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Introduction
On February 8, 1975, Margaret Thatcher, who became the Prime Minister of Great Britain and Northern Ireland in 1979, spoke at the Young Conservatives Conference and said, “I believe the person who is prepared to work hardest should get the greatest rewards and keep them after tax. That we should back the workers and not the shirkers. Those who prosper themselves have a duty and responsibility to care for others, and I believe individual responsibility does not stop at home but extends to the community of which we are all a part.” 
Then, twenty-six years later, her successor, John Major, on the 11th of October 1996, said at the Conservative Party Conference, “Our task is to build a welfare system for the 21st century. A system for a self-help society – not a help-yourself society. And one way of building independence is to get more people back to work. We don’t want to pay people to stay on the dole. We do want to help them get back into work. So first we’re going to help those who’ve been out of work the longest. They’re the people for whom the barriers to opportunity are highest. First, we give them help to find a job and if that doesn’t succeed, they’ll be offered work on a community project. For many it’s just the motivation they need. But it also shows up those who don’t want to work. I think that’s right.”
In 1997, New Labour won the general election, and Tony Blair became the Prime Minister of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. In 2002, in London, he said at the opening of a Job Centre Plus, “We believe passionately in giving people the chance to get off benefit and into work. We have done it for 1¼ million. But there are hundreds of thousands more who could work, given the chance. It's right for them, for the country, for society. But with the chance, comes a responsibility on the individual - to take the chance, to make something of their lives and use their ability and potential to the full. …But many people with a health problem or disability could and do want to work - yet don't. It is a scandal that 2.7m people on incapacity and disability benefits are written off, left to drift into long-term incapacity and unemployment. Five months into their claim for incapacity benefit, over 90% of people expect to return to work. But in practice, 44% will still be on IB six months later; and of those fewer than one in five will be working five years after that. Something is wrong - the current system is working against people's expectations.
On the 19th of April, 2024, twenty-two years later, and having been in government for fourteen years, Rishi Sunak, the Conservative Prime Minister of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, addressed the nation stating that “…the moral mission of reforming welfare to give everyone who can, the best possible chance of returning to work. The role of the welfare state should never be merely to provide financial support… as important as that will always be…but to help people overcome whatever barriers they might face to living an independent, fulfilling life. Everyone with the potential should be supported…And not just to earn, but to contribute and belong. And we must never tolerate barriers that hold people back from making their contribution… and from sharing in that sense of self-worth that comes from feeling part of being something bigger than ourselves. The whole point of replacing the Sick Note with the Fit Note was to stop so many people just being signed off as sick. Instead of being told you’re not fit for work…the Fit Note provided the option to say that you may be fit for work…with advice about what you could do; and what adaptions or support would enable you to stay in, or return to work, quickly.  11 million of these Fit Notes were issued last year alone.  But what proportion were signed “maybe fit for work”? 6 per cent. That’s right – a staggering 94 per cent of those signed off sick… were simply written off as “not fit for work. Well, this is not right. And it was never the intention. We don’t just need to change the sick note- we need to change the sick note culture… so that the default becomes what work you can do, not what you can’t.
These similar-sounding speeches are part of a long-term constructed narrative to persuasively illustrate the political rhetoric of the arguments for welfare reform. However, nearly fifty years have passed since Margaret Thatcher’s speech and Rishi Sunak's, so if urgent welfare reforms are needed, why have they not succeeded, especially when each time they have focused on the same section of society—those who are long-term unemployed who are sick and/or disabled? 
