
POSC 3101. WRITING AND ARGUMENTATION IN POLITICAL SCIENCE:
THE POLITICS OF NUMBERS

(Census Tabulation, 1971)

Tu Th 9:30 – 10:45A
Wehr Physics 209
Professor Philip Rocco
Office Hours: Th. 2–5 (or by appointment) in 411 Wehr Physics
philip.rocco@marquette.edu

[Thanks to statistics] public broadsheets will be to the social world what the sensory
organs are to the organic world.

Gabriel Tarde (1903)

It’s not the voting that’s democracy, it’s the counting.
Tom Stoppard (1972)

This writing-intensive seminar invites students to collaborate in the production of
knowledge about how the political economy shapes and is shaped by calculative
practices. Democracy runs on numbers. Votes must be tallied before election winners
are declared. Census counts determine whom Congress represents and how much
representation they receive. To justify their decisions, policymakers rely on numbers
like death counts, the Gross Domestic Product, the Gini Coefficient, the national debt,
as well as rates of unemployment and the uninsured. Yet precisely because numbers
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matter, they can also be manipulated in ways that threaten democracy. Numbers
themselves become a subject of a debate. Policymakers may cite dubious figures.
Government’s collection of—and public access to—vital data has become a hotly
contested issue. Political division, partisanship, and gridlock have also undermined
trust in public statistics.

To better understand the politics of numbers, we will draw on and synthesize a wide
range of perspectives from political science, economics, sociology, anthropology,
history, science and technology studies (STS), and law. Class meetings will serve the
purpose that a studio or lab might play in other fields. Throughout the semester,
students will develop a better ability to understand and interpret the role of numbers in
contemporary politics. Students will hone their skills for writing and communicating
about intricate policy issues. Grades will be based primarily on the completion of an
intensive, iterative writing project that will take place throughout the semester.

Readings

Required: All required readings are contained in a coursepack available for purchase at
the Book Marq.

Recommended: I strongly recommend purchasing a copy of Jane Miller, The Chicago
Guide to Writing About Numbers, 2nd ed. (University of Chicago Press, 2015).

Requirements

Blog Posts (15%): To develop your expository writing skills, you are expected to
contribute five (5) short (300–400-word) blog posts to the forum on D2L on the
dates/times indicated in the syllabus. These blog posts can pose questions or note
issues or contradictions within the reading. Alternatively, they could apply a concept or
topic from the reading to a current event.

Research topic (5%): Early in the semester, you will submit a short description of a
proposed topic of research for the semester. The topic should be a current controversy
related to the use of numbers in politics or public policy. This could involve a debate
about the measurement of a particular quantity (e.g. unemployment, poverty), issues
related to counting in national statistics (e.g. census undercount, classification of
mortality data, issues surrounding data privacy), challenges related to the use of
numbers in litigation (e.g. measurements of gerrymandering), conflict over the effects of
particular policy experiments (e.g. minimum-wage studies), and so on. A list of
potential topics is on the last page of this syllabus.

Explainer (20%): Midway through the semester, you will write a 750-word “explainer”
piece that explains the number (or numbers) at the center of the controversy you have
chosen. The purpose of this piece is to translate the basics of the issue you are
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working on for a lay audience. A writing workshop will offer a chance to investigate
multiple approaches to writing this piece. A rough draft of the explainer, worth 5% of
the grade for this assignment, is due on 3/20. The final draft, worth the remaining 15%,
will be due on 3/28.

Issue Brief project (45%): Building on your Explainer piece, you will prepare an Issue
Brief that fully analyzes the numerical controversy you identified at the beginning of the
semester. A writing workshop will be held to introduce some of the basics of the Issue
Brief form and to allow students to evaluate existing Issue Briefs.

Grading for the Issue Brief project breaks down as follows:
● Rough draft (15%): Students will complete a rough draft of their Issue Brief. This

will be graded for completion only, and will be the subject of a workshop and
peer review.

● Peer-review participation (5%): Students will be responsible for writing short,
structured peer-review reports for two (2) of their colleagues.

● Lightning talk (5%): During the final week of class, students will be responsible
for giving a short (5–6 minute) lightning talk on their findings.

