
Checking politics and 
economics

Carlo Canepa
Editor-in-chief – Pagella Politica

@carlo_canepa
c.canepa@pagellapolitica.it



Module 1 – How politicians 
lie with numbers

● Most common errors made by 

politicians with numbers

● Examples from Italy



Module 2 – How politicians 
lie about economics

● Most common mistakes when 

politicians talk about the economy

● International comparisons



Module 1 – How politicians 
lie with numbers



Topics
1. Immigration

2. Environment

3. Defence

4. Jobs

5. Taxes

6. Health

7. Pensions

8. Foreign affairs



Immigration

“Italy is the only European country 

experiencing immigration on this scale”.







Environment

“Social networks produce 4 percent of the 

carbon dioxide released into the atmosphere”.









Defence

“None of the European nations meet 

the commitment made to NATO to invest 

2 percent of their GDP in defense”.





Jobs

“The employment data provided by Istat 

show a reversal of the unemployment trend”.





Taxes

“Italy's total tax rate is already among the 

highest in the world: it exceeds 64%”.



Taxes

The “total tax rate” is defined by the World Bank 

as the amount of taxes and mandatory 

contributions that businesses must pay, 

after accounting for allowable deductions and 

exemptions, expressed as a percentage of 

commercial profits.





Health

“This government is cutting healthcare funding. 

Under our government, healthcare spending had 

increased, exceeding 7% of GDP”.





Pensions

“We are one of the European countries where the 

average retirement age is the highest”.





Foreign affairs

“I am the only political leader in the world to 

have chaired the G7, the G8, and the G20”.





Module 2 – How politicians 
lie about economics



A taxonomy
1. Misreading sources 

2. Misinterpreting timeframes

3. Exaggerating data

4. False causality

5. Unsupported by scientific literature

6. False trend reversal

7. Misestimating economic sector impact

8. Cherry-picking data
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Misreading Sources

This category includes statements made by politicians 

who incorrectly interpret or misunderstand the information 

from the sources they reference. 

These errors typically arise from a failure to accurately 

read or comprehend the data, leading to the dissemination 

of inaccurate or misleading information.



Misreading Sources

An example might be quoting a statistic out of context or 

attributing a particular figure to a different phenomenon 

than originally intended by the source.



“Do you know how much it is estimated—these are 

estimates, take them with a grain of salt—that tax 

avoidance in Europe could be worth every year? 

Some studies, I quote Professor Richard Murphy, 

speak of 700-800 billion euros per year”.

Example
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Misinterpreting Timeframes

This category encompasses statements by politicians 

that incorrectly interpret or fail to specify 

the relevant time period for the data they cite. 

These errors often involve presenting information 

without context, leading to misunderstandings 

about trends or changes over time. 



Misinterpreting Timeframes

An example is claiming significant growth or 

improvement without clarifying the specific years 

or periods in question. 

This can distort the perceived accuracy 

and relevance of the data.



“Under my government, the disposable income of 

households, according to the OECD, has increased 

in Italy six times more than it has increased 

on average in other nations”.

Example





Definition

Household disposable income equals the total 

income received, after deduction of taxes on 

income and wealth and social contributions, 

and includes monetary social benefits 

(such as unemployment benefits).



Definition

For example, if money income increases 

more than consumer prices, real income increases. 

If money income increases less than 

consumer prices, real income declines.
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Exaggerating Data

This category involves statements made by politicians 

that amplify or overstate facts and figures 

beyond their actual significance. 

These exaggerations often aim to make a situation appear 

more favorable or unfavorable than it truly is.



Exaggerating Data

An example might be declaring a country as the 

leading economic force in a region despite data showing 

many other countries with higher growth rates. 

This type of error misleads the audience by 

presenting an inflated version of reality.



“Italy is the locomotive of Europe”.

Example
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False Causality

This category includes statements by politicians that 

incorrectly attribute a causal relationship between 

two events or phenomena without sufficient evidence. 

These errors involve asserting that one factor 

directly causes another when the connection is 

either unproven or nonexistent.



False Causality

An example might be claiming that a policy change has 

directly led to economic improvement without considering 

other contributing factors or without any supporting data. 

This misleads the audience by suggesting 

a cause-and-effect relationship that may not exist.



“The board displaying the average fuel prices 

has led to a constant reduction in the price 

of diesel and gasoline”.

Example
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Unsupported by 
Scientific Literature

This category covers statements made by politicians that 

lack backing from scientific research or credible studies. 

These claims are presented without evidence 

from peer-reviewed literature or established research, 

making them unreliable.



Unsupported by 
Scientific Literature

An example might be asserting that 

a particular economic policy always leads to job growth 

without citing any studies or data to support the claim. 

This misleads the audience by presenting opinions or 

assumptions as though they are scientifically validated facts.



“In countries like Germany, where the 

minimum wage has been adopted, 

other wages have also increased”.

Example
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False Trend Reversal

This category includes statements by politicians 

that claim a significant change in a trend due to recent actions 

or policies, despite evidence showing no 

such reversal has occurred. 

These assertions typically involve taking credit 

for improvements or shifts that either have not happened 

or are unrelated to the actions in question.



False Trend Reversal

An example is declaring that a new government has reversed 

an economic downturn when data indicates that 

the trend remains unchanged. 

This misleads the audience by presenting 

an inaccurate picture of progress or impact.



“With the Meloni government, we have completely 

reversed the trend: the Italian economy is growing 

faster than the EU average, we have reached the 

highest employment rate ever recorded in Italy, 

and the highest number of stable contracts”.

Example



Real GDP growth rate
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This category pertains to statements made by politicians 

that inaccurately estimate the contribution or significance 

of a particular economic sector to the overall economy, 

often inflating or deflating its true impact. 

These errors arise from a misunderstanding or 

misrepresentation of data, leading to incorrect 

conclusions about the sector’s role.

Misestimating Economic 
Sector Impact



An example might be claiming that a specific industry 

represents a large percentage of GDP 

without supporting evidence. 

This misleads the audience by providing an 

erroneous view of the sector’s economic importance.

Misestimating Economic 
Sector Impact



“Professional football is an industry 

worth 7% of Italy’s GDP, providing jobs 

to over 120,000 people”.

Example
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This category involves statements made by politicians 

that selectively use specific data points to support 

their position while ignoring other relevant data 

that may contradict their argument. 

This selective presentation of information can create 

a misleading narrative by focusing only on the favorable 

or unfavorable aspects that suit their agenda.

Cherry-Picking Data



An example is highlighting the rise in public debt 

in absolute terms without acknowledging 

that the debt-to-GDP ratio is decreasing. 

This misleads the audience by providing 

an incomplete and biased picture of the situation.

Cherry-Picking Data



Example

“Public debt has reached its highest value. 

Yet you have been saying for months 

that it was decreasing”.




