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Ever since the landmark invention of diverse statistical tech-
niques 100 years ago that let us properly compare the difference
between the averages of two groups, we have deluded ourselves
into thinking that it’s such differences that are the salient—and
often the only—important one between groups. We’ve spent
a century observing and interpreting such differences. We’ve
become almost obsessed, and we should stop.

Yes, we can reliably say that men are taller than women,
on average; that Norwegians are richer than Swedes; that first-
born children are smarter than second-born children. And
we can do experiments to detect tiny differences in means—
between groups exposed and unexposed to a virus, or between
groups with and without a particular allele of a gene. But this is
too simple and too narrow a view of the natural world.

Our focus on averages should be retired. Or, if not retired,
given an extended vacation. During this vacation, we should
catch up on another sort of difference between groups which
has gotten short shrift: We should focus on comparing the dif-
ference in variance—which captures the spread, or range, of
measured values—between groups.

Part of the reason we've focused so much on the average is
that the statistical tools for computing and comparing averages
are so much easier and well developed. It's much harder to
compare whether the variance of one group is different from
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the variance of another. But this calls to mind the joke about
the drunk searching for his keys on his knees under a lamp post
because the light is better there. Drunk with statistical power,
we've persuaded ourselves that the mean of a distribution is its
most important property. But often it’s not.

For example, we've focused on the differences in average
wealth between groups—whether the United States is richer than
other countries and what might have caused this, or whether
bankers make more money than consultants and how this affects
the professional choices of graduating college students. But the
distribution of wealth in the groups may be equally important
in explaining collective and individual outcomes and choices.
Even if the U.S. and Sweden have the same average income
(roughly speaking), the variance in income is much higher in
the U.S. (income inequality is greater), and this fact, rather than
any difference in means between the groups, may help explain
what happens to people in these societies. For example, it may be
better for the health of a group, and (on average!) for the health
of the individuals within it, for the group to have a more equal
distribution of income even if the average income is somewhat
lower. We might wish for more equality at the expense of wealth.

Here’s a hypothetical example leading to the opposite prac-
tical conclusion about inequality: When forming a crew of sail-
ors for a sailboat, what would be best? To have all ten of the sailors
have the same level of myopia, with mean vision of 20/200, or to
have a group of sailors in which nine had even worse vision but
one had perfect vision? The average vision could be the same in
both groups, but for the purposes of sailing the boat effectively,
and for the survival of all aboard, it might be better to have more
rather than less inequality. We might wish for more inequality at

the expense of vision.
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Or consider amedical example of how variance is important:
There may be two conditions with equal average prognoses—
say, advanced AIDS and advanced liver cirrhosis—but doctors
may offer “Do Not Resuscitate” orders to AIDS patients at
much higher rates. It’s tempting to conclude that doctors are
more eager to avoid resuscitating AIDS patients, perhaps for
discriminatory reasons. But the real reason may be that the
variance in survival in the AIDS group is much higher and
there may be many more patients in that group who will die
imminently. The doctors may be oriented to this fact rather
than to the average survival of the two groups; they may reason
that they can wait to offer DNR orders to the cirrhosis patients.

A familiarity with variance would also allow us to make
sense of the famously controversial hypothesis regarding why
there are more male math professors at major universities: The
mean overall math aptitude among men and women might be
the same, but the variance in men might be higher. If so, this
would mean that there are more men at the very bottom of the
distribution (and, indeed, boys are roughly three times more
likely to be mentally disabled than girls) but also that there are
more men at the upper end of the distribution.

When we focus mainly on the mean, we miss the chance to
observe interesting and important things about the world. And
a restricted view has adverse practical as well as scientific impli-
cations. Do we want a richer, less equal society? Do we want
educational programs to increase the equality of test scores, or
the average? Will a cancer drug that makes some patients live
longer and kills others sooner still be preferred by patients even
if it has no effect on average survival? To really understand the
relevant tradeoffs, we must acquire not only the tools but also
the vision to focus on variance.
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