● Final draft (20%): The final draft of the Issue Brief will be due on 5/13

Participation (15% total: 10% in-class, 5% attendance of one-on-one sessions):
This course requires an extensive amount of reading and preparation prior to class. To
facilitate this, weekly reading questions will be posted to D2L. You are expected to
attend each class session having read and digested all assigned material, ready to
engage in an informed, lively discussion with the instructor and with other students.
Bring your coursepack to class. If you do not speak at all during the semester or are
absent for more than 6 class sessions, you will receive a 0 for participation.
Additionally, all students are required to come to at least two scheduled one-on-one
sessions with the professor to discuss their writing projects.

Grading Scale
≥ 93 A ≥ 73 C
≥ 90 A- ≥ 70 C-
≥ 87 B+ ≥ 67 D+
≥ 83 B ≥ 60.0 D

≥ 80 B- <
60.0 F

≥ 78 C+

Policies

Academic Misconduct: Information on Marquette’s Academic Misconduct Policy can
be found here: http://bulletin.marquette.edu/undergrad/academicregulations/
Academic misconduct includes, but is not limited to, individual violations, helping
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another student with any form of academic misconduct, failing to report any form of
academic misconduct, or intentionally interfering with the educational process in any
manner. Academic misconduct of any type is unacceptable and will result in immediate
referral to Marquette’s Academic Integrity Director. If you are in doubt as to whether an
action or behavior is subject to the academic misconduct policy, you should consult an
appropriate member of the Academic Integrity Council, faculty or staff.

Attendance and Participation: Our class meets on Tuesdays and Thursdays in person
following the format described above. Class participation and active learning are
important aspects of this class. However, I understand that sometimes you must miss
academic obligations affecting your grades because of illness, personal crises, and
other emergencies. I will work with you as best I can to help you succeed in the course.
Please contact me as soon as possible when such absences arise so we can make
arrangements to get you caught up. This policy will not apply in the case of
non-emergency absences. Please note that documentation (a Doctor’s note) for
medical absences is not required. As part of their commitment to maintain
confidentiality, to encourage more appropriate use of healthcare staff resources, and to
support meaningful dialogue between instructors and students, Marquette Student
Health Services will not provide documentation of illness.

Late Policy: All assignments are due in Dropbox by the date and time listed on their
assignment guidelines. Assignments delivered between 1 and 24 hours late will lose
50% of their grade. Assignments delivered more than 24 hours late will receive a zero.
Extensions can be granted by your professor, but only if you request them at least two
days in advance of the due date.  

Accommodations: If you need course adaptations or accommodations, or if you have
medical information that may be pertinent to your performance in this course, please
make an appointment with your instructor by the close of the first week of classes. For
a student to receive special accommodations during exams, instructors must have a
written notification from Marquette’s Office of Disability Services
(http://www.marquette.edu/disability-services/). If you know you need
accommodations, please speak to ODS no later than the first week of classes. A policy
and procedure document containing more information about accessibility for all
students with disabilities at Marquette is available from the Coordinator of Disability
Services (phone: 414-288-1645). All information is confidential.

Collegiality: This course depends on a collegial atmosphere for debate and
discussion, including of topics that may be controversial. It works best, in other words,
as a team. This requires both your engagement with, and willingness to listen to, both
your classmates and your professor. Incivility is any behavior that is done to disrespect
another person.  Incivility in the classroom (including the online classroom) includes
eye-rolling, small talk while others are talking, insulting other students or instructors,
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and distracting behaviors that are meant to create a negative environment.  This
behavior will not be accepted.

Email: Email is the official method of contacting students, as per university policy.  The
student's email address as recorded in d2L is the only email address that will be used. 
Students are expected to check their email daily for messages.  Student emails to the
professor will be responded to within 48 hours.

Office Hours: Office hours will occur weekly on Thursday from 2-5 PM in 411 Wehr
Physics.

Schedule of Course Readings
(all readings subject to change)

Date Session
Number and
Subject

Readings [Coursepack] Assignments
due

1. Introduction: Fighting and Writing About Numbers
1/17 1. Course

Overview
● Nikolas Rose, “Governing By

Numbers: Figuring Out Democracy,”
Accounting, Organizations and Society
16, no. 7 (1991): 673-692.

1/19 2. Trust in
numbers?

● Ted Porter, Trust in Numbers
(Princeton University Press, 1995),
3–8.

