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Chapter 8/Reporting With Numbers

Lesson #8: Journalists have a responsibility to understand numbers to they can report clearly & accurately.  Stories can be based on number changes, trends & comparisons. 
Provide proportion to numbers – explain things to your reader/viewer/listener relative to the size or magnitude of the whole.

Figures might mean a lot or a little, depending on the context.

Percentages: basic building blocks used to explain proportion; take the portion you want to measure and divide it by the whole, then move decimal points two places to the right

example: what percentage of the city budget goes to the police department?
                 police budget    or    $30,000,000     = .25

                 whole budget          $120,000,000         move decimal and answer is 25%
To interpret percentages you need to know the population the figures are based on.

Sample: a small number of persons picked at random so as to be representative of the population as a whole; samples usually contain a margin of error expressed as “plus or minus _ points.”  The larger the sample, the less margin of error.

Percentage change: a number that explains how much something goes up or down

example: what is the percentage change between the proposed budget & adopted budget?
              A.   $19,570,518 (proposed)        B.   $915,955                     C.  4.9% percentage change 

                    - 18,654,563 (adopted)              $18,654,563 = .049 
                     $     915,955 (increase)
Sometimes plain words may be preferable to raw numbers!

Averages and Medians are both numbers used to describe a general trend.

Average: the number you get by adding a list of numbers then dividing by the total number of figures in the list

Median: the midpoint on a list; half the figures fall above the median and half fall below 

example: test scores for nine students
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                                                   total 724 divided by 9 = 80.44% average score
Rate: used to make fair comparisons between different populations; one common rate is a per capita, or per person, comparison.  Calculate this by dividing the budget by the number of people.

example: compare school spending in two districts:
                District A: $2,000,000 div. by 1,000 people = $2,000 per capita

                District B: $3,000,000 div. by 1,500 people = $2,000 per capita
Interest: money earned or paid on a base amount and calculated as a percentage.  It is usually expressed as an annual percentage rate (APR) so consumers can compare rates from one institution to another.  Types of interest:

· Simple: paid on the principal, or the amount borrowed (multiply the amount of a loan by the annual percentage rate)
· Compound: paid on the total of the principal and the interest that has already accrued

Inflation – an increase in the cost of living over time; because prices rise over time, wages & budgets have to increase to keep up with the rate of inflation.

Journalists must use simple computations to make fair comparisons between dollar amounts from different years.

· Taxes:

· Sales tax (also known as excise taxes): multiply the price of an item by the sales tax rate, then add that figure to the total price

      example: $1,800 computer, sales tax of 5% = $90; total price will be $1,890
· Income tax: Governments tax a percentage of your income to pay for things like law enforcement, road construction, snow plowing, schools, teacher salaries, etc.  By giving people tax deductions, the government encourages certain types of economic activity while reducing the amount of taxable income.  Tax deductions are usually worth more to people with higher incomes.  Income tax rates are based on your adjusted gross income (how much you made after your deductions).

· Property tax: collected at the town or county level, they reflect the value of houses, buildings, land and sometimes automobiles.  Two key factors are:

* Assessed value: the amount a government appraiser determines a piece of property is worth
* Millage rate: the rate per thousand dollars is the tax rate determined by the government

To calculate the property tax divide the assessed value by 1,000 then multiply it by the millage rate

example: $140,000 div. by 1,000 = 140.  140 x 2.25 = $315

Budget basics:

The budget is the blueprint that guides the operation of any organization.  Budgets consist of revenues (income) and expenditures (outgo).

Line-item budget: shows a separate line for each specific expenditure

Program budget: provides less detail but shows clearly what each activity costs

pp.161-62: General Fund summary
Financial reports: explain an organization’s financial status at the end of a fiscal or calendar year.

The most important part of a financial report is the Statement of Revenues, Expenditures and Changes, which provides important measures of the organization’s financial health.

Conclusion: Whatever the subject, your story can probably use numbers to clarify issues for readers.
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