A government can only further its ideology by gaining voters' trust that its policies will steer the country in the right direction. However, they need a narrative that achieves a fine balance between being convincing, authoritative, paternalistic, humble, and autonomous simultaneously. Governments use various means to achieve this fine balance and get the public to engage and buy into its rhetoric. Through all forms of media, their narrative will be repeated, reinforced, and ruminated, usually decontextualised, creating the conditions for social amnesia, i.e., “to ignore history and precedent when responding to the present or informing the future... discarded ideas are repackaged; meanwhile, the expectations for these practices remain the same” (Blomberg and Lucken, 2000). When this fine balance is broken down, Sunak’s “Sick Note Culture” is a repeat and reinforcement of Blair and Major’s “ideas”, which are a repackaged iteration of Thatcher’s. However, through social amnesia, when presented with “new information”, such as in Sunak’s speech, we contort or ignore that history has precedent and believe this policy will forge the future. Yet, this is only part of the story. 
A crucial way this fine balance is achieved, as seen in both Blair’s and Sunak’s speeches, is through numbers and statistics because we are conditioned to assume they are “by definition to be objective and free from human bias” (Gillborn, Warmington, and Demack 2018). So, when Sunak said, “In 2011, twenty per cent of those doing a Work Capability Assessment…were deemed unfit to work. But the latest figure now stands at 65 per cent. That’s wrong. People are not three times sicker than they were a decade ago. And the world of work has changed dramatically.” We go through a complex process of “mental gymnastics” as we will believe the numbers are benign despite being “no less socially constructed than any other form of research material.” (Gillborn, Warmington, and Demack 2018) due to the “recency effect”, i.e. the most recent things that we heard are remembered are most clear in our memory and what Reed (2018) calls a “silent preface,” i.e., we take a trend or happening and link it to another experience which makes us see disparities and that you are worse off, triggering outrage and despair. Therefore, Sunak’s rhetoric uses numbers and statistics to reinforce cause and effect by inferring that the disparity between more people being sick than ten years ago is not because we are but because some people are doing something is “wrong,” i.e. these people are, as Thatcher said, “shirkers”. Therefore, the current dynamics at play are different from the past as strivers are losing out to skivers because of the “sicknote culture”.  
Using numbers and statistics to support a government’s political narrative is nothing new and is a common aspect of political debate. These numbers within the political narrative are supposed to change society’s direction to show how progressive a government’s policies, records, and rhetoric are. However, as demonstrated by the statements above, their visions of the future appear to conform to past and current realities despite the time between them. Thus, they are based on what is known and do not present any challenge to the status quo. As such, the numbers presented will most likely uphold normative structures and systems, which include those that cause harm, as the narrative has not changed; it is just more of the same but slightly different (Sanson, 2023). 
This paper aims to understand how statistics are used in political narratives to shape the future. By comparing published statistical representations with ones created for this paper using the same dataset, it will be shown that numbers are not neutral, benign or impartial, and by being based on the past, they cannot create the conditions for future change.  Therefore, when using political narratives within the field of Systems Thinking, the paper argues that practitioners need to consider conceptualised how numbers and statistics inform the way we anticipate and perceive reality, how this upholds the status quo and the effects this has on creating the conditions for change.
Literature Review and Debate
Within systems thinking, there are several ways in which social learning approaches can be used to understand past and present problems and identify options that will help create the conditions for future change. As problems are causal (identifying what and when something is happening) and interpretive (identifying how and why something is happening), systems thinking uses a mix of learning techniques to inquire into them. In many fields of systems, it rarely creates its own set of quantitative data. Instead, any statistics an inquiry encounters are contextually positioned and situated as part of the critical discourse around the roots of the problem. The current focus in systems thinking is on the anticipatory and predictive mind, which help us understand the future and its effect on change. “Our perception of reality is not an exact representation of the objective truth but rather a combination of sensory inputs and the brain’s interpretation of these signals. This interpretation is influenced by past experiences and is often predictive, with the brain creating categories of similar instances to anticipate future events.” (Feldman Barrett, 2023). As such, it is right to ask if numbers only make sense based on the meaning we give them due to our perception of reality. If our behaviour is predicative, do we expect something will happen in the future with only one outcome exactly as we determine based on our sense/meaning-making of our perceived reality?  Or, if our behaviour is anticipatory, do we sense something will happen based on how we assume or prepare for future outcomes based on our perception of reality? Depending on the outcome, we make sense of this through meaning-making to accept or reject it. Therefore, we believe we have "predicted" that outcome if something happens as we expect. Thus, do numbers exist only within the confines of the contextual meaning they are given by us so they have a sense of purpose, values and place? 