● Reply All Podcast, Episodes 127 and
128, “The Crime Machine” (Parts 1
and 2)

1/24 3.Interpreting
a numerical
controversy

● Carrie Arnold, “Death Counters,”
Nature, February 7, 2019

● Langdon Winner, “Do artifacts have
politics?” Daedalus 109 (1,1980).

Blog post #1
due 1/24, by
5 PM

2. Census Taking: The “Spine” of Democracy
1/26 4. How census

taking
stabilizes
democracy

● Teresa A. Sullivan, “Coming to Our
Census: How Social Statistics
Underpin Our Democracy (and
Republic),” Harvard Data Science
Review 2 (1, 2020).
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● Constance Citro, “Are We Up to the
Challenge of Protecting Federal
Statistics?,” Harvard Data Science
Review, 2 (1, 2020).

1/31 5.
Undercounts
as a
democratic
dilemma

● Anderson, Margo, and Stephen E.
Fienberg. "To sample or not to
sample? The 2000 census
controversy." Journal of
Interdisciplinary History 30, no. 1
(1999): 1-36.

Blog post #2
due 1/31, by
5 PM

2/3 6. How do we
know if census
data is “good
enough”?

● D'Vera Cohn and Jeffrey Passel, "Key
facts about the quality of the 2020
census," Pew Research Center, June
8, 2022.

● American Statistical Association, 2020
Census Quality Indicators
(Washington, DC: ASA, 2020).

3. Threshold Politics: Defining and Measuring Poverty
2/7 7. The

problem of
thresholds

● Rourke O’Brien and David Pedulla,
“Beyond the Poverty Line,” Stanford
Social Innovation Review, Fall 2010.

Blog post #3
due by 2/7 @
5 PM

2/9 8. Redefining
the poor?

● Office of Management and Budget,
“Request for Comment on the
Consumer Inflation Measures
Produced by Federal Statistical
Agencies,” Federal Register 84(88,
2019): 19961–19963.

● Commentary from the U.S.
Collaborative of Poverty Centers in
response to OMB-2019-0002: Request
for Comment on the Consumer
Inflation Measures Produced by
Federal Statistical Agencies

4. Knowledge Infrastructures: the Case of Infectious Disease
2/14 9. Counting

the the dead
in a pandemic

● No readings Blog post #4
due 2/14 @ 5
PM
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2/16 10. Two ways
of looking at
knowledge
infrastructure

● Philip Rocco, Jessica Rich, Kasia
Klasa, et al., “Who Counts Where?
COVID-19 Surveillance in Federal
Countries,” Journal of Health Politics,
Policy, and Law 46 (6, 2021): 959–987.

Research
topics due by
2/16 @ 5 PM

2/21 11. One-on-one meetings with Dr. Rocco
5. Writing Workshop I: The Explainer
2/23 12. Elements

of the
explainer

● Three sample explainers in packet

2/28 13. Writing the
explainer

● Amanda Kass and Philip Rocco, "The
Myth of ‘Unnecessary’ Federal Aid
toState and Local Governments,"
Governing magazine, March 2, 2021

6. Valuation: Putting a Price on Life
3/2 14. What is

VSL?
● W. Kip Viscusi, “The devaluation of

life,” Regulation & Governance no. 3
(2009): 103–127

Blog post #5
due by 3/2 @
5 PM

3/7 15. Mapping
the VSL
controversy

● Marion Fourcade, “The political
valuation of life,” Regulation &
Governance no. 3 (2009): 291–297

3/9 16. The
politics of
applying VSL

● Michelangelo Landgrave, “How do
Legislators Value Constituents’
(Statistical) Lives,” Working Paper, UC
Riverside, 2020.

3/14 – 3/16: Spring Break – No Classes
3/21 17. Peer

review of
explainers

● No reading––in-class peer review /
workshop

Rough draft
of explainer
due by 5 PM
on 3/20

3/23 18. Peer
review of
explainers

● No reading––in-class peer review /
workshop

7. Writing Workshop II: The Issue Brief
3/28 19. Elements

of the issue
brief

● "Health Policy Brief: Final 2015-20
Dietary Guidelines for Americans,"
Health Affairs, March 31, 2016.

