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Statistical 
Literacy at the 
Reference Desk
Why you should care, and 
what you can do about it.

Suzette Giles

How can you 
recognise 
good, 
reliable, 
well reported 
statistics?

A critical view
Look at:
• Who collected the data (source)
• Why were they collected
• How were they collected
• What was counted
• When the data were collected
• How were the data processed after collection 

(added up, averaged, grouped etc.)
• How are the data being presented.
• Always read the footnotes!

Who? - Formal Organizations

• Statistics Canada (National statistical agency)
• United Nations Statistics Division (national 

statistics)
• OECD (NGO)
• Provincial and Municipal governments

– Ontario
– City of Toronto

• Societies and Associations: 
– Cancer Society; Amnesty International etc.

Sources
• Companies:

– Sears Canada; Ford etc.
• Consumer advocacy groups:

– International Coffee Organization
– Dairy Farmers of Canada

• Publications (print and electronic)
– Annual reports from companies and societies
– Journal articles, print and electronic
– Newspapers, print and electronic, such as Toronto 

Star, Globe and Mail
– Commercial databases such as Datastream

Sources – Media etc.
• Media

– Magazines range from National Enquirer to 
Chatelaine, MacLean’s to the Economist

– Newsfeeds - Reuters to more dubious ones
• Informal Organizations

– Wikipedia – variable content
– User groups – again a range from 

professional ones to casual ones
– Blogs, Chatrooms
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Good or Quality statistics

• If the figures are from a “reputable” source 
then usually considered “good”

• But still consider the “Why?” Especially for 
companies, opinion polls, consumer 
organizations, advocacy organizations 
such as Greenpeace, United Way etc.

• Can get question bias
• Can get sample bias

Why were the data collected?

Why were the data collected?

• Government planning at all levels
• Political reasons (good, bad or neutral)
• Academic research
• Commercial reasons (company finances, 

resellers of data, media, etc.)
• Baseline data (environment, health)
• Advocacy organizations (Greenpeace, 

Amnesty International, Cancer Society)

How were the data collected?

How were the data collected?

• Census and Statistics Canada surveys: 
can be considered a “gold standard”

• Academic research
• Companies, product associations
• Media

How - Newspapers, Magazines
• MacLeans University issue

– “Now in its 16th year, the annual MacLean's rankings assess 
Canadian universities on a diverse range of factors “

– “From its inception, Maclean’s has consulted with academic 
experts about the design, composition and methodology of 
the rankings.”

– Universities boycotting it now

• Globe and Mail University survey
– students register themselves therefore self selections
– More than 32,700 students answered over 100 questions
– “Our assessment has spread to 49 schools -- up from 37 “

• Toronto Life surveys
– Talk to 100 pedestrians about a topic
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What is being Counted? What is being counted?
Need to be aware of definitions so you can get 

comparable data over time and place
• If it is a number what does that number 

represent: 
– a person, a household, a family?
– Total, single or multiple responses?
– income or earnings?
– a weight, kilograms or pounds?
– a currency, Can$ or U.S.$
– Is it a percentage?
– Is it in “millions” or does the table have a ‘000 

sign?

What is the unit of measurement?
• Is it a rate e.g. Unemployment rate?
• Is it indexed e.g. Consumer price index?

– What is the base date
– Has the “basket of goods” changed

• Is it seasonally adjusted?
• Are classifications comparable: 

– NAICS 2000 vs. SIC 1980, definition of pet 
food may have changed

– Concordances exist

Household
internet
use at home
by internet 
activity

What is being measured?

Internet use 
by individuals
by type of 
activity 

What is the unit of measurement -
Geography

• Make sure that if data are from different tables or 
sources that they are for the same geographic 
area
– North America vs. U.S.A.
– Maritimes vs. Atlantic Canada
– City of Toronto 1998 and before vs. City of Toronto 

after amalgamation.  In the late 1990’s many 
municipalities amalgamated

– Prior to 1949 Newfoundland was not part of Canada
– Nunavut included in the Northwest Territories prior 

to1999
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Date of the Data!

• Data are often several years old before 
publication

• There should always be a date that tells 
you what time period the data are for and 
the unit of time – monthly, quarterly, 
annual etc.

• Census data – the income information is 
always for the previous year so the 2006 
census will give income for 2005

Presentation of the data

• Often crucial for the awareness of the 
value of statistics

• Can be in the form of :
• Text
• Tables
• Graphs and charts
• Maps

Text: Mackenzie Investments
Burn Rate (RRSP season)

Text: MacKenzie Investments
Burn Rate

Table: $ thousands

http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/comm02b.htm

Table:
Weight

and 
Footnote

http://www.ico.org/prices/m1-a.htm
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Graph:
Exaggerated

Vertical
Scale

Map: Change in the 
variable displayed can 
make a significant 
difference to impact the 
map makes on the user 

Average income

Median income

HELP!

• See Bibliography
• See Statistics Canada website

Statistics Canada Resources

http://www.statcan.ca/start.html

Statistics Canada Resources

http://www.statcan.ca/english/edu/power/about/about2.htm

Statistics Canada Resources

http://www.statcan.ca/english/freepub/11-533-XIE/11-533-XIE2005001.htm
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Discussion Points

• What are the responsibilities of reference 
desk staff in evaluating statistics and 
educating users?
– Do we review the stats with the user when we 

direct the user to them or is caveat emptor?
– Should we direct users to a website or a 

handout that talks about how to recognize 
“good” statistics

Discussion points

• What are the chances of people actually 
reading the necessary information?

• Does our responsibility vary with the type 
of library we work in?
– School
– Public
– Post secondary

Statistics Canada Resources

http://www.statcan.ca/english/edu/power/toc/contents.htm

Statistics Canada Resources

http://www.statcan.ca/english/concepts/index.htm

Statistics Canada Resources

http://www.statcan.ca/english/freepub/11-533-XIE/2005001/using/reading.htm

Lies, Damn Lies and Statistics!
(attributed to Disreali 1804-1881)

Scepticism about statistics has been around for a 
long time – need to be a critical thinker!

What should we look at to get some 
idea of the validity and reliability of 
the statistics we or our user have 

found?
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Sources (Who) (adapted from Rice, 2006)

FamilyBlogsOpinion PollsSocieties

LibrariansWeb Pages 
(Wikipedia)

Open 
Repositories

Commercial
websites

Non-Govt
Organizat.

ColleaguesChatroomNewsfeedsNewspapersCompanies

TeachersUser groupsRadioReportsUniversities

ExpertsE-MailMagazinesJournal Art.Local Govt

StatisticiansSpecial 
Interest

T.V.BooksNational 
Govt.

IndividualsInformal 
Organizat.

MediaPublicationsFormal 
Organizat.

How were the data collected?

• Census and Statistics Canada surveys
– Usually a lengthy user guide that gives you details of 

the methodology  http://www.statcan.ca
– Structured questionnaire with carefully phrased 

questions e.g. Census form 
– Selected sample – who were selected and why, which 

populations were over or under sampled e.g. some 
native communities “opt” out of the census

– How and when it was carried out – personal interview, 
telephone survey, web survey. What the follow-up 
was to get responses from missed respondents.

How were the data collected?
• Academic research

– Usually can get methodology from researcher
– May be mentioned in book or article
– May be web-link to method and data

• Companies, product associations
– May be somewhere on the website  e.g. 

http://www.ico.org
– May not give much detail

• Media often only give “source” and no 
details e.g. Statistics Canada

Internet use 
by individuals
by type of 
activity 

Lesson 3: whenever possible, go back to the 
original data collector.


