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» Distinguished Figure

in Statistics

In July, Professor Zhu Lixing of HKBU’s
Department of Mathematics added to the many
honours he has received when he was one of
the few non Americans to be selected as Fellow
of the American Statistical Association in 2007.
The prestigious award was for his outstanding
contributions in several areas of statistical
research. These areas sound highly technical
but in fact have important applications in many
areas of our life.
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selected as an Institute of Mathematical But in fact these research areas have

Statistics Fellow, and elected Director multiple practical uses, particularly in
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a world that is becoming ever more
complex to understand and analyse.
Professor Zhu is more than happy to
explain why his work is relevant and

beneficial to everyday life.

Take dimension reduction, which in
the dictionary is defined as the process
of reducing the number of random
variables under consideration. In the
world of finance, for instance, many
stocks in the Hang Seng Index generate
huge amounts of information, which
statisticians call a high-dimension data
problem. This means there are too many

variables to be studied simultaneously.

“The results through studying
variables one by one may be half-baked,”

Professor Zhu says. “We have to create

new methods to study the variables

effectively in order to get the information
we need.” This is where dimension
reduction comes in. The variables, or
dimensions, are reduced down to a
figure that can be easily disgested to

provide the required information.

Another field where dimension
reduction is employed is medical science.
The human body is highly complicated
and collecting data about the human
body can be very costly. Dimension
reduction is a valuable tool in analysing
this data.

Professor Zhu pointed to the use
of dimension reduction in analysing the
data produced by Hong Kong’s Census
and Statistics Department each year. The
method can also be used in education to
analyse students’ performance in school
to find out which subjects they should
study and which university department
they should enrol in.

Inter-disciplinary
cooperation

In fact the method is valuable in
any area where masses of data and
information are created — and not just
outside the University. HKBU places
a high priority on inter-disciplinary
research, in which academics from

several departments work together,

Professor Zhu Lixing of Mathematics
Department was selected as Fellow of the
American Statistical Association in 2007
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pooling their expertise to tackle research

projects from their different perspectives.

Professor Zhu says he has been
working with HKBU'’s highly respected
School of Chinese Medicine. When the
School wanted to carry out a clinical trial,
decisions had to be made on how many
patients would be assigned to receive a
special treatment and how to analyse the
resulting data. Professor Zhu will assist

the School in this important work.

He is also collaborating with the
HKBU library, which wants to know
how important the library is to students’
academic performance, as measured
by their Grade Point Average (GPA).
“Up to now we have used the GPA as
one variable, an indicator of academic
perfomance. We also used the number
of books borrowed from the library as
another variable. We wanted to check

the relationship between the two.”

At first one might predict that
students who read a lot of books were, at
least, hard workers, and this would reflect
in their GPA. But the analysis by Professor
Zhu showed that this was not necessarily
the case — there was not an absolute
correlation between the number of books
borrowed and GPA performance.

Be cautious with numbers

Like all statisticians, Professor Zhu
is aware of the phrase “Lies, damned
lies and statistics.” This well-known
saying is attributed to 19th Century
British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli
and popularised in the U.S. by author
Mark Twain. The statement refers
to the persuasive power of numbers,
and succinctly describes how even
accurate statistics can be used to bolster

inaccurate arguments.

Professor Zhu agrees that one must
always be careful with statistics. ““| always
tell people not to believe statistics
completely. Why? Because if you use

statistics wrongly then statistics are a lie.

“What statistics can do is to provide
information, provide a suggestion of
probability. We cannot say that this
information is 100 percent correct,
not absolutely true. If somebody tells
you that the information is 100 percent
correct then that person is either not a

statistician or he might be cheating you.”

Professor Zhu conducts statistical research
for the School of Chinese Medicine and
the Library
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