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HansRoslingwasaSwedishmedicaldoctor,professorininternationalhealth,statisticianandworld-
renownedpublicspeaker.HehadtheroleofadvisorforWorldHealthOrganizationandUNICEF,
andco-founderofMédicinSansFrontièresinSweden.HeheldseveralTEDtalks(viewedmore
than35-milliontimes)andamultitudeofspeechesatvariousglobalconferences,includingat2015
DavosWorldEconomicForum.HewasincludedinTime’smagazine’sonehundredmostinfluential
peopleintheworld.Thisbookwashislastmission,hislegacytotheworld,ashediedmakingfinal
notesonthedraftmanuscript.

Hismissionwastopromotetheuseofdatatounderstandthedevelopmenttrendsoftheworld.
Heco-foundedTheGapminderFoundationtogetherwithhissonOlaRoslingandhisdaughter-

in-lawAnnalRoslingRönnlund.TheydevelopedTrendalyzer,asoftwarethatpresentsUNandWorld
Bankdatatrendsasanimatedbubblechartsforeaseofpresentationandunderstandingofworldtrends.

Thebooktitleandsubtitleareself-explanatory:“Factfulness:TenReasonsWe’reWrongabout
theWorld–andWhyThingsarebetterthanyouthink”.Itseemsthatthereisnoentryfortheword
“factfulness”inthemostreputableEnglishdictionaries(Oxford,CambridgeandMerriam-Webster),
suggestingthatthisisawordinventedbyHansRosling.Consideringhislegacyandlifemission,we
caninterpretthisnewconceptsimilarlytotheoneof“mindfulness,”butwithmorefactsandfigures.

Speakingaboutthecontributionmadebythisbook,thereisnobetterdescriptionthantheone
ofBillGates:“anindispensableguidetothinkingclearlyabouttheworld.”

FortheonesthatknowHansRosling’swork,andevenfortheonesthatdonot,youwillbe
pleasedtoknowthatthisbookisthequintessenceofHans’missiontochangethepeople’sskewed
viewoftheworld.Thecontentsofthisbookaretheresultof18yearsofworkofthethreeco-founders
ofTheGapminderFoundation.Thus,whilemanyideasarenotnecessarilynew,thisisareference
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book–apracticalguide-withclearlymarkedtoolstohelpusimproveourviewoftheworld,tobe
usednowandinthefuture.

WhytheneedforthisbookandwheredidHans’missioncomefrom?
Asaprofessorofinternationalhealth,hewasteachinghisstudentsglobaltrendsandhewas

puzzledbyhow,evenwhenstudentswereprovidedwithdatatrends,theystillmaintainedaskewed
viewoftheworld.Togainmoreinsights,Hansmovedfromstudentstootheraudiences(including
highly-educatedones,Nobellaureatesandmedicalresearchers)andstartedtosystematicallymeasure
theignoranceabouttheworld,typicallywithaliveaudiencebeingtestedontheirglobalknowledge.
Littletonodifferencesamongsttheaudiences.Itappearsthatitisnotaboutbeingintelligent,but
about how we perceive the world, i.e. systematically wrong as Hans demonstrates by gathering
empiricalevidence.

Buthowdoweknowifweareignorantabouttheworld?Wemeasurethiswiththe13-factquestion
testincludedinthebookattheveryonset,sothatthereaderistestedabouthisorherknowledgeof
theworld.ReadersthatarealreadyfamiliarwithHansRosling’sworkmightscorewellinthistest
onthisoccasion.Buteventhesereaderswillbenefitfromreadingthebook,asitisfullofinteresting
insightsandpracticalstepsonhowtoequipuswithabetterunderstandingoftheworld.

Thisglobal-knowledge scalemeasuresourknowledgeabout importantworld issues suchas
population(geographicdistribution,growthexpectancy,deathsbynaturaldisasters,lifeexpectancy,
childrenvaccination),wealth(globaldistributionofpopulationbasedonincome,extremepoverty),
education(offemalepopulation),energy(accesstoelectricity)andenvironment(climatechange,
endangeredspecies).

Allitems,exceptclimatechange,seemtobeperceivedworsethanthesheerrealityoffacts
andfigures.

Ourskewedviewof theworld iscausedmainlybyourpersonalbiases(recencyeffectbias,
consistencybias,egocentricbiasamongstmanyother),byouroutdatedinformationknowledgeand
bybiasedmedia information framed todramatize thenews.Strongdramaticheadlinescatch the
attentionoftheaudiencesandwillalwaysbepreferredbymedia,inthedetrimentofneutralnews
aboutnormalpositivefactsorsmallincrementaldevelopmentsoftheworld,whichwouldnotget
publishednorwouldgetattentionfromaudiences.

Fromaknowledge-basedperspective,HansRoslingsetsupthebookwithadidacticapproach.
Hecommencesbyassessingtheglobalknowledgescoreofthereader–settingthebaseline-and
followsupbypresenting10reasonswhywearewrongabouttheworld,reasonsreferredbyHansas
instincts.Manifestly,thelessoniscompletedwiththepracticalapplicationsoffactfulness.

