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Summary: 

The media play an important role in the dissemination of the statistics conveyed to them by 

the institutions that generate data. Oftentimes, however, their handling of these data varies from 

their original content. Drawing on the inflation data provided by the Cameroon National Institute 

of Statistics, this paper shows how and why the media have misinterpreted the information 

supplied to them and suggests possible ways to enable them to ameliorate the way they disseminate 

statistical data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a Cameroon National Institute of Statistics 

b African Centre for Statistics, United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 



The media fulfil a key role in the dissemination of information generally as well as the results 

of statistical operations. They are a link between data-generating agencies and users of data. They 

are in partnership with these agencies and are integrally involved in making statistical data user-

friendly. Over the past few years the profession of journalism has even witnessed the introduction 

of a new category known as data journalism. According to Wikipedia, data journalism is a 

movement focused on rejuvenating journalism by sourcing and relaying statistical data to the 

public. This category of journalists brings a sense of perspective to statistical data by making them 

legible and comprehensible. Despite the research undertaken, the thoroughgoing procedures and 

analyses, it happens sometimes that the statistical information made available to them is 

improperly presented or erroneously interpreted, particularly by the national statistical agencies 

which are the traditional guarantors of the quality of statistics at the country level. 

This paper sets out to examine the processing of statistical information on inflation 

emanating from the Cameroon National Institute of Statistics (NSI) by some of the media outlets 

in order to highlight instances of faulty interpretations, identify the root causes and propose 

possible avenues to help ameliorate media dissemination of statistical data relayed to them. 

1. NSI report on inflation in Cameroon in 2015 

Over the years, the internet has become one of the main ways of disseminating NSI 

mechanisms and analyses alongside the dissemination of documentation on paper backup. The 

case of inflation is more peculiar. The NSI ordinarily publishes periodical reports and an annual 

report on price trends in Cameroon at a number of satellite urban centres. This publication is almost 

entirely disseminated in electronic format (PDF file), downloadable free of charge on the INS 

website1 so that it is accessible to all. 

At the start of February 2016, NSI published the annual briefing on the profile of final 

household consumer prices in 2015. This document comprises five pages including two pages of 

annexes containing three tables. The first three pages comprise a summary of the results obtained 

followed by annotations, figures and graphs on inflation. This report is drawn up in line with the 

inverse pyramidal structure: the document and each of its sections begins with what the reader is 

expected to digest as a priority and ends with whatever is less important. 

Thus the document begins with the following sentence: “At the rate of 2.7% in 2015, the 

overall level of consumer prices rose more steadily than in 2014 when the rate of increase had 

stood at 1.9%”. That opening sentence is the main message that the NSI seeks to share with readers. 

Next follows the paragraph below which summarizes the report: 

“The final-consumer prices for households increased by 2.7% in 2015; an increase of 0.8% 

percentage points compared with the year 2014 when the rate of increase had been 1.9%. This 

upward trend in rice levels was occasioned in the main by the upsurge of prices of alcoholic drinks 

and tobacco (8.9%), transport (7.5%), and services at hotels and restaurants (5.9%). The increase 

in transport prices was triggered by the reduction of state subsidies entailing the revision upwards 

of the retail price of hydrocarbons which took effect from 1 July 2014. A litre of super petrol thus 

rose from569 FCFA to 650 FCFA and that of Gasoil from 520 FCFA to 600 FCFA. At the same 

                                                           

1 www.statistics-cameroon.org or www.stat.cm. 

http://www.statistics-cameroon.org/
http://www.stat.cm/
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time, as regards government interventions in July 2014, the official taxi fare in the city increased 

by 50 FCFA. It is noteworthy that retail prices were revised downwards with effect from the 1st of 

January 2016 from 20 and 25 FCFA respectively for the super and gasoil. The higher prices of 

services at hotels and restaurants was in tandem with the prices of alcoholic drinks owing to 

increases in the prices of mass-produced beers. Indeed, beer prices increased by between 50 and 

100 FCFA in February 2015, one way in which the breweries sought to recoup the excise duties 

on alcoholic drinks. In geographical terms, Buea recorded the highest price increases over-all, 

followed by Garoua (3,6%), Ebolowa (3,5%), Bamenda (2,9%) and Yaounde (2,9%). 

The last sentence of this summary rounds up the inflation trends in spatial terms giving the 

level of inflation in the cities where it was particularly high. It is this spatial focus that drew a bit 

of bad press in the media. 

