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ABSTRACT

Understanding statistics can be one of the more difficult and
daunting tasks facing the clinician attempting to understand
and use the research literature. While the fundamental aim of
including statistics in literature is to justify the conclusions
and to enhance the information presented, all too often,
statistics serve only to intimidate and alienate clinicians.
There are two sources for this barrier to understanding: poor
comprehension of statistics by clinicians, and inappropriate
presentation of statistics by researchers. In the third of our
papers on evidence-based practice and the clinician, some
basic principles of statistics are introduced. Aspects such as
the concepts of clinical and statistical significance are
discussed, and an outline of the appropriate use of specific
statistics is provided. The hope is that this will enable the
clinician to better judge the applicability of statistical
techniques as applied in the published literature. Some of the
newer, more ‘clinician friendly’ statistical approaches are also
presented. Finally some of the cheats and shortcuts
commonly encountered in the presentation of research are
discussed, and the methods for dealing with them are
outlined. 

INTRODUCTION

“If a man begins with certainties, he shall end in doubts, but if
he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in
certainties”,  Francis Bacon.
Few people would question the importance of research in the
development of professional and clinical practice.  Often
however, confusion with the statistical aspects of research can
impede the integration of appropriate research findings into
good clinical practice.  For many people, the presentation of
data in statistical form can, in itself, immediately present a
technical barrier to understanding. Given that statistical
methods are intended to inform and not to confuse, the
resolution of any shortfall requires some effort on the part of
both the clinician and the researcher: the clinician should have
the skills to deal with basic statistical concepts, and the
researcher must make statistical results appropriately
accessible.

In this, the third paper in the series, the role of statistics in
the application of research to clinical practice, is discussed.
The goal of the paper is to enhance clinician understanding of
research by reviewing statistical terminology, approaches, tests
and interpretation. We describe some of the various ways in
which statistical information can be presented, and take the
reader through the process of using that information
constructively. Some of the newer, more clinically relevant
statistics will be presented and common pitfalls in the
inappropriate presentation of statistics by researchers are
outlined. By the end, the reader should be able to better
understand some of the concepts behind statistical presentation
of data, and realise the strengths and the limitations of
statistical data.  Finally, the reader will be able to recognise the
basic principles of appropriate and inappropriate use of
statistics in the presentation of research data. 

WHY USE STATISTICS AT ALL?

“There are three kind of lies:  lies, damned lies and statistics”,  
Benjamin Disraeli.

The scientific approach to research is based on a
systematic, empirical, controlled and critical examination of an
issue. Using this approach it is possible to test whether an
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