Aanalysis of Lancet Report on 100,000 Iraq War Deaths

By “Gmroper”
Rosedog asks “So, explain, if you would, why you say that the Lancet methods are so deeply flawed that the shouldn't be considered”

You have asked a fair question and I will try to answer to the best of my ability!  My comment was “…this study is deeply flawed and should not be part of the debate of "numbers.” 

It is not necessarily the methodology; it is the entire product, which includes the methodology as part of that product.

Two caveats should be noted here:  (1), Figures do not lie, but liars figure.  In addition, (2) there are three types of lies:  Lies, Damn Lies and Statistics.

Let us begin with some of the numbers and what they mean.  Taking infant mortality rates the authors cite 28 deaths per 1000 prior to the war.  UNICEF on the other hand has published an infant mortality rate of 108 per thousand.  The authors report a post invasion death rate of 57 per 1000.  So, where did they get the 28 deaths as their baseline?  From other sources, I understand.  This is important.  If the UNICEF figures are correct (and there is no reason to doubt them), the effect of the invasion was to lower the mortality rate for infants.  Yet, to report that might cause their survey to skew.  So in their words “we estimated the infant mortality rate as the ratio of infant deaths to live births in each study period and presented this rate as deaths per 1000 live births.”  They use a figure of 28 as their starting point when UNICEF had estimated only 4 years earlier an infant mortality rate of 108 per 1000 live births.  Thus, the arrived at a new “rate” of 57 per 1000.  Double the 28 figure but slightly less than half of a previous figure.  

The authors also used clusters.  Use of clusters is quite standard in this type of research and especially in epidemiological research.  However, it assumes symmetric distribution wherein we already know from multiple news reports that the casualties are asymmetrical.  Of course, they will be asymmetrical, war; especially this war is an exercise in asymmetrically placed fighting.  On the plus side of this however (if there can be a plus side to describing non-combatant death) in the areas where heavy fighting is an on-going issue, they could get some fairly accurate figures.  Nevertheless, as we will see, the “outlier” of Falluja was excluded.  (From a statistics point of view, outliers cloud the picture because they are so far from the mean of other data found – thus skewing results)

In other words (and their results bear out the non-symmetrical nature of the casualties) one should expect more deaths from all causes in areas of fighting than one would expect in areas of non fighting.  Indeed, this is what they found.  But it is not reported that way.

In a graph on page, five of their PDF formatted report you can see that they have broken down the deaths of civilians by month pre and post invasion.  They show the majority of violent deaths occurring over a two-month period with a smaller number in a third month and even smaller numbers in the other months.  For example, in April and August of this year, you will find the vast majority of violent deaths in Falluja, with a slightly smaller number occurring in June of 2003 and June and September of 2004.  This would seem to correspond with periods of active battles in Falluja and, to a lesser extent in other parts of the country.  In Falluja, it is presumed that a fairly large number of the casualties are probably from air delivered munitions – bombs.  The remainder are perhaps then due to mischance?  Active targeting by the insurgents?  Active targeting by the coalition forces?  Who knows?  The fact that they occurred at all is sad.  But, if insurgents are actively firing on coalition forces, one must expect that the forces will return fire in a method that decreases the chances of  coalition casualties and increases insurgents casualties (warriors always try to make the other guy die for the other guys cause).   Someone remarked about what would happen if the insurgents just stopped fighting, would the US and Coalition leave Iraq following the elections?  Perhaps! 

More stats:  on page four of their report (PDF format – accessible at the Lancet home page) they report the raw data.  Their figures for infant mortality due to violence is 4, in Falluja 24, among the male 15-59 years 13,  in Falluja the number is 25; among women, ages 15-59 2 deaths, in Falluja 3 deaths.  Among the elderly (greater than 60), in all other clusters 2, in Falluja 0 (zero).  Overall, incidence of violent death is recorded as 21 in 32 of the 33 clusters and 52 in Falluja.  From this 21 they extrapolate the 100,000 figure as the number of civilian deaths secondary to the invasion.

