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       In this column we will examine statistical interpretations by the media, and present alternate analyses. Feel free to crunch the numbers yourselves, and to send us your own results. This issue's installment: a potpourri of dubious statistical reportage. 

       Spunky octogenarians, dead babies. A recent study published in the New England Journal of Medicine showed that Americans aged 80 and over can expect to live longer than octogenarians in other industrialized countries. The New York Times, among others, cited the report as good news. It isn't. 
     The study was conducted by Dr. Kenneth G. Manton, of Duke University. We called Dr. Manton to see if he felt as good about the numbers as the press did. He did not. We have the healthiest senior citizens in the world, Dr. Manton told us, because that's where we spend our medical dollars--on the elderly. We spend twice as much as other countries do on health care, over 14 percent of the gross domestic product. Yet we rank only twenty-third (yes, 23rd!) among nations in life expectancy because, despite our robust elderly population, our infant mortality rates are horrendous, and we have higher death rates until middle age than other industrialized countries. Our infants die at twice the rate of babies in Japan and Sweden. Remember Elian Gonzalez? Maybe he wanted to return to Cuba not so he could grow up Communist, but simply so he could grow up. Male babies in Cuba (as well as in Costa Rica and Ireland) have a longer life expectancy than their counterparts in the U.S. 
       American octogenarians do well, says Dr. Manton, because 98.5 percent of all Americans 65 and older are covered by medical insurance (Medicare), compared to 80 to 85 percent of Americans younger than 65, and this latter rate is decreasing. There is some good news, says Dr. Manton. Some excellent life-extending medical technology has been developed. The bad news is that you have to make it to 65 on your own to take advantage of it because most such technology is aimed at the elderly. That's where the money is. 
       Sexual preferences of Asian-American Women. Here's an example of good reporting by the media. Hidden in the widely-heralded sex study, the National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS) by Robert T. Michael, John H. Gagnon, and Edward O. Laumann, is an odd claim. The researchers say that Americans are sexually unadventurous, that they mostly date others like themselves. Especially insular are Asian-American women, because, they report, only 1.9 percent of sexually active unmarried white men have Asian women as partners. 
          Charles C. Mann, an uncommonly astute science writer, analyzing the study for The Washington Post, decided to do the math. Whites comprise 80.3 percent of the U.S. population, he figured, and 1.9 percent translates to 1.5 percent of the general population. Asians comprise just 2.9 percent of Americans. Thus, points out Mann, about half of all Asian women in the U.S. have taken white lovers. So much for insularity. 
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