Filename: Misleading info





Watch out for misleading information


by Jack Balshaw


6/7/99





A news article on legislation requiring more frequent testing of older drivers (which I agree with) used accident information about fatalities on Highway 12 between Santa Rosa and Sonoma as an example.  The article stated that of 11 fatalities, 4 of the people involved were over 80 years of age.  This would seem to make the case that older drivers are dangerous on the highways.





However, no mention was made that that portion of Highway 12 includes the senior retirement village of Oakmont and the city of Sonoma which has a high percentage of retirees.  The information of 4 out of 11 fatalities involving seniors may not relate to any tendency of seniors to cause accidents as much as it does to the number of seniors using that particular stretch of highway.  The news article is misleading.





Further, the fact that 4 persons over 80 were included in the 11 fatalities has no direct relationship to the safety of their driving habits.  Did the 4 seniors who were killed cause the accidents, or were they the victims of younger drivers?  Were they drivers or just passive passengers?  These facts could completely change the implication that seniors are unsafe drivers.





While the article mentioned contained only truthful information, it omitted information that could have resulted in the reader reaching a far different conclusion.  Possibly, seniors need protection from aggressive younger drivers not the other way around.





The media focus on the damage caused by natural forces (hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, etc.) neglects to report that much of the increase in the amount of damage is due to more people crowding together in larger and larger urban areas.  There is no reporting on the national news of the hundreds of tornadoes that touch down on an empty field and cause no damage.  Years ago there were more empty spaces in this country.  We shouldn’t blame mother nature if we filled up those empty spaces and now natural disasters more often affect more people.  Those higher damage and injury rates are because we like to live closer together.





Another scary statistic is that heart disease is the most common cause of death.  Is it really such a scary statistic if we realize that someday we will all die of something and most people who don’t die earlier from accidents, cancer or other causes will eventually die of heart failure even if it happens in their 90’s?  A tag line on the article presenting this statistic is that “it kills more women than cancer”.  It kills more men than cancer too.  Note also the use of the word “kills” in the tag line.  The implication is that heart disease doesn’t just wait for us to get old and wear out, it comes after us and “kills” us.  How information is presented can strongly bias the understanding we take away from it.





One final example.  In the frequent articles about Social Security and Medicare it is often noted that the over 85 age group is the fastest growing age group.  You might note that it isn’t said “the over 65 age group”, only the over 85.  Why might this be when the subjects under discussion (Social Security and Medicare) start at age 65?  Could it be that there have historically been so few people over 85 that any increase in their numbers makes them a fast growing group?  





Imagine if there were only one person over 110 years of age and the next year one other person became that old.  The media could report, “ A 100% increase in people over 110 years old, the fastest growing age group.”  So what? It’s only one more person.





Without complete pertinent information, numbers can imply a much different situation than really exists.  We all need to think about what the numbers being presented to us by the media re
