Task 24.1 Department of Transport statistics 
Consider the following statistical data taken from the Department of Transport website:

Transport safety

In 2007 in the UK, 2,946 people were killed in road accidents, 27,774 people were seriously injured and 217,060 people were slightly injured. 

Source: Department of Transport website http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/statistics/datatablespublications/accidents/casualtiesgbar/roadcasualtiesgreatbritain20071 accessed 20/07/2009
1 What do you understand by this statistical data? 

2 Are you able to make an instant judgement on how ‘safe’ or ‘risky’ it is to travel by road?

In order to make sense of the data you need to understand the numbers of seriously injured and killed within the broader picture. The simple counts, while seemingly ‘large’, need to be placed in context. This context could be based on the total number of accidents by total road journeys made. The data could be analysed further to consider the number of accidents involving dangerous driving; whether the driver’s performance was impaired by the influence of alcohol or drugs; or through driving in adverse weather conditions. It is likely you would want to establish some baseline measures to compare year-on-year changes in deaths and serious injuries on the roads as evidence for the success or failure of government initiatives to reduce road accidents. Indeed, you may even wish to make comparisons between different modes of transport. On these last two points the understanding of statistical evidence within a social setting needs to be considered. For example, how are the statistical targets set for public organizations related to political goals? Different organizations are set targets with the aim of hopefully demonstrating the ‘success’ of government policy and a subsequent improvement in service and/or decrease in the level of risk to the individual. 

The presentation of ‘statistical evidence’ may not correlate with our own personally held views. For example, how many of us would feel that we were taking a greater personal risk by flying than taking a road journey? Yet the statistical evidence suggests that flying is one of the safest modes of transport available. The social researcher using both statistical imagination and sociological imagination will ‘unpick’ and ‘explore’ the data to develop theories to understand these types of issues.

