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Longtime Columbia University astronomy professor David Helfand’s Survival Guide 
seems even more pertinent now, in the wake of the recent presidential election and the 
fake news epidemic, than it was almost a year ago at the time of its first publication. 
Helfand’s book certainly isn’t a “how to determine if the news you are reading is fake” 
guide, but many of the principles of scientific discovery he explores could certainly be 
applied to the aforementioned dilemma.  
 
Two of the most useful parts of the book didn’t fall under the auspices of the thirteen 
numbered chapters, but within two “Interludes.” The first, on numbers, gave a good 
introduction to numbers, in the sense that many, many people—even well-educated 
people—are what you might call “innumerate” (that is, the number equivalent of 
illiterate). As such, when given certain kinds of number-based information, some people 
cannot immediately recognize when the math is off. It’s always important when dealing 
with number-related information to do simple “sanity checks” to ensure that the 
information is accurate and not off by a power of 10 (or even 10,000 or 10,000,000). For 
example, if you read a report that 20 billion illegal immigrants came to the US in 2016, 
you should pause before you believe it. After all, there are only ~7 billion people on the 
planet as a whole, so, the numbers really just don’t make sense. That’s an extreme 
example, but you can see the point he is trying to make. 
 
The second interlude, on logic and language, was also particularly helpful, though hard 
to top the everyday usefulness of that on numbers.  
 
Interludes aside, the chapters were incredibly useful as well. Two of the most pertinent 
chapters, one on statistics and the other on the relationship (or lack thereof) between 
correlation and causation, address some of the most critical issues involving data 
interpretation facing our world today. The fact is, information is power, and data is 
information in its purest, rawest form. Being able to understand and interpret data 
accurately and efficiently can be a daunting task, but it is an important one. The sheer 
quantity of fake news that stems from inaccurate data analysis likening correlation to 
causation is astounding.  
 
Helfand’s prose certainly isn’t aimed at a particularly broad audience, but it serves as a 
helpful reminder, especially for scientists and the like who ought to know better, to 
always check the source before believing any information.  
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