The 100,000 figure is an estimate by their own admission.  The actual number they say is somewhere between 8,000 and 195,000 or so.  And, to top it off they are sure that they have 95 chances out of 100 of being correct.  This also means that there are five chances out of 100 of the actual figure being below 8,000 and above 195,000.  This is called the Confidence Interval or CI.  Most statisticians in epidemiological and/or behavioral research believe that a CI of .95 is too low a CI to use and opt for the .99 or .999 level.  This would mean that the chances of the actual number being in the range (what ever the range stated is) would be either 99 chances of 100 or 999 chances of 1000.  A much tighter figure I’m sure you will agree.  Then, to compound the “error” they give an arbitrary number of 100,000 dead due to the effects of military action (the invasion, insurgency and counter insurgency).  The chances of that number being right are probably less than 1/10th of 1%, or of any other specific number being accurate.  That is one reason ranges are used.  Had they calculated a CI of .99 and a range of say 15,000 (a number frequently used by other credible sources) and say 25,000 I might be willing to go along with that figure.  Or, if they said that the number was between 40,000 and 60,000 with a CI of .999 I would be really impressed and would accept that number with little qualm.  But a range of between 8K and 195K.  No way!

One of the more positive aspects of blogs and the internet is that there are literally thousands of qualified and intelligent people who can comment on a large variety of “facts.”  Take a look at the fire-storm that Mr. Rather caused in his use of obviously faked memos.  Within hours there were knowledgeable people giving expert information about the validity of those documents.

Marc commented on the discrepancy between the reported deaths caused by Pinochet (25,000) and the much more accurate figure of 3,200; between the reported thousands in Panama and the more accurate four or five hundreds.  These are things he has personal knowledge of and can report.  

There are other aspects to the overall methodology that I’m not comfortable with and that is the interview method itself.  There is a principle called the Heisenberg Effect that simply states that something observed is acted on by the observer.  This is a theory in quantum physics and I have no doubt the physicists have gnashed a few teeth when behavioral science uses it, but there is some evidence that it is accurate.  In the first half of the last century, a psychologist went to study production at a Westinghouse factory.  He noted that when he made a change, production went up.  When he changed it again, production went up again, when he changed it back to the original situation, production went up again.  This is called the Westinghouse Effect.  Such that when we pay attention to people in certain conditions, those persons behavior is altered.  

This was seen time and time again.  When “official” people come to interview Iraqi families they take the family word that people died of violent means.  At the end of the interview in selected families, they asked for proof of death in the form of death certificates or other documentation that the death was due to violence.  Wisely, they asked for the documentation at the end of the interview so that the family members wouldn’t think they were being “dis-believed” as such.  What is NOT reported in the paper (oddly enough) is how many families actually produced certificates or other official documents proving the death was due to violent means.  Without that statement, we cannot have any verification that their information is either valid or reliable.

Too, there is no mention of author bias, as one commenter noted in another blog “…when discussing what could have gone wrong, they routinely mention how they could be under-estimating the rate, and rarely mention how they could be over-estimating the rate.

On the same blog one commenter noted “Gads, that study wouldn’t even rate a D if it were submitted to me as a Grad school prof.  The lancet is following Scientific American into the ranks of pseudo-science.  They better learn some math – fast!!”

If they were in my statistics class I wouldn’t be that generous.  As Marc noted, these figures are suspect and I would add the adjective “highly” to that.  

Anyone wishing to see additional comments on this study need only Google for the information and you will find hundreds of  entry’s.  I checked at 10:42 PM on Saturday the 30th of October, 2004 and found well over 6000 articles. I used “Lancet study of deaths in Iraq”  but any similar phrase ought to get similar results.

The loss of life for these people is horrendous enough without a biased and frankly partisan report sent out with obvious efforts to effect an election.  Should you doubt that, please consider the following.  (1) they claim peer review, but that was done in only a few weeks, I have talked to many colleagues who tell me peer review is seldom done in less than 6 months and often it takes a year.  (2) Les Roberts, the principal author of this article insisted that it  be published before the election, ostensibly so that both candidates would make comment about the need to protect civilians and plan to do so.  Hogwash, only one of the two candidates has a chance to do that and that is the winner of the election.  Publishing the results after the election would have given the winner then necessary message. And lastly, (3) Les Roberts was a vocal critic of the war in the first place, do you really think he didn’t want to “effect” the election process and used horrendous numbers to do so?  Lies, damn lies and statistics indeed!