This question has become pressing because, as McLaughlin and Velez (2019) found, as people have increasingly become immersed in the well-polished and targeted political narratives on social media and other online platforms, the more they have absorbed them as part of their perceived reality- even when they are not affected by the issue. The research has found that with social media dominating our lives unprecedentedly, political narratives have become more sophisticated and focused by immersing people in an experience of reality, so they perceive issues as more directly related and relevant to their lives. Visual storytelling has always been an important part of politics, the difference as McLaughlin found, with the rise of the short form video, made popular through TikTok and Instagram, they can be curated and targeted more precisely through algorithms and the line between what was called “fake news”, and our perceived reality has vanished.  Therefore, when using systems thinking to understand the future, the issue is, as Mclaughlin states, “Citizens imagine how political elections can change the course of America’s future and, consequently, affect their lives. When it comes to voting behaviour, imagination is reality… In these scenarios, citizens often imagine that they will personally be living in a world that is heavily influenced by election outcomes, even though much of what they know about this political world is learned and experienced vicariously, through mediated messages.” 
A key aspect of these mediated political messages is using numbers and statistics. They give credence to the story being told to justify and validate political ideologies and policies. Gillborn, Warmington, and Demack 2018 state that “quantitative material <is treated> as if it is fundamentally different and superior to qualitative data. Numbers are assumed to report ‘the facts’; they are seen as authoritative, neutral, dispassionate, and objective.”. Yet, the reported figures in political commentaries are as mediated as the voices within them. As people are taught to believe that numbers never lie and usually do not have the statistical skills to prove them wrong or the time and capacity to fact-check, they are accepted. Yet, this relationship with numbers is not the major factor in making people believe in the power of statistics, but emotions (Shelley, 2019), triggered by how we anticipate our reality. Mediated political messages will influence and play upon our prior notions about issues by confirming our biases and “bounded reality” (Simon, 1957), i.e. that our perception of reality is limited contextually by what we know at that time the choices we have and decisions we make are limited. Yet, despite this, people either overestimate what they know, giving rise to “illusionary superiority bias” (Buunk and Van Yperen, 1991), i.e. we think we know better than others even if the political narrative is debunked or through “imposter syndrome” (Clance and Limes, 1978) we downplay what we know by acting if we if do not know a situation even when presented with the full information. The complex psychological processes that underpin our cognitive abilities combined with our level of numeracy means how we anticipate numbers and statistics in political narratives allows us to block out, over focus and misinterpret them depending on how well they fit our perception of reality. Thus, we reward political parties for what they say, not what they do, because their narratives fit ours. 
Method and Methodology
If political narratives are based on the past, how do the numbers and statistics lock in biases and uphold power dynamics? How do these narratives condition the reality of many groups in society, causing them to become stuck and unable to move? Therefore, if systems thinking is based on creating future conditions for change, what can be learnt from how numbers and statistics are used in political narratives to improve systems thinking practice?
Using  QuantCrit an “approach that seeks to challenge and address the use of statical data” (Castillo and Gilborn, 2023), and DisCrit “a theoretical framework that incorporates a dual analysis of race and ability” (Annamma, Connor, and Ferri, 2013), this paper critically assesses the appropriateness of contexts using quantitative research techniques, in this case, Sunak’s reforms of the “the sick note culture” by looking at philosophical underpinnings, strengths and limitations of statistics.  The focus is on the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) official statistics for the Employment of Disabled People 2022 webpages, which were published in January 2023 and were used to drive the government’s reforms by asking, “What effect do the use of numbers and statistics have on the ability of political narratives to create conditions for future reforms?”. This paper uses the ideas behind the five principles of QuantCrit overlaid with the seven tenets of DisCrit to examine and explore the official statistics in the context of the “sick note culture reforms”. 