Explainer due
3/28 @ 5 PM

3/30 20. Evaluating
issue briefs

● Sample student issue briefs

8. The Social Construction of Budgets
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4/4 21. Cost
analysis and
the politics of
austerity

● Robert Saldin, “Gaming the
Congressional Budget Office,”
National Affairs, Fall 2014

4/6 No class – Easter Break
4/11 22. Explaining

the CBO’s
power

● Ryan Cooper, “The Tyranny of the
Congressional Budget Office,” The
Week, May 18, 2020

● Philip Rocco, “Keeping Score: The
Congressional Budget Office and the
Politics of Institutional Durability,”
Polity 53 (4, 2021).

Writing, Meetings, Peer Review
4/13 No class – Dr. Rocco is at a conference in Chicago
4/18 23. One-on-one meetings w/ Dr. Rocco
4/20 24. One-on-one meetings w/ Dr. Rocco
4/25 25. Peer

review of issue
briefs

● No reading––in-class peer review /
workshop

Rough draft
of issue brief
due 4/25 @ 5
PM

4/27 25. Peer
review of issue
briefs

● No reading––in-class peer review /
workshop

Turn in peer
review
reports at the
end of class

Symposium
5/2 26. Lightning

talks, Part 1
● No reading Slides for

talks due by 5
pm on 5/1

5/4 27. Lightning
talks, Part 2

● No reading **Final issue
briefs due to
Dropbox by
5 PM on 5/13

Major Writing Assignments

Throughout the semester, you will prepare writing assignments that describe and
analyze a current political controversy that involves quantitative information. Given the
complexity of most of these controversies, Explainers and Issue Briefs play an
essential role in distilling relevant information in an objective way for a broad, lay
audience. Your goal will be to take apart one of these controversies, expose its
component parts, and present information that will enhance public understanding of it.
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Nota Bene: In the process of doing the research for this brief, you will invariably find
yourself in uncharted and confusing waters. That is because at their core, these issues
involve both political and technical debates. Writing a good Issue Brief requires
becoming well versed in both types of debates. It will also require distinguishing them
from one another, and recognize where a technical debate is being used instrumentally
for a political purpose (what Gabrielle Hecht calls “techno-politics”). Throughout all of
this, you should feel free to avail yourself of office hours (scheduled or by appointment)
for assistance.

1. Research Topic (worth 5% of your grade)

The first assignment involves choosing a potential topic that you might want to
investigate over the course of the term for your Explainer and your Issue Brief. In class I
will suggest various ways to “discover” a topic but the important thing is not to wait.
You should start working on this assignment by the second week of the course,
because finding sources, reading, and writing will take a while.

What to turn in:

You should turn in no more than 3 pages (typed, double-spaced, 12-point font) defining
the issue as follows:

● Describe what is happening and how numbers are involved in the dispute. For
example, are public officials debating how to count or measure something? Are
there debates about interpreting the effects of a public policy? Are there privacy
concerns related to data collection? In short: tell us what is at the heart of the
debate and what numbers have to do with it.

● Describe who seems to be involved in the issue: members of Congress, state
legislatures, activists, statisticians, economists, and so on.

● Then, describe what is at stake for the persons/groups involved. In other words,
what do each of the parties stand to win or lose?

● What are the potential outcomes of the issue or controversy? Is it likely to be
resolved any time soon? If so, in what venue will it be resolved? If it doesn’t
seem likely to be resolved soon, why not?

● What kind of data would you need to investigate this issue?
● Some resources about your cases (such as a web page list or the beginnings of

a bibliography).

How to prepare this assignment:

Begin by jotting down some notes about current political issues or policy debates that
are of interest to you. Consider how, if at all, numbers might become a part of these
issues or debates. Potential topics (listed on syllabus) could include micro-political
controversies relating to the use and ownership of individual data and the deployment
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of quantitative performance indicators. Alternatively, you could examine controversies
related to statistical citizenship (e.g. Census counts, redistricting data). You could also
examine issues related to counting and accountability, such as the use of quantitative
information in the evaluation of public programs (proposed or existing), the ranking and
rating of organizations or governments, or the use of social/economic indicators in
policy debates. Your focus may be local, state, national, or international. If you’re
having difficulty choosing a topic, feel free to scan the course bibliography or chat with
me during office hours.