2. Media interpretation of inflation figures somewhat at variance with the 

content of the NSI report  

The data on the profile of final household consumer prices in Cameroon in 2015 have been 

amply commented upon in the media, and particularly the print media and online newspapers. 

Banner headlines have relayed the information published by the NSI. For instance, newspaper 

headlines have appeared as follows: 

o The rankings: Most expensive urban areas in Cameroon 

With an inflation rate of 4.3%, Buea is ahead of Garoua and Ebolowa. 

o Cost of living: Buea is the most expensive town 

Bafoussam and Ngaoundere are at the bottom of the pack 

o Cameroon – rankings: Buea tops the list of the most expensive urban areas in Cameroon in 

2015 

According to a study carried out by the National Statistical Institute, Buea is considered to 

be Cameroon’s most expensive town in 2015. 

o Cost of living: Buea is the most expensive town in Cameroon  

A rating by the National Institute of Statistics has positioned Buea as the most expensive 

urban area in Cameroon. Bafoussam and Ngaoundere are a distant second … 

Some of the media outlets have primarily emphasized the spatial analysis of the profile of 

prices. In regard to this analysis, the INS report illustrates the increase in prices in 2015 by 

comparison to 2014 in ten satellite urban areas: Bafoussam, Bamenda, Bertoua, Buea, Douala, 

Ebolowa, Garoua, Maroua, Ngaoundere and Yaounde. This analysis shows that prices have 

increased more rapidly in Buea than in other satellite cities in2015. The document does not contain 

any comment relating to the overall level of prices in the urban centres selected. However, in a 

table in the annex, it gives the level of the price index in each urban centre in 2013 and 2015. This 

table shows that in 2015, the price index was greater in Ebolowa (111.5), followed in decreasing 

order of magnitude by Maroua (110.9), Buea (110.4), Douala (109.8), Bamenda (109.4), Bertoua 

(109.3), Garoua (109.2), Yaounde (108.4), Bafoussam (108) and Ngaoundere (106.7). 

The above-mentioned items show that some journalists have drifted apart from the report 

published by the NSI and have not properly interpreted the information conveyed to them. They 
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considered the level of price increase in the urban area to be the over-all price level in those urban 

areas. By so doing they considered the highest increase (4.3%) recorded in Buea in 2015 meant 

that the price level in the town were higher than those in the other urban areas. Some have also 

generalized their results as if a study had been conducted on all the urban areas in Cameroon or on 

a representative sample, even though the study was based on ten urban areas selected on the basis 

of criteria enabling the determination with a certain level of precision the degree of price 

fluctuation across the country. 

This tendency to misinterpret statistical data is proving to be persistent in some of the 

Cameroonian media, given that the same facts were observed in 2011 and 2013, on the same issue. 

In the same vein, several leading newspapers had announced that Bamenda and Ebolowa were the 

most expensive cities in Cameroon in 2011 and 2013 respectively. 

Instances of misinterpretation apply to other subjects as well. In 2015, the results of the 

national accounts for the first term 2015 in Cameroon were misinterpreted, to the extent that the 

NSI had published on its website an advisory to the public and more particularly to the media. In 

sum, this advisory drew the attention of the public and in particular the media, to always ensure 

proper comprehension and interpretation of statistical data prior to their use as sources of 

information intended for publication (NSI, 2015b). It should be noted that misinterpretation of 

statistical data has also occurred in the developed countries. Statistics Canada drew up a briefing 

note on misinterpretation of criminality data published on its online paper Le quotidien on 18 July 

2000 taking the view that the front-page news across the country was detached from the content 

of its main article (Statistics Canada, 2013). It is therefore a matter of priority to seek solutions so 

as to enable statistical data to be correctly relayed by the media. 

3. Avenues toward better utilization of statistics by the media 

The fourth principle of official statistics stipulates that “the agencies responsible for statistics 

are entitled to make observations on the erroneous interpretation and abusive use of statistics”2; 

This right enables the NSI and more generally the people responsible for statistics to make 

observations on the erroneous interpretation of statistical data by the media. However, prevention 

is better than cure. One possible track is to bring statistics closer to the media because as stated in 

the remarks of the Statistics Café organized by the Société française de la statistique on 14 April 

2015, it is the case in some countries that statistics is not included in the programme of schools of 

journalism. This kind of linkage is already a reality in some countries where there are already 

initiatives in the very early stages. Examples which may be cited here are Cameroon, Niger and 

Senegal: 

- The Cameroon chapter of the Union internationale de la Presse Francophone and 

the Cameroon National Statistical Institute held a training session on statistical data 

in news gathering and processing in 2015.  