The hypothesis is that numbers and statistics have a negative effect because political narratives are based on the current situation, an iteration of what went before. Thus, the future conditions are just another retelling of the past; thus, nothing is reformed, so we end up with “more of the same but slightly different” (Sanson, 2023). 
The DWP's official statistics include several key graphs related to Sunak’s reforms, which uphold and contribute to the narrative of his speech. One of the key graphs, “The number of people reporting a long-term health condition or classed as disabled continues to rise”, will be used along with the secondary data source “Data tables: The employment of disabled people 2022 (XLS)”, which the DWP used to create the graphs.  The raw data for the graph will be summarised to provide descriptive statistics using a range of quantitative analysis techniques to compare to the published graphs on the web pages to address the question and further the hypothesis. 
The paper comes from a positivistic/constructive/interpretive ontological and epistemological lens as it understands that we make meaning from our past and present experiences, creating our knowledge and affecting how we anticipate and perceive the future. As such, we believe that through cause and effect, any similarities or differences we perceive are predictions of how future events will unfold. It argues that political narratives assume that future events can be predicted and controllable. Therefore, these calculations can determine future reforms by measuring the current situation, which gives rise to statistics. This viewpoint will further the hypothesis by contributing to the discussion of how, if at all, the future, given that it is yet to happen, can be transformed by seeing problems through the past, even when based on multiple perspectives. This will give new insights into how using numbers and statistics in political narratives, when used in Systems Thinking, entrench consensus amongst stakeholders because we are conditioned to believe in their veracity. Even when numbers and statistics are contested, due to the “mental gymnastics” we undergo to comprehend political narratives, we will prefer to accept normality based on our perception of reality and the past, therefore maintaining a version of the status quo. Therefore, practitioners need to understand better how to account for the functioning of numbers and statistics in preserving the past when trying to create the conditions for future change.
Analysis and Findings
1. The Centrality of Social Identities: Positionality and Asset-Based Research Questions 
Although the official statistics and the methodology behind their creation are on the DWP’s website, which is a government department, the voice is in the third person. This gives the impression that the narration and the creation of the statistics exist outside of the government; therefore, whoever is behind them is “other,” thus connoting an apolitical or neutral stance. The use of the third-person voice and no acknowledgement of the author’s and researcher’s own positioning is still common in quantitative studies despite being good practice in qualitative ones. In the case of the government statistics, it could be argued that it’s quite clear what their position is, as they are, after all, “Conservative”, so their ideology is known.  However, the DWP, although its web pages reside on the government website, is part of the civil service, meaning they are a public sector service (in fact, the largest) staffed by people who are hired rather than elected or appointed and as such, nearly all posts are unaffected by a change of government. Yet, its policies, strategies and the legislation that guides it all come from the government. Therefore, the assumed neutrality that normally permeates quantitative research is less likely as the public will connect it to the concerns, interests and history of past and present governments. With that, why would they use the third person to narrate their research? The answer may lie in what is called the “third person effect” (Davidson, 1983), which is much like Buunk and Van Yperen’s (1991) “illusionary superiority bias”, whereby people believe that persuasive communication will affect others more than them because they think they are better than to succumb to politicking. 
Although the third-person effect normally focuses on the receiver of the message, potentially the sender, by using the third-person voice, could subvert this effect by making the research seem disconnected and neutral not only from the government but the reader. Research on the third-person effect by Perloff (1993) found that it was less effective if people didn’t see a message as being directly relevant to them or that the topic was “socially desirable”, i.e. about a subject that we are disposed to feel sympathy and empathy for such as disabilities. This could have the effect as Annamma, Connor, and Ferri (2013) citing (Collins, 2003; Ferri, 2010; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995) state in DisCrit to “shape notions of normalcy….enacted through normalising practices such as labelling.. thereby reinforcing the unmarked norms…and signalling to many that the student is not capable in body and mind.” Throughout the official statistics, the term “non-disabled” is used, which implies that “disabled people” (their choice of term) are not “normal” but other. In addition, “disabled people” infers that a person’s disability is a condition that is caused by themselves, i.e. they should be “normal”, thus their fault, not society’s. 
