
THINKING ABOUT DATA
BEING A DISCERNING CONSUMER OF DATA



COVID-19 MEANS WE ARE ALL BEING BOMBARDED 
BY DATA

SOURCE: WORLD HEALTH ORGANISATION

Source: https://covid19.who.int/

SOURCE: AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT, DEPT OF HEALTH

https://covid19.who.int/


THERE ARE EVEN STUDIES TO TELL US HOW 
INFORMATION IS SPREADING

https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.05004.pdf?fbclid=IwAR08xVUpifbp5QK
hwP3FPqu7J6oAswtPoLJIiG6pIgumFfQfnVRmI5Z8Sho

https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.05004.pdf%3Ffbclid=IwAR08xVUpifbp5QKhwP3FPqu7J6oAswtPoLJIiG6pIgumFfQfnVRmI5Z8Sho


DOING RESEARCH

• There are lots of ways of collecting data about humans, including:

• Biomedical testing

• Surveys and other quantitative methods

• Observation

• Qualitative information (Interviews, focus groups)

• All of them have their place, depending on what questions you are trying to answer

• All of them have pros and cons, and may be subject to bias, misinterpretation and mishandling



DOING RESEARCH

• Researchers have to make choices and put limits on their research

• Once researchers have their data, they analyse and interpret. 

• Our real example



WHO WERE THE PARTICIPANTS?

• Who we get the data from matters

• Who participated? Why did they participate?

• How were they recruited?



RECRUITING PARTICIPATION



WHO WERE THE PARTICIPANTS?

• Who we get the data from matters

• Who participated? Why did they participate?

• How were they recruited?

• Who didn’t participate? Why?



TO WHAT GROUP/S DOES THE DATA APPLY?
• What was the population of interest?

• How was the sample recruited?

• Do the findings apply outside of the sample?

• Does it tell me anything about people not in 

the population of interest?



WHAT TYPE OF RESEARCH IS IT?
1. EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH

• Concerned with establishing the causes of something

• Such as the spread of a virus, causes of a specific behaviour, the effect of one factor 
on another factor.

• Requires controlling factors so we can isolate the cause-effect relationship

2. DESCRIPTIVE RESEARCH

• Concerned with describing something

• This may also be about the way a virus spreads, observations of factors statistically 
associated with a specific behaviour, or the strength of an association between two 
factors

• May be able to control for some factors, but can’t isolate cause-effect relationship



The way we gather data defines:
•What kind of information we get
•What kind of conclusions we can draw







WHAT MAKES DATA 
IMPORTANT TO A 

RESEARCHER?
• The question you start with

• Other interesting patterns



A VERY QUICK LESSON IN STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE
We look for “statistical significance” to tell us if there is a 
pattern between different variables.

• Reflects probability of something meaningful (rather than just 
occurred by chance)

• Reported as p value (probability value)

• Psychologists accept results when probability of less than 

5% (p < .05)

• Smaller p value = more certain of results

In this example, I ran a Chi Square Test of association.

Count
What is your gender?

TotalFemale Male
Social media Don't use this source 10 13 23

I get information from this 

source, but it isn't useful

27 14 41

I get information from this 

source, and it is somewhat 
useful

45 17 62

I get information from this 

source, and it is very useful

10 2 12

Total 92 46 138

Chi-Square Tests

Value df

Asymptotic 
Significance (2-

sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 8.053a 3 .045

Likelihood Ratio 7.892 3 .048

Linear-by-Linear Association 7.243 1 .007

N of Valid Cases 138



THE WAY WE REPORT DATA 
ALSO CHANGES THE 

IMPRESSION WE GIVE



THE WAY WE REPORT DATA 
ALSO CHANGES THE 

IMPRESSION WE GIVE

Descriptive Statistics

N Min Max Mean Std. Deviation
How interesting 
you found 
participating in 
this survey

138 0 100 57.50 24.925

Valid N 
(listwise) 138



WHAT TO DO WITH FINDINGS?

• REPORTING RESULTS IN AN ACADEMIC

CONTEXT

• MEDIA – HEADLINES AND DETAILS



WHERE HAS THE DATA COME FROM?
By the time we get data, it has usually come via various 
channels, all of which have interpreted it for their own 
purposes.

Participant F researcher(s) F peer 
reviewed article

F media office F government/funding 
body F social media F traditional media 
F you



READ THE FINE PRINT

• The source – The Guardian

• What is the context?

• What is the big idea?

• Are there any hidden nuggets of information?

• Is this verifiable?



WHAT TO DO WITH FINDINGS?

• REPORTING RESULTS IN AN ACADEMIC

CONTEXT

• MEDIA – HEADLINES AND DETAILS

• GRAPHS



GRAPHS AND FIGURES CONDENSE LOTS OF 
INFORMATION



BEWARE OF CORRELATIONS

Correlation ≠ Causation



2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Number of people who died by becoming tangled in 

their bedsheets
Deaths (US) (CDC)

327 456 509 497 596 573 661 741 809 717

Total revenue generated by skiing facilities (US)
Dollars in millions (US Census)

1,551 1,635 1,801 1,827 1,956 1,989 2,178 2,257 2,476 2,438

Correlation: 0.969724

Number of people who died by becoming tangled in their bedsheets
correlates with

Total revenue generated by skiing facilities (US)

http://www.tylervigen.com/discover%3Ftype_select=death&link_var=Number+of+people+who+died+by+becoming+tangled+in+their+bedsheets&exclude_county=ON
http://www.tylervigen.com/discover%3Ftype_select=fun&link_var=Total+revenue+generated+by+skiing+facilities+(US)&exclude_county=ON
http://www.tylervigen.com/view_correlation%3Fid=1864


QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN YOU READ ABOUT DATA

• How many stages, or reinterpretations, has the data been through?

• Is it traceable?

• If I wanted to, could I find out the how the data was gathered, and how findings were arrived at?

• Where can I go to verify this information?

• What is the goal of the source I’m looking at? 

• Commercial, public information, getting votes, winning an argument ...

• Is there something here I can, or should, act on?



EXAMPLE 1

https://www.womenssafetynsw.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/03.04.20_New-Domestic-
Violence-Survey-in-NSW-Shows-Impact-of-COVID-19-on-
the-Rise.pdf

https://www.womenssafetynsw.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/03.04.20_New-Domestic-Violence-Survey-in-NSW-Shows-Impact-of-COVID-19-on-the-Rise.pdf


EXAMPLE 2

https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.a
u/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/3396
415/ri2020n12.pdf

https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/3396415/ri2020n12.pdf


QUESTIONS


