Making a difference
Video transcript: Evidence based policy, Newsnight by Ben Goldacre

It's time now for the third in our series offering ideas for renewing a democracy. You don't have to agree with these ideas, of course, but we want to challenge the way we do things. So today the science writer, scientist Ben Goldacre tells us why democracy needs evidence. 
(Ben Goldacre starts speaking)
This is the Oxford University Debating Society, where generations of British politicians have cut their teeth in battle. But politics shouldn't just be about ideas and principles, it should also be about facts, data, statistics, evidence on what works and what fails and that's where politics often goes wrong. 
I'm a scientist and I've spent a lot of my time as a hobby writing about how politicians misuse statistics and evidence. I think we can improve democracy by improving the way we use data, by making sure that politicians get caught and punished viciously when they misuse statistics, but also by encouraging politicians to create better evidence on what works and what fails. This is no small thing: without good-quality evidence, we're all flying in the dark. 
Sometimes, it's a matter of the same data being manipulated to tell two different stories. Labour, for example, recently claims there are slightly fewer GPs under the current government, while the Conservatives claimed GP numbers had risen significantly. So who was right? Well, it depends how far back you go. GP numbers are measured every September. Labour measured from 2009 the Tories measured from 2010 and in each case I think you can see why. Probably the only fair thing you can say here is we don't really know if there's been much change either way. 
But sometimes the numbers behind major ministerial claims are nothing more than conjuring tricks, bait-and-switch, gross distortions of reality, briefed to journalists on the quiet to undermine the true picture. In 2013 Ian Duncan Smith, the Work and Pensions Secretary, claims that official government statistics showed that the coalition's benefits cap had got 8,000 extra people back into work. He even briefed journalists, secretly, off-the-record in advance of the official data publication. But in reality, his was a gross misstatement. The UK official government statistics watchdog pointed out exactly how in luxurious nerdy detail and that was the extent of the sanction.
And that's the problem: politicians misuse and manipulate official statistics and they get away with it. As a result, many voters simply don't believe a word politicians say. So it's hardly surprising that we're sceptical and apathetic about engaging with such a broken democratic process. 
So ow do we stop these kinds of misuses? Well, there are obvious nerdy technical things we can do. We can stop government ministers having advanced access to stats to stop them spinning them off the record to journalists; we can have independent statistical units in each government department, working for us, the people, not them, the politicians; and they're something we can all do, we can hold people to account and come down harshly on anyone who dares to misuse the numbers. 
But that's all about the data we already have. I think there's a huge missed opportunity here. We can also try to force politicians to implement policies in ways that generate better data, to hold their ideas to account and give us clear indications of what works and what fails. Imagine a world where at the end of key paragraphs in a manifesto, a party said this is how we're going to measure success and if we fail we'll hold our hands up and try something different. 
But there's an even bigger opportunity for better data. I think we need to do more randomised trials of new policies in the same way that we already do randomised trials of new medicines. These can be done cheaply and easily, with wit, and they're often the best way we have of finding out which policies work and which are failing. Let's say you've got some amazing new back to work interventions that you think is going to get people off benefits. You'd never normally be able to measure whether it's working against the background noise of economic factors driving unemployment up or down. So instead, why not take a few thousand unemployed people, give half of them your amazing whiz-bang back to work scheme, give the other half the normal level of support from a Job Centre, and then go back a few months later and find out which group has got the most employment. 
We can't do this for every policy, but at the moment we hardly do it for any policies. So that is how I think we can change politics and improve democracy. We need better data on what works and we can get that with a few modest changes in the function of government. But we can also play our own part: we need to reward politicians who give us better data and we need to persecute those who dare to use sleight of hand and mislead us. 
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