- Niger’s National Statistical Institute (INS) in collaboration with the Association des 

journalistes scientifiques du Niger has organized statistics cafés to interface with the 

media. The first statistics café held in Niger dwelt on “statistics, a tool of 

                                                           

2 Basic Principles of Official Statistics (United Nations Official Statistics, 1994). 
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development at the service of society: role of the media in the processing and 

distribution of statistical information”. Niger’s INS also held a workshop to promote 

media awareness on the use of statistical data. 

- In regard to the Survey on Population and Health and that on health services delivery, 

the ANSDS (Senegal’s national statistics and population agency) held a workshop in 

2013 to explain to journalists the objectives of these surveys and facilitate their 

internalization of the data that will be produced so that they can use them in their 

various features. 

Alongside those initiatives there are training sessions for journalists involved in specific 

statistical engagements. For instance, there are training units for journalists, encompassing 

population and health surveys to facilitate the internationalization of the data in the system so that 

they can use them in their various features.  

These laudable approaches can be supported by other actions aimed at bringing the media 

closer to statistics:  

- Develop thematic kits for the training of journalists: this will comprise online or 

downloadable training modules whereby journalists can train themselves in statistical 

topics thus boost their grasp of the expressed and underlying concept, understand and 

be able to interpret data and how to use them to draft plausible outputs and to say 

exactly the data show. 

- Improve the linkages between the agencies responsible for statistics and the media: 

these agencies can for example devote some time to a study of the use by media 

outlets of the dataset in order to ensure its adequate internalization and dissemination. 

This approach will also feed into a deeper understanding of the needs of media 

practitioners and thus adapt the outputs towards enhanced utility and relevance3. 

Interpretations by journalists of data on inflation in Cameroon over the past few years 

show for example that they would prefer spatial comparisons and to be able to 

identify more or less expensive urban areas. 

- Have in place a press centre accessible by modern means of communication in order 

to be able to interact with the media in line, with well-defined principles; 

- Spotlight statisticians on an ad hoc basis in the editorial staff of some media outlets, 

or, in collaboration with those media, towards helping them to better understand and 

more effectively utilize statistical data in their work. This has been done in France 

for example, with the Institut National de la Statistique et des Études Économique 

(INSEE, France), which had highlighted some of its agents in Le Monde and 

Alternatives Economiques newspapers (Société française de Statistique, 2015).  

                                                           

3 The first principle of official statistics urges the agencies responsible for statistics to establish official statistics in 

accordance with a criterion of public utility. The second principle of the African Charter on Statistics emphasizes 

that African statistics must meet the needs of users. 
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The journalists, for their part, also need to understand the concepts and definitions which 

underpin the data they use (Statistics Canada, 2013). 

The agencies responsible for statistics should also enhance the modes of transmission of 

information to the media and in particular by applying the pertinent international standards. One 

of the standards applicable to the media is the development of a periodic dissemination calendar 

which gives prior notice of the dates and times of publication and the availability of experts to 

respond to any questions from journalists ahead of publication of the indicators.  

The establishment of a structure charged with publication of statistical data and information 

and coordinating interface with users in the agencies responsible for statistics can also improve the 

interface between the media and statistics.  

4. Conclusion 

The media have a very important role to play in the dissemination of statistical information 

conveyed to them by the agencies responsible for statistics. Oftentimes, however, journalists effect 

erroneous interpretations and analyses which vary from the indicators made available to them. This 

is highlighted in the present paper on the basis of media interpretations and analyses of the annual 

briefing on inflation in Cameroon in 2015 published by the National Statistical Institute. The 

agencies responsible for statistics are entitled to comment on these erroneous interpretations and 

abusive applications of statistics. Nonetheless, closer linkages between statistics and the media 

and a sound dissemination strategy should facilitate better dissemination by journalists of data and 

enable sound interpretation of the statistical information conveyed to them. This is the gist of the 

recommendations in this paper, which also calls for consistent mainstreaming of user needs in 

order to ensure that there is practical and useful output of data (Basic Principles of Official 

Statistics and African Charter of Statistics) 
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