The basis for the research statistics is described as “context for the government’s goal to see one million more disabled people in work between 2017 and 2027…<and>commitment to reduce the gap between the employment rates of disabled and non-disabled people” (DWP, 2023). This othering positions people with disabilities in deficit, as having problems that society should be unwilling to meet the needs of because it’s their fault, so they should work because they can. This position is also based on past political narratives that set people with disabilities up as “the enemy of hardworking voters” (Charlton-Daily, 2024) based on the well-worn political trope that started with Thatcher (1975) that “there are two types of people. There’s hardworking, tax-paying, good British people and then there’s the benefit-shirking, disability-faking, unsafe-to-our-kids, ruining-our-country types.”  (Charlton-Daily, 2024). As such, the positionality of these statistics is based on Duck, Hogg, and Terry (1995) work on the third-person effect, whereby a person’s self-identity is targeted so that they see differences rather than similarities with others and are placed in a relationship with others so that they are motivated by this differentiation. As the third-person effect changes over time and is not constant, depending on where someone is, it affects how they situate themselves regarding the message being conveyed.  


2. Numbers are not Neutral: Denominators, Models and Data Collection and Analysis

and

3. Categories are Neither Natural nor Given
The DWP figures are based on statistical significance “at the 95% level” (DWP, 2023) and rounding depending on the figures they quote. The methodology states that the statistics are derived from The Labour Force Survey with a sample of “approximately 40,000 responding UK households and 100,000 individuals per quarter” and The Annual Population Survey, “a survey of households living at private addresses in the UK” (DWP, 2023)  whose sampling methods since it was first conducted in 1978 have changed so much year-in and year-out that there is a 125-page booklet to explain their techniques in addition to several additional web pages. However, in 2023, the Office for National Statistics (ONS), which publishes these surveys, stated that both needed to be revised because of quality concerns over collection and methodology and suspended their publication in October 2023 (ONS, 2023). The main issues over the years are that the ONS has failed to contact people, people refused to take part, or people’s contact details changed, so the subsequent follow-up calls never happened. However, rather than do something about this so that the numbers participating were credible, the ONS instead “compensated for non-contacts by adjusting responses based on what was known about the population as a whole – increasing/decreasing the importance of answers from groups whose response rates (RRs) were lower/higher” (Casey, 2023). 
Therefore, despite claiming there’s a 95% statistical significance, given that the datasets this comes from are flawed, perhaps this once again adds to the argument to “end to their <statistical significance> use as an arbitrary threshold of significance” (Nature, 2019). Thus, these statistics are only an accurate representation of the population in the UK based on who was included in the surveys and whom they decided to count, which is highly problematic because, as Annamma, Connor and Ferri (2013) quoting Matsuda, (1987) said, there is within quantitative data collection a “tradition of ignoring the voices of traditionally marginalised groups and instead privileges insider voices.” Given that the statistics were used to build the narrative for the “sick-note” culture reforms, it raises questions about how people with disabilities' voices were included and how the analysis of being long-term sick and having mental health issues was conducted. As highlighted, the statistics differentiate “non-disabled” people who are “normal” and “disabled people” who are not; therefore, by drawing inferences from the wider population about long-term sickness and mental health rather than focusing on people with disabilities, it is possible that this was a deliberate chose of juxtaposition.
To test the question “What effect do the use of numbers and statistics have on the ability of political narratives to create conditions for future reforms?” the bar chart “The number of people reporting a long-term health condition or classed as disabled continues to rise” from the DWP’s webpage will be analysed to see the effect of numbers and statistics on political narratives and what this means for creating the conditions for future reforms. 
