
Chapter 1

The Statistics of Everyday Life
In This Chapter
� Encountering statistics in everyday life: what you see and how often you see it

� Discovering how statistics are used in the workplace

Today’s society is completely taken over by numbers. Numbers appear
everywhere you look, from billboards telling of the latest abortion statis-

tics, to sports shows discussing the Las Vegas odds for the upcoming football
game to the evening news, with stories focusing on crime rates, the expected
life span of someone who eats junk food, and the president’s approval rating.
On a normal day, you can run into five, ten, or even twenty different statistics
(with even more on Election Night). Just by reading a Sunday newspaper all
the way through, you come across literally hundreds of statistics in reports,
advertisements, and articles covering everything from soup (how much does
an average person consume per year?) to nuts (how many nuts do you have
to eat to increase your IQ?).

The purpose of this chapter is to show you how often statistics appear in
your life and work and how statistics are presented to the general public.
After reading this chapter, you begin to see just how often the media hits you
with numbers and how important it is to be able to unravel what all those
numbers mean. Because, like it or not, statistics are a big part of your life. So,
if you can’t beat ’em, and you don’t want to join ’em, you should at least try
to understand ’em. 

Statistics and the Media Blitz:
More Questions than Answers?

Open a newspaper and start looking for examples of articles and stories
involving numbers. It doesn’t take long before numbers begin to pile up.
Readers are inundated with results of studies, announcements of break-
throughs, statistical reports, forecasts, projections, charts, graphs, and sum-
maries. The extent to which statistics occur in the media is mind-boggling.
You may not even be aware of how many times you’re hit with numbers in
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today’s information age. Here are just a few examples from one Sunday
paper’s worth of news. While you’re reading this, you may find yourself 
getting nervous, wondering what you can and can’t believe anymore. Relax!
That’s what this book is for, helping you sort out the good from the bad infor-
mation. (Chapters 2 through 5 give you a great start.)

Probing popcorn problems
The first article I come across that deals with numbers is entitled, “Popcorn
plant faces health probe.” The subheading reads “Sick workers say flavoring
chemicals caused lung problems.” The article describes how the Centers for
Disease Control (CDC) is expressing concern about a possible link between
exposure to chemicals in microwave popcorn flavorings and some cases of
fixed obstructive lung disease. Eight people from one popcorn plant alone
contracted this lung disease, and four of them were awaiting lung trans-
plants. According to the article, similar cases were reported at other popcorn
factories. Now, you may be asking, “What about the folks who eat microwave
popcorn?” According to the article, the CDC finds “no reason to believe that
people who eat microwave popcorn have anything to fear.” (Stay tuned.)
They say that their next step is to evaluate employees more in-depth, includ-
ing surveys to determine health and possible exposures to the said chemi-
cals, checks of lung capacity, and detailed air samples. The question here is:
How many cases of this lung disease constitute a real pattern, compared to
mere chance or a statistical anomaly? (More about this in Chapter 14.)

Venturing into viruses
The second article I find discusses the most recent cyber attack — a worm-
like virus that has made its way through the Internet, slowing down Web
browsing and e-mail delivery across the world. How many computers were
affected? The experts quoted in the article say that 39,000 computers were
infected, affecting hundreds of thousands of other systems. How did they get
that number? Wouldn’t that be a hard number to get hold of? Did they check
each computer out there to see whether it was affected? The fact that this
article was written less than 24 hours after the attack would suggest that this
number is a guess. Then why say 39,000 and not 40,000? To find out more on
how to guesstimate with confidence (and how to evaluate someone else’s
numbers) see Chapter 11.

Comprehending crashes
Next in the paper appears an alert about the soaring number of motorcycle
fatalities. Experts say that these fatalities are up more than 50% since 1997,
and no one can figure out why. The statistics tell an interesting story. In 1997,
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