2. Explainer (worth 20% of your grade = 5% for rough draft and peer review + 15%
for final draft )

Explainers are an excellent way to give broad audiences the knowledge they need to
understand complex political and policy issues. Particularly when numbers are involved
– and perhaps especially when there are controversies over numbers – explainers can
help to improve intelligent public consumption of policy information. Writing an
effective explainer requires wise judgment about the issue at hand, strong research
skills, and an ability to translate complex information into digestible prose. In class, we
will analyze several example explainers of the sort I am expecting you to produce so
that you have a strong sense of the genre conventions.

What to turn in:

You will craft a 750-word article that explains for a general audience the number,
indicator, or metric at the heart of the research topic you have proposed. Your piece
should answer the following questions as best you can:

1. What does the indicator / measure / data represent? (E.g. What is the
unemployment rate attempting to capture? )

2. Why do policymakers / the public care about this indicator / measure / data?
(E.g. How is the unemployment rate used in the implementation of public policy,
and how does it feature in political debates? Why do we bother measuring it?)

3. How is the indicator / measure / data produced and who produces it? (E.g. How
is the unemployment rate calculated? How is the data used to produce this rate
collected? Which agency generates the official unemployment rate?)

4. What controversies, if any, have emerged surrounding this indicator / measure /
data? (E.g. Are there any problems with the way we measure unemployment?
Are there alternative ways of measuring unemployment? If so, why don’t we use
them? )

Your explainer should have a title and should be written with clear section headings
and supported by at least ten (10) sources, cited in Chicago Manual of Style footnotes.
Primary sources can include federal or state legislation; hearing transcripts; executive
orders; budget proposals; regulations; comments on regulations and so forth.
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Secondary sources should include reputable news sources that provide in-depth
reporting on government affairs. At the national level, publications such as
Congressional Quarterly, CQ Weekly, Roll Call and National Journal are an excellent
place to start. If you need assistance on sources, please contact Prof. Rocco.

How to prepare this assignment:

Continue to learn about your issue, paying careful attention to the parties involved,
what is at stake, and the likely outcomes. Assemble a virtual library of books and
materials to help you get at the issue. Think like a detective. First, try to learn
everything you can about the nature of the issue itself. What numbers are involved and
how have they been produced? Begin by consulting research studies published in
journals or books or reports and research studies available on the web. What are the
technical aspects of the controversy? What aspects of the controversy are political?
Second, consider where the issue is being debated. If your issue involves debate in
Congress, consult legislation, reports, and debates in the Congressional Record
(congress.gov). If your issue involves federal regulations, check proposed or finalized
rules at regulations.gov, as well as the public comments on those rules. If the issue
involves a specific official statistic, try to trace the origins of that statistic. What law or
rule brought it into being? Who wanted it to be produced? Have alternatives to the
measure been proposed? If the issue involves a controversy over a specific academic
study or report, try to read the study itself as well as academic responses to it. What do
they say? Third, consider who has power in this controversy, if anyone. Who is
participating in the controversy? What motivates them? Do they see themselves
technical experts or motivated by more political concerns? Who is excluded? What
resources (material or intellectual) must one have to participate? Who seems to be
defining the rules or the agenda?

3. Issue Brief (worth 45% of your grade = 15% rough draft + 5% peer-review
participation + 5% lightning talk + 20% final draft)

Rough Draft (worth 15% of your grade)

Your issue brief will be an extension and expansion of the explainer piece you wrote
earlier in the semester. In addition to providing background on the measure / indicator /
data you have chosen, you will provide a fuller exposition of the controversy
surrounding it as well as a projection – based on your research – of how this
controversy might play out in the future. Prior to the due date, we will workshop several
published Issue Briefs as well as examples of student work done in prior iterations of
this class.
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What to turn in:

You will turn in a rough version of a 4000–4500-word article manuscript, which
addresses the following points:

● What’s The Issue? (1000 words): Give a brief overview of the number / measure/
quantitative analysis you are focusing on and characterize the “stakes” of the
debate. Why does the particular measure / quantitative analysis matter for
politics / policy? Who is affected and how? What policy choices are available for
resolving this debate?

● What’s the Background? (1000–1500 words): Give a brief history of the
controversy you are discussing. Why did this issue/controversy emerge? Why is
measurement / quantification an important part of the controversy? What, if any,
past policy decisions have shaped the numbers currently under debate?

