 0.90 -0.08 0.22 -0.35 0.73 

Professional category -0.18 0.13 -1.34 0.18 
  Self Employed -0.25 0.09 -2.88 0.00 -0.03 0.20 -0.16 0.87 
   unemployed -0.13 0.14 -0.94 0.35 0.07 0.09 0.74 0.46 
    inactive -0.10 0.06 -1.69 0.09 
Age 
   30-49 years -0.22 0.08 -2.72 0.01 -0.21 0.13 -1.63 0.10 
   50-65 years -0.38 0.08 -4.58 0.00 -0.36 0.13 -2.81 0.01 
   > 65 years -0.20 0.09 -2.24 0.03 -0.23 0.13 -1.73 0.08 

Female 0.43 0.04 10.12 0.00 0.34 0.06 5.51 0.00 

Zone of residence 
   North-East -0.01 0.06 -0.08 0.93 -0.06 0.09 -0.67 0.50 
   Center 0.11 0.06 1.86 0.06 0.12 0.08 1.39 0.16 
   South 0.15 0.05 2.70 0.01 0.10 0.08 1.28 0.20 
Education 
   High School or less -0.34 0.05 -6.42 0.00 -0.27 0.08 -3.53 0.00 
   University degree -0.61 0.08 -7.69 0.00 -0.54 0.11 -4.75 0.00 
Income 
   Second Quartile -0.02 0.06 -0.32 0.75 0.01 0.08 0.14 0.89 
   Third Quartile -0.08 0.06 -1.22 0.22 -0.19 0.10 -1.96 0.05 
   Fourth Quartile -0.17 0.07 -2.35 0.02 -0.20 0.11 -1.81 0.07 

Importance of being informed 
   Quite Important 0.23 0.07 3.32 0.00 0.29 0.08 3.55 0.00 
   Important 0.49 0.07 6.81 0.00 0.58 0.09 6.23 0.00 
   Quite unimportant 0.50 0.09 5.57 0.00 0.54 0.13 4.26 0.00 
   Absolutely not important 0.47 0.11 4.13 0.00 0.39 0.14 2.81 0.01 
Desire to be more informed:  
yes -0.09 0.05 -1.78 0.08 -0.06 0.07 -0.86 0.39 

Television 0.08 0.07 1.19 0.23 0.12 0.12 0.97 0.33 
Radio 0.00 0.05 0.07 0.94 0.00 0.08 0.02 0.99 
Newspapers -0.15 0.04 -3.46 0.00 -0.11 0.06 -1.68 0.09 
Internet -0.18 0.06 -3.01 0.00 -0.13 0.09 -1.44 0.15 
Political, civic leaders -0.33 0.09 -3.50 0.00 -0.65 0.16 -4.00 0.00 
Friends, relatives -0.01 0.08 -0.16 0.87 -0.07 0.14 -0.49 0.62 

Do not trust statistics Na Na Na Na 0.06 0.06 1.00 0.32 
Don't know Na Na Na Na 0.07 0.10 0.69 0.49 

Time effect (2009) 0.05 0.05 1.11 0.27 Na Na Na Na 

Number of available  
observations 2782 1418 
R 2 0.25 0.2607 

z-score (considering also follow up  
question) 

Information channels 

Importance and desire of being informed 

Socio-demographic controls 

z-score  

Trusting statistics 
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6. Conclusions 

Ultimately, knowledge about the society we live in should be the value added of official statistics: 

unfortunately, there is now ample evidence that quite often official data fail in reaching its ultimate goal. 

Further evidence in this sense has been provided in this paper: we have considered a second wave of the 

survey on what Italian citizens know, enabling us, for the first time, to test for change in the level of 

knowledge over time. Albeit almost 59% of Italians fully trust official statistics, almost a quarter of them 

have never heard of it (during the month of the official release). Nevertheless, 71% still think it is 

important to be informed (of which the 23% think it is very important). A possible explanation to this 

could be that while trusting the official sources, and feeling the urge of being informed, their lack of 

knowledge could be addressed by the inadequacy of the “vehicle”, or the existence of some sort of 

barriers in accessing it; a first confirmation of this hypothesis comes from the fact that knowledge 

increases with age, the level of education and income. Some social and psychological factors may also 

play a role, as attested by the higher degree of knowledge for those deeming particularly important to be 

informed on these issues and those who are more involved in political discussions and use newspapers 

and the internet to acquire information. The lower degree of knowledge among Italian women is on the 

other hand a puzzling result, however this result had already been obtained in similar surveys in the past, 

both in Italy (Giovannini et al., 2008; Malgarini, 2009) and worldwide (Brian and Venkatu, 2001). 

Finally, the “rational inattention” hypothesis (Reis, 2009) is only partially confirmed by these 

data: almost 50% of the sample has actually heard about these statistics, even if they are not able to 

provide the most recent figure. On the other hand, more than 20% of them have not recently heard about 

the data and, more importantly, knowledge does not significantly increase in “bad times”.  
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