The“FactfulnessRulesofThumb”summaryattheendofthebookcanbeusedasacheat-sheet
onlybythosethatunderstoodeachinstinctdescribedinchapters1to10andhowtocontrolforit:
thegapinstinct(control:lookforthemajority),thenegativityinstinct(control:expectbadnews),
thestraightlineinstinct(control:linesmightbend),thefearinstinct(control:calculatetherisks),
thesizeinstinct(control:getthingsinproportion),thegeneralizationinstinct(control:questionyour
categories),thedestinyinstinct(control:slowchangeisstillchange),thesingleperspectiveinstinct
(control:geta toolbox), theblame instinct (control: resistpointingyour finger)and theurgency
instincts(control:takesmallsteps).

Hanshasaverydidacticapproachinpresentingeachinstinct.Fromtheveryonsetinthebook,
hestatesthatthehumanmindismorereceptivetostories,ratherthannumbers.Hansappliesthis
knowledgeandtellsinsightfulstories(veryoftenpersonalstories)inordertofamiliarizethereaders
withtheconcepts.Hethusgetstheaudiencepreparedforthetheorybehindeachinstinct,always
providingenoughsupportingevidenceoftheinstinctthroughrealworldtrenddata(mainsources:
WorldBankandUnitedNations).Andbecausethisisareferencebook,Hansequipsuswithpractical
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thinkingtoolsonhowtocontroltheseinstinctsthatinterfereinourcorrectperceptionoftheworld
(thisishisfactfulnessknowledgethathepassesontothereader).

Themainideasinthebookarederivedfromtheconceptofoverdramaticworldviewthatmost
ofthepopulationhas.Suchvieworiginatesfromabinarythinking:peopletendtohavethetendency
tosplittheworldintwocategories(minimumandmaximumwealth),withoutmiddleclass.Itis
easierforustoconceptualizetheworldthisway,throughoversimplification.ButasHansproveswith
figures,themajorityofthepopulationactuallylivesinthemiddleofthescale.

Thefact is that theworldmadesignificantprogressonmost importantaspectsover the last
20-100years (wealth,education,medicine,etc.).Extremepoverty is rare,as themajorityof the
populationlivesinmiddle-incomecountries.Mostfamilieshavetwochildrenonaverageandhave
accesstopreemptivemedicine(theirchildrengetvaccinated).Educationisnolongeramaleattribute
formostfamiliesanddaughtersgeteducated.Mostfamiliesconsidertravellingabroadforholidays,
notas refugees.Mostofusperceive the typical familydifferently,mainlybecause thiscommon
familydepictedbyHans’dataisrarely,ifever,broadcastedinthenews.Onecouldreiteratethatthe
mediaispromotingaskewedviewoftheworld.Thefactisthatdramaticnewsreachesanincreasing
audience.Consequently,thenewsisfrequentlycoveringdramasofrefugeesandextremepoverty.
Thesestoriesrepresentinfactonlyasmallpercentageofthepopulationandthusweperceivethese
extremesituationsasbeingmorefrequentthantheyreallyare(aclassiccaseofavailabilitybias).

Themostvaluableideathatonecanlearnfromthebook,inmyview,isthattheglobalmajor
institutionsshouldnotcategorizethecountriesin‘developed’and‘developing’.Abettercategorization
wouldbea4-tier-incomelevelcountries,astructurethatsupportsabetterviewofthepositivetrends
intheworldgloballybutalsoattheindividuallevel.Someindividualsorfamiliescanbeatthehighest
incomelevel4,butlivein2ndor3rdincome-levelcountries.

Thisisanimportantshiftinviewingtheworld,buteasiertoconceptualizethantooperationalize.
IttookHansRosling17yearsand14conferencestoconvincetheWorldBanktomakethisshiftin
countriescategories.Binarythinkingmightoncemorebetheculprit.

Oneofthestrengthsofthebookisthenarrativestyle.ThefactthatitiswritteninplainEnglish,
asifitwasnarratedbyHanshimself,makesitveryenjoyable(plentyofhumor,too),inadditionto
beingeasytounderstandandconvincing,asitis,quitenaturallyatthispoint,backedupbydata.

Thedidacticapproachinconstructinganddeconstructingtheinstinctsthatmakeusseetheworld
worsethanitreallyis,givesthevalidpremiseofthisbookbecominganeffectivetoolincombating
ignoranceinthefuture.

Thetargetaudiencemightincludeeverypersonwithconcernsabouttheworldandespeciallythose
whowanttomakeachangeintheworld,bethosestudents,educators,businessleaders,journalists,
activists,politicians.

Factfullnessisusingdataandstatisticsastherapy,itis“understanding[theworldwelivein]asa
sourceofmentalpeace.”This‘therapeuticmethod’haspracticalbenefitsforthepopulation,helping
ustomakebetterdecisionsatpersonalandbusinesslevel,tobebetterconsumersofnews,tobetteruse
ourenergyinresponsetorealdangersandtobelessstressedaboutthemisconceptionsoftheworld.

Concisely,factfullnessequipsthereaderwithtoolstoreplaceinstinctivereactionswithcriticalthinking.
Ibelievethatfactfullnessmaybethenextdriverofchangeandprogressintheworld.Nobetter

words toconclude thanHans’own:“Ihavefoundfighting ignoranceandspreadingafact-based
worldviewtobeasometimesfrustratingbutultimatelyinspiringandjoyfulwaytospendmylife.”
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