● What’s the Debate? (1000 words): Discuss all relevant sides and stakeholders in
this controversy. Who are they? What are their positions on the quantification /
measurement issue in question? What arguments do they make? What interests
do they have that might cause them to hold this position? What sources of
leverage do they have to advance their agenda? Who seems to have power in
this debate/controversy, if anyone? Why?

● What’s Next? (1000 words): How, if at all, is this debate likely to be resolved in
the near future? What factors might shape how the debate is resolved?

How to prepare this assignment:

Start by thinking about how you might organize your information. What types of
information about the issue is most important for understanding what is at stake, who
is involved, and what is likely to happen. After you write a rough outline of each
section, put it down for a day and then re-read it while asking yourself the following
question: “Would what I have written clarify the issue for a lay audience?” If not,
re-organize your evidence and re-write to clarify.

Lightning Talk (worth 5% of your grade)

The purpose of a seminar is to create and share new knowledge. On the last week of
class, this is precisely what we’ll do, in two days of lightning talks. These are short, 5-6
minute presentations capturing the main essence of the findings you produced in your
Issue Brief.

What to turn in:

A lightning talk is designed to be a short, captivating presentation for a general
audience on your topic. You will be responsible for giving a well-rehearsed 5-6 minute
talk that tells us about the controversy you’ve been examining, gives us an appropriate
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amount of background to understand the number / issue / metric in question,
characterizes the controversy involved, and provides some sense of where things are
going next.

To assist in your presentation, please prepare 1-2 slides that help to communicate the
main findings from your research.

How to prepare this assignment:

When writing your talk, make sure to get to the point early. The main finding of interest
should be communicated within the first minute of the talk. The purpose is to enable
the audience to experience a variety of exciting ideas in a short amount of time. Use
large images and a minimum of text. Avoid presenting unnecessary information in your
talk or on your slides. Once you have the main points of your talk down, practice it
several times with a timer. Five minutes is not long at all, and you’ll want to be sure you
keep your presentation in the allotted time.

An example of lightning talks given at Marquette can be found here:
https://tinyurl.com/y5bzwy49.

Final Draft (worth 20% of your grade)

What to turn in:
Your Issue Brief should be 4500–5000 words in length, typed in double-spaced
12-point font. It should be organized into bolded, sub-headed sections as follows (see
sample policy brief on D2L:
• What’s the Issue?
• What’s the Background?
• What’s the Debate?
• What’s Next?

All of your material should at this point have citations in the form of footnotes
numbered consecutively using the Chicago Manual of Style.

How to prepare this assignment:
Make sure to address my comments on your rough draft. This may mean rethinking or
reorganizing your paper to make your argument more effective, or adding additional
research to clarify a question or idea. Don’t forget citations for all facts and ideas.
Finally, be sure to thoroughly proofread and edit your brief.
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Potential Research Topics

● Issues of “algorithmic justice” / “algorithmic inequality”
● Credit Ratings (US) / Social Credit System (China)
● Deployment of self-tracking in health- and life-insurance plans
● Data privacy controversies
● Bias in testing instruments (e.g. SAT)
● Detecting and addressing gender pay gaps
● Controversy over management of 2020 Census (there are multiple possible dimensions

here, from the undercount itself to the question of differential privacy)
● Conflict over measurement of prices (CPI)
● Continuing controversy over efficiency gap as measure of partisan gerrymandering
● Implementation of expert-led anti-gerrymandering reforms in MO, MI
● Standards of scientific evidence in court [recent cases include Biestek v. Berryhill; Gill v.

Whitford; Whole Women’s Health v. Hellerstedt]
● Measuring effects of natural disasters (e.g. Hurricane Maria)
● Controversy over metrics-based reforms (e.g. pay-for-performance)
● Efforts to establish alternatives to Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
● Use of social indicators in global governance (e.g. tracking human rights violations,

rating/ranking democracies)
● Projecting costs / benefits of major policy reforms (e.g. tax cuts, health reform)
● Calculating the social cost of carbon
● Evaluating effects of policy ‘experiments’ (e.g. minimum-wage increase, UBI)
● Challenges of property tax assessment
● Declining public trust in official statistics
● Use / misuse of official statistics
● Measuring and reducing segregation in metropolitan areas