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The bar chart appears in “Section 5. Populations’. The first thing to note about this graph is the use of language. At the start of “Section 5”, the reader is told that some people are “classed” as disabled. The classifications and questions used to do this are stated. If someone is “classed” as disabled according to the text this can change from one year to another; therefore, the connotation is that being disabled is a subjective condition which can be turned on and off.  Thus, the use of “classed as disabled” followed by “continues to rise” infers that it is possible to reduce both long-term sickness and being disabled because both are subjective states that change.
The data set from the “Data tables: The employment of disabled people 2022 (XLS)” (see appendix 1, sheet POP001) is visualised through a stacked bar chart that shows the purported rise in long-term health conditions from 2013 to 2022. They used a stacked bar chart to compare the portions of people within three groups. Three colours are used in the stack for the category labels: navy blue at the bottom to represent “disabled, limited a lot,” orange in the middle for “disabled,” and black at the top for “long-term health conditions.” The contrast between the three colours is striking, and your eyes immediately focus on the black parts of the stack.  The reason for this is three-fold. By placing the long-term sick at the top, the graph shows that long-term sickness continues to rise. Secondly, the category labels are neither neutral nor given. Disabled, limited a lot, or disabled is defined as someone with “any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or expected to last 12 months or more” and a “condition or illness that reduces their ability to carry out day-to-day activities a lot”. The connotation is that these are ‘real’ disabled people and, therefore, are ‘allowed’ to be long-term sick. Conversely, long-term sickness is “any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or expected to last 12 months or more”. This is a play on how we are conditioned to see and understand disabilities as being visual- something that comes across through a physical manifestation which prevents you from doing day-to-day activities. Therefore, the omission of the second classification is key to reinforcing this notion that being long-term sick is a subjective, drawn-out condition which is not as serious as being “disabled”. 
The third aspect is the use of the colour black, which usually has dysphemistic connotations as it is linked to skin colour, death, debt, evil and so on. In contrast, blue only is mainly used for euphemistic connotations, such as bad language, porn (both of which are now considered archaic) or depression and orange is mainly figurative, linking it with fruit, juice, locality or history, e.g. “county”, “Order” or “William”. As such, using black as the colour for the bar chart stack for long-term sickness adds weight to the notion that it’s a subjective, non-serious condition being abused. Using the lens of Annamma, Connor and Ferri, (2013), they are using these “markers of difference from the norm” to make a “false distinction between” the long-term sick, a “social construction” and those classed as disabled, “as a biological fact” by “distinguishing disability from aspects of identity that are seen as culturally determined ‘differences,’ <which> continues to justify the segregation…of <people> who are considered disabled”. This can be highlighted when the bar chart is broken down into separate stacks as a very different visual story unfolds:
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These bar charts (see Appendix 1, sheet ‘year-on-year’) show the exact same axis: X is the number of people in the population aged 16 -64 in the population, and Y is the financial year starting in April and finishing the following March. When extrapolated like this, there is much more symmetry between the number of people with long-term health conditions, the number of people who are disabled and limited a lot, and the number of disabled people. The growth of all three appears similar year-on-year; on average, it’s 3% for each of them. Turning to Appendix 1, sheet ‘Central’, the median for each of the populations shows that the centre of the distribution of the data is even, meaning there is not a high degree of variation in the rise, which is far from the headline and text supporting the bar chart which implies that the continual growth is steep, continual and worrying. 
