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A bigger place has bigger totals

One mechanism of official statistics — why raw counts
flatter large populations, and when a total, a rate, or a
per-capita figure is the honest one.

B E F O R E  Y O U  B E G I N

How This Guide Works

This is part of Incognati Civics, applying the field-guide format to the
official statistics the government publishes — jobs, prices, crime,
output, deaths — the numbers themselves and the way they are read,
examined the same way regardless of which party the figure happens
to help or hurt. Each specimen goes deep on one mechanism, with
agency methodology, official records, and nonpartisan scholarship
listed in full on the references page.

I N C O G N A T I  C I V I C S  —  O F F I C I A L  D A T A  R E P O R T I N G

01 Seasonal Adjustment Mistaken for
Manipulation

02 Preliminary Estimate vs. Revised Figure

03 Nominal vs. Real (Inflation-Adjusted) 04 Headline Rate vs. Broader Measures

05 Disinflation vs. Deflation 06 Reported Crime vs. Victimization Survey

07 Base-Period Switching 08 Per Capita vs. Absolute Counts

09 Point Estimate vs. Sampling Error 10 Methodology Change Framed as Fudging

11 Provisional vs. Final Data 12 Index Construction
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OFFI C I AL  DAT A R E P OR T I NG

C I V I C S  S P E C I M E N  ·  N O .  0 8
PLATE VIII

Per Capita vs. Absolute Counts
Pro Capite
Governing precedent / case Rate vs. count normalization Status Recurring in cross-place comparisons

O B S ERVED  S PECIMEN CRIME,  D IS EA S E,  S PEN D IN G ,  EMIS S IO N S  B Y S TA TE O R CO U N TRY

A state with more people will have more crimes, more cases, and more spending in raw
totals — that is arithmetic, not policy. Ranking places by absolute counts mostly ranks
them by population. Dividing by population gives a per-capita rate that compares like
with like. But the reverse trick exists too: a per-capita figure can shrink a genuinely large
problem in a big jurisdiction. The honest measure depends on the question — total
burden, or individual risk — and a comparison that switches between them mid-
argument is doing work quietly.
THE HOOK

Places of very different sizes are compared on
raw totals, so the largest always ‘leads.’

THE MECHANISM

Normalizing by population converts counts to
rates, making comparison fair; but the choice of
total vs. per-capita should match whether the
question is aggregate burden or per-person risk.

Field mark: when places or eras are compared, ask whether the figure is a raw count or a rate
per person — a total mostly measures size, while a rate measures intensity, and switching
between them mid-argument hides the move.
See the full references page for complete citations.
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Sources · Specimen No. 8

References

every source checkable at the link provided; DOIs given where the source has one
AGEN C Y R EFER EN C E ·  C DC

U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Age-Adjusted and Crude Rates” explainer.
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/hus/sources-definitions/rates.htm

CDC/NCHS documentation on why rates, not counts, are used to compare populations.

R EFER EN C E ·  C EN S US  B UR EAU

U.S. Census Bureau, population estimates used as denominators for official rates.
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest.html

The population base that converts absolute counts into comparable per-capita rates.
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Closing Plate · Field Method

Reading a Ranking: A Gut Check
four questions before a ‘most X’ ranking tells you where the problem really is

1 Count or rate?
A raw total mostly reflects how many people live there.

2 Match measure to question
Aggregate burden wants totals; individual risk wants rates.

3 Watch mid-argument swaps
Switching from total to per-capita can reverse a ranking.

4 Check the denominator
A per-capita figure is only as good as the population it divides by.

I N C O G N A T I  C I V I C S

The Series Continues

This is Specimen No. 8 of the Official Data Reporting section within
Incognati Civics. The full queue of twelve specimens is listed on the cover.
This section joins Elections and Federal Laws within Civics, with local
government and institutional communications planned beyond it. The
Incognati Atlas catalogs the underlying patterns across all of it.
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