
FCSM 2021 Regina Nuzzo 1

�

FCSM 2021 Regina Nuzzo

Journalists Behaving Badly Communicating 
Statistical Information
Regina Nuzzo, Ph.D.
Senior Advisor for Statistics Communication

American Statistical Association

FCSM 2021

https://bit.ly/Nuzzo-FCSM2021

https://bit.ly/Nuzzo-FCSM2021


FCSM 2021 Regina Nuzzo 2



FCSM 2021 Regina Nuzzo 3

 A good complementary marriage 
Statisticians

Good at organizing information

Good with magnitudes and 
uncertainty

Journalists

Good at telling a story for an audience

Good at capturing and holding people's 
attention

We know journalists can learn a lot from 
statisticians. 
And many of us are working to make sure they do

But what can we learn from them? 

Four Weird Tricks to Steal from Journalists 
"Try these the next time you need to communicate statistical information. We 
were shocked at what happened next!"
—

�

My top four strategies for communicating 
statistical information to broad audiences

1. Introduce tension � 
Give us a bit of tension and we're more likely to stick around until you resolve it for us.
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My favorite simple approach: And-But-Therefore 
See Randy Olson's fascinating book on science communication Houston, We Have a Narrative.

 

_____________ and _______________

but _______________

therefore _________________.

 

Situation —> Complication —> Resolution

Example: Philip Bump, Washington Post

—
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Compare that with 
Our analysis found that unvaccinated adults tend to live in large American population centers. 

These centers also tended to vote for Biden. 

This shows that blue counties tend to be more vaccinated but also home to more unvaccinated 
people.



The point?  
Set the stage

Introduce the tension

Resolve the tension with information related to your main point

2. Scale numbers to humans � � ½½ � ½ 
It's usually easier to reshape the information to fit our brains than try to teach our brains to grasp 
the information.

Example: Capital Weather Gang, Washington Post

"60 inches of rain fell from Hurricane Harvey in Texas, shattering U.S. storm record" 
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"Harvey unloaded 33 trillion gallons of water in the U.S."

Good, but . . . 
Can this be more human-scaled?

—

"If we averaged this amount of water spread 
equally over the lower 48 states, that’s the 
equivalent of about 0.17 inches of rain — 
roughly the height of three pennies stacked 
atop each other — occupying every square 
inch of the contiguous United States."
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A bit better, but maybe . . . 
—

If you piled up 20 trillion gallons of water over the District of Columbia (approximately 68 
square miles), the height of the water would be 1,410 feet — or almost the height of the 
Empire State Building. (Ryan Maue)

 

Over Harris County alone — which is home to Houston — 1 trillion gallons of water fell in 
the four days from Saturday through Tuesday. That’s as much water as flows over Niagara 
Falls in 15 days. (Jeff Lindner)

 

The amount of rain that fell in Texas and Louisiana would have ended the historic California 
drought, twice over. (Paul Deanno)
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The point?
Relate magnitudes to something that we can see, feel, or otherwise experience.

3.  Season with uncertainty  �
Uncertainty is like vinegar: All dishes need a bit of tartness to brighten things up, but no one 
wants to drink straight from the vinegar bottle

    Example: Ebola vaccine, New York Times

—

Compare that with NPR:
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Further well-balanced uncertainty later

The point?
We need uncertainty to keep things in perspective. Just don't let it get out of hand, and make sure 
to leave a finishing taste of what we do know.
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4. Make it stick by using expectation and surprise 
� 

Organisms only learn when their expectations are violated.  

— Psychologists Rescorla & Wagner, 1972

Those online newspaper quizzes are more than 
just cheap gimmicks.
They're also eliciting priors from the audience.

Example: New York Times
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—



FCSM 2021 Regina Nuzzo 12

Compare with
"One load in the dryer  has the same carbon footprint as leaving an LED light on for 300 hours."

Example: Pew Research Center
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—
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The point?
Prior*Data = Posterior

Context + New Evidence = Updated Knowledge

Expectation + Surprise = Learning
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Recap of my four weird tricks
1.  Introduce tension

2.  Scale numbers to humans

3.  Season with uncertainty 

4.  Make it stick by using expectation and surprise

Thank you! 
Regina@AmStat.org

@ReginaNuzzo