When you look at the raw numbers in the summary table (see Appendix 1, sheet ‘growth’), what is very apparent is that the average incremental rises per year are quite small and stable, especially for long-term health conditions. It’s only in the years 2019 – 2022 that the yearly growth rate increases, but only for disabilities limited a lot and the number of disabled people. This makes sense because, during that period, the COVID pandemic took hold, and in 2020, its long-term effects were officially recognised by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE). Since 2022, there has been a national strategy put in place to deal with its after-effects, and in 2023, it was finally recognised as a disability by an Employment Tribunal (Cowen and Ball, 2023).  However, this context is absent as the text under the bar chart focuses on the narrative that long-term health conditions or being classified as disabled is increasing faster now more than ever because this supports Sunak’s argument that “the gateway to ill health benefits is writing too many off”. This makes this set of statistics quite dangerous because it uses the idea that there is benign objectivity to the data, especially since it’s just a count of people in the population. Yet, behind every person is a story, and there is no separation between their lived reality and these numbers; ignoring their context “can lead to ineffective or cruel policy” (Dorman, 2022) because “each variable is not hermetically sealed from the rest of the world” (Castillo and Gillborn, 2023). Plus, what we do not know from the data is how many people are disabled, disabled (limited a lot) or long-term sick but do not access benefits, especially as many people who are legible do not claim or mask their condition and never declare it.  
Appendix 1, sheet correlations, shows several graphs correlating the data from POP001, which appears in the bar chart. 

They show a strong relationship between the variable ‘People: 16 to 64 years old (inclusive) living in the United Kingdom' and the three categories described above. These three graphs paint quite a dull picture compared to the stacked bar chart, which is probably why they decided to depict the numbers like this, as the graphs may accurately depict the numbers. Yet, ultimately, it’s the researcher’s responsibility to present the data meaningfully. What the bar chart does show for the political narrative is that people who claim they are long-term sick are the cause of the drop in the number of working-age people. Therefore, the researcher decides how to frame their sample as it needs to corroborate the underpinning narrative. The correlated graphs present a nearly perfect linear relationship between the two variables, which does not fit the political narrative. As the data is collected per year, the positive correlation could be because, as shown already, the growth in people who are long-term sick or have disabilities is stable and not widely growing as claimed. As the population grows, the three categories do as well, in a commensurately steady way with little variation, so it has little to do with people subjectively claiming to be long-term sick.  
Yet, correlation is not causation; just because the two variables seem aligned does not mean they affect each other. One of the key statistical inference tests is that the data sample is random or representative of the sample- in this case, the population to draw meaningful conclusions. However, as already pointed out, the data sources used have been withdrawn because the sampling methods were not as random or representative of the population as they claimed to be. As the data lacks any context, all that is being assumed is that one variable is responsible for another, yet other independent variables could be creating this causation. Two of the most notable which are lacking are sex and a breakdown by age. In addition, the categories of long-term sick, disabled and disabled (limited lot) also add to the limitation of the data as the definition of who counts as disabled has changed over the years; for example, see note 5 in appendix 1, sheet ‘notes’. Therefore, being disabled is not a fixed measure because, over time, someone has decided who counts. Thus, any differences that may have occurred because of the changes in definition are not accounted for. That said, the blurb under the bar chart does mention that the increase in people with disabilities could be due to other reasons. However, this comes in the final paragraph, and by then, the damage is done by the visualisation of the statistics and the opening paragraphs stating that the working-age population has barely increased, yet “the number of people reporting a long-term health condition increased by 2.6m (22.4%).” (DWP, 2023).  



Discussion
4. Voice and Insight (data cannot speak for itself)
Although in QuantCrit, this tenet says data cannot speak for itself; however, it can when researchers give it a voice and platform to be heard. It is because of the types of platforms, such as government websites used to house the official statistics used in this paper, that give numbers their validation and voice, which makes them appear that they speak for themselves, especially when techniques such as the third person voice is used to emphasise their neutrality. Therefore, readers overlook that bar charts such as the one that has been analysed are a social and political construct based on the ideology, assumptions and biases of those who created the researcher from which the numbers and statistics are derived. Readers link numbers with their perception of reality and see them as factual and concrete when, in fact, they are tied to the ontology of the researcher, which in this case is linked to the government’s long-standing ideological reality about people with disabilities, welfare and work. 
