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Professor Mardia and his colleagues are surely to be congratulated on the series of influential
conferences that they have organized in Leeds, as well as on their own distinctive contributions.
Professor Mardia asked me to contribute a few remarks on the current position of statistical
research and the implications for the future. I do so with some nervousness!

My sense is that over recent years the general appreciation of the relevance of statistical
thinking has broadened, among scientists in particular andamong the general public to a lesser
extent. Of course this is not quite the same as appreciation of statisticians, but I think even this
may have improved too!

There are, perhaps, two broad challenges to our subject. Oneis to recognize the great
diversity of contexts in which statistical ideas arise, theneed for a variety of approaches and
indeed to appreciate that no two applications are quite the same. The other is, as far as possible,
to see some unity of ideas and to limit the extent to which the subject fragments into separate,
even occasionally warring, components.

Like so many areas of work, statistics is very heavily influenced by current technology, in
our case by computing, both as it affects data capture as wellas data analysis. I recall with
some displeasure hours spent reading paper traces to convert the signal level into numerical
form as a basis for time series analysis, which itself was a pretty painful process. Nowadays
computational time is sometimes still a limit on data analysis; think for example of the ABC
algorithm needed for fitting some complex models in geneticsand systems biology and perhaps
other areas too.

But on the whole computational considerations have drastically transformed the tactics of
much if not all of data analysis. In the old days, before embarking on any other than the
very simplest forms of analysis one thought and thought again and then possibly computed;
remember that inverting an 8 by 8 matrix by hand would take at least a person-day. Now, in
many fields at least, it is normal to compute first and think later. This has obviously many
advantages. It would be good if one of the few advantages of the older approach, the ability to
see the pathways between the data and the final answer and the ability to detect quickly absurd
answers, could be protected.

A key question, however, concerns whether the basic principles of applied statistics have
been radically changed, rather than been subject to gradualevolutionary processes. In so far as
the principles concern question formulation, study design, measurement issues, and the various
phases of analysis, leading on to interpretation, I tend to think the broad principles to be fairly
stable, although answers to such a wide-ranging question are no doubt strongly age-dependent!
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