Lies, Damned Lies and Statistics
When teaching statistics, I always start by telling students how useful statistics are.
Statistics are used to solve crimes (as nicely illustrated by the Numb3rs TV series), to make money (some dating agencies match people based on statistics) or simply to keep scores (as in football).

Then I tell them how to correctly use statistics – they should abstain from making strong conclusions based on small samples (me having short hair does not mean all Belgians have short hair), they should not confuse correlation and causality (tall people have on average higher wages, but not necessarily because they are tall) and they should be aware of sample bias (only looking at successful firms, will not help you to identify what the determinants are of successful firms). I don’t have to tell my students, however, how statistics can be abused – if they regularly follow the news, they will notice the many ways one can misuse statistics to mislead people. 
First, one can use correct numbers to trick people. Using the right scale for the axes of a figure, for example, a small change can be made to look huge. Or one can claim the crisis has stopped by pointing out the small growth, month-on-month, in industrial production, conveniently forgetting, to mention the huge drop in the same statistic, year-on-year. Or one can announce that unemployment in Ukraine has been falling in the period January-June 2009, as was done by several news sources recently, based on data from the Ministry of Labor – while the number of registered unemployed might indeed have fallen, I have a hard time to believe that this is a good indicator of the real evolution of unemployment given the drop in GDP of 20 or so percent– if real unemployment indeed has fallen in this period, it would mean that either firms have become charities who employ people out of social profit motives or because suddenly firms have become wildly optimistic about future demand. I can only hope neither of these is true.
Second, one can try to fool people by hiding correct numbers – Governments worldwide are regularly accused of delaying the publication of unfavorable statistics until after the elections. And one government recently has been said to delay publishing GDP statistics in an attempt to mislead an international institution. 
Third, one can use false numbers to mislead people. Recent examples are Madoff’s fake returns or Enron Cooked Books. Another example involves China’s growth numbers. Thomas Rawski of the University of Pittsburg describes how, after the Asian financial crisis started to affect China’s economy, Chinese cities and provinces were ordered to ensure specific levels of economic growth so as to guarantee that overall the Chinese economy would grow by 8% in 1998. Not surprisingly, this order lead to an ‘epidemic of false reporting’ but the official numbers did show a growth of about 8%. According to Rawski, real growth was close to zero. Of course, one shouldn’t forget Ukraine’s 2004 presidential elections or the election results in Iran.
If only, politicians and journalists would take my course in statistics…  