This is furthered by the decontextualisation of the statistics. This detachment means that the numbers and statistics can seamlessly be woven into any current political narrative, making them seem more truthful and factual. The overall effect is that these numbers and statistics must come from our lived experience of reality to the reader because they are just describing what is there. However, as seen from the analysis, the lack of context is to secure the underpinning of a political narrative that defines the reality of the past and future that only exists because it has been created be so. What this does not mean is that the DWP simply threw some numbers together for the sake of politicking, but instead, the official statistics were purposefully constructed and interpreted both consciously and unconsciously “by the researchers’ beliefs about the key research problems and their theories about the processes that they are exploring” (Castillo and Gillborn, 2023). In other words, the official statistics are based on epistemology, i.e., how the researchers and government decided was best to create the narrative they wanted to achieve by including and excluding what they believed to be relevant. 
One of systems thinking's core concepts is to focus on the whole and not the parts. This small analysis of a key chart from the official statistics has shown the opposite—that to reach the conclusion that long-term health conditions are rising, they have focused on the part and then extrapolated this to make it appear to be whole. So they have taken the data and positioned it in a stack bar chart and wrapped it around a headline and blurb that paints a picture of doom for the number of working-age people in the population because of people subjectively claiming to be long-term sick, who could be in employment instead, therefore manufacturing a problem that from the correlated data potentially doesn’t exist. Although the context of the statistics is omitted, the way we are conditioned to accept them as factual and benign means that the nuanced picture is required by the reader to truly understand how long-term sickness and disabilities affect the population is overlooked due to the certainty we afford numbers. 
5. Social Change Orientation
The hypothesis was that numbers and statistics have a negative effect because political narratives are based on the current situation, an iteration of what went before. Thus, the future conditions are just another retelling of the past; thus, nothing is reformed, so we end up with “more of the same but slightly different. Political narratives are based on the past, lock in biases and uphold power dynamics thus conditioning the reality of many groups in society. Yet, there is potential for numbers and statistics in political narratives to do the opposite, which is the power behind QuantCrit because it can disrupt this and “flip the script” by empowering researchers and equipping users of research to utilize numbers to work towards a more equitable society” (Castillo and Gillborn, 2023). However, systems thinking needs to embrace approaches like this to create future conditions for change so that there is more understanding of how to appreciate numbers and statistics in relation to complex problems. Systems thinking could play a huge part in overcoming the rarified way that numbers and statistics are positioned and situated in complexity and can be challenged. Thus, we see beyond the idea that they are benign, factual and real. In addition, through its approaches to learning the numbers and statistics can be linked to other problems as issues are all too often seen in silos. So, on the DWP’s official statistics dots are not joined between, for example, long-term sickness and poverty or with geography. 
What systems thinking cannot do is overcome politicking. If the government wishes to use statistics to bolster and justify its ideology through the development of policies and legislation, all systems thinking can do is create spaces to explain the complex interchange between our perception of reality and our relationship with numbers. It is only through a better understanding of how we anticipate and perceive political narratives through their use of statistics that future change can be realised. 
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Appendix
Datasets.xlsx
Number of People v Conditions

Number of 
people with 	
a long-term
health condition	
[note 11]	40560154	40703482	40903909	41080006	41180447	41270074	41357380	41361254	41405159	11672531	11814978	12069406	12116516	12390037	12771707	13299055	13680389	14288911	Number of 
disabled people	
[note 2]	40560154	40703482	40903909	41080006	41180447	41270074	41357380	41361254	41405159	6892207	7099533	7331505	7411360	7472739	7815201	8272967	8276543	9006083	Number of 
disabled people, 	
limited a lot
[note 12]	40560154	40703482	40903909	41080006	41180447	41270074	41357380	41361254	41405159	2852811	3067514	3180998	3176277	3184819	3314593	3468225	3297786	3703413	
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Figure 6: Number of people with a long-term health condition, classed as disabled,

including those limited a lot, people aged 16 to 64, UK, 2013/14 to 2020/21
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Source: Annual Population Survey - data and definitions can be found in supplementary
data table POPOO1
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