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Memorandum 

7c: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: SPEAKING CF STATISTICS 

In FY-38 there were 11 CMB-approved visitor surveys in parks. In FY-83, there 
were 26 such surveys, and in FY-90, 32 surveys. Collectively we are beginning 
to gather considerable statistical information about visitors and visitor 
activities. In that context, I thought you might find interesting some excerpts 
from recent comments about the role of statistics and government by Dr. Daniel 
Melmck of the National Science Foundation. 

On governing: "The plain truth is that the collection, compilation, analysis 
and reporting of statistical 'facts' is a social and political process which 
expresses the values of our society as ever it serves our need for information. 
Political authority is at the heart of statistical work. The work itself takes 
its origin from the idea that the state requires special information to govern 
well. The recognition of external constituencies impinging on governance is a 
major reason for collecting and presenting facts. While this may seem obvious 
when government is asking the questions, it also applies to others who collect 
statistical data." 

On the timeliness of statistical data: "Government policymakers frequently make 
decisions that will not produce results for many months or years. They need 
statistical information that can help them understand the effect of their 
decisions. The best we can do is to tell them what we know about the past, and 
help them to guess about the future." 

On data about special populations: "Even as the demands for more timely data 
increase, tam> same policymakers also need more precise information about smaller 
groups of people. In fact, the need for information about rare populations has 
exploded.* 

On the objectivitv of survey responses: "Statistical activity has an aspect of 
ceremony. The act of asking questions and receiving information expresses the 
relationship between the questioner and the respondent. When the questioner is 
a government agency, the replies that we receive are shaped by the respondents' 
view of their role in our democracy. Try as we might, we cannot escape this 
inevitable source of noise in our data. The best we can do is to understand the 
perspectives of government and respondent." 
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On uncertainties and the limits of statistical data: "Government statisticians 
find that they are frequently asked to perform the priestly function of 
sanctifying facts as true so that political leaders can base their decisions on 
verified information. In this work ve know that we can hardly ever really reduce 
myriad uncertainties. Hence, ve deal vith uncertainty by identifying it, 
measuring it, and featuring it in our reports.• 

On the use of statistical data in decision-making: "Important policy issues are 
almost alvays contentious, requiring proponents and opponents to establish a 
factual basis for action. Those vho decide are inclined to find ways to resolve 
disputes vithout haggling about the numbers. As is becomes apparent that 
statistical results help to shape the debate, the inevitable uncertainties come 
to center stage. Yet, ve knov that the policymakers vho use our data, and the 
citizens vho judge their decisions hardly ever allov for the uncertainties. 
Modis Vivendi is the policymakers' norm. They must face the relentless calendar 
of events that frequently and severely limits the amount of ponderous 
consideration of the facts. This leads them to agree to accept our figures vhen 
they knov that the numbers are based on strong assumptions. Consider the problem 
from their point of view. Failing to decide is also a decision not to act. 
There is no escape from the consequences." 

Final comment: In designing visitor surveys and in collecting and analyzing 
visitor data, ve do the best ve can to provide park managers vith comprehensive 
and accurate information. However, it is well to recognize some of the inherent 
limitations of ttuage data vhen ycyrnaseNihem for decision-making purposes. 

Richard H. Bric»*land 

"Governments and Statistics in Time and Space* by Daniel Helnick, National 
Science Foundation. 
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