
no difference between the 2 procedures rather than state
that they could not reach a conclusion on the relationship
between the procedures. This resulted in an overstate-
ment of what the data really said. The authors also chose
not to exclude patients undergoing adhesiolysis who had
major complications and also those who had incomplete
adhesiolysis. Because these patients make adhesiolysis
appear less effective, their inclusion in the data analysis
is critical. Unfortunately, the discussion section did not
fully address what the results would have been had those
patients been excluded. The original analysis also did
not address the fact that the data set showed less benefit
than the literature. The obvious questions in this regard
might relate to whether this was a unique study popula-
tion and why the results were so different from previous-
ly published data. 

The authors also pointed out that the study did not
factor in the potential use of adhesion barriers, which
could limit adhesion reformation. That is not necessar-
ily a flaw in study design, but it does limit the applica-
bility of the publication’s results since so many cases in
our daily practice might well involve the use of barri-
ers, thereby potentially increasing the benefit of the
adhesiolysis.

■■ COMMENTARY
What does this mean to your practice? It means:

Don’t believe everything that you hear, or at least under-
stand the data as well as the analysis. The authors of the
original paper overestimated what their data said, yet
practitioners used the results to make clinical decisions.
We should all be reading the literature, but we should be
good consumers also. Think of it a bit like a television
commercial, i.e., just because you see the product adver-
tised doesn’t mean you run out and buy it at the store;
however, the more you hear it, the more likely you are to
buy it. Then, when, and if you do buy the product, you’ll
be running your own test to decide whether it’s a good
product and whether you’ll buy it again. So Roman and
co-authors have done us all a favor by cautioning us not
to abandon adhesiolysis just because of this one study,
even though it was randomized. Evidence-based medi-
cine is now and will continue to be important to our daily
lives, but this is an example of why it does not hold all
the answers yet.

So in response to the question in the title, “Do statis-
tics ever lie?” the answer would be that they don’t lie by
themselves. They need help.

In our never-ending effort to provide a service to our
readers, allow me to provide a quick reference glossary
that may help in your future reading of the literature (see
sidebar, right).  ■

20 July 2009

Clinical Terms
• Evidence-based medicine: “… the conscientious,

explicit, and judicious use of current best evidence in
making decisions about the care of individual
patients.” Sackett DL, et al. BMJ 1996;312:71-72.

• Descriptive study designs: e.g., case reports, case
series, cross-sectional studies, suggest or generate
hypotheses.

• Analytic study designs: e.g., observational studies,
randomized controlled trials, test hypotheses.

• Sensitivity: e.g., true positive/true positive + false
negative, tests with high sensitivity are used for
screening. False positives do occur, but few people
with the disease are missed (low false negative).

• Specificity: e.g., true negative/false positive + true
negative, tests with high specificity are used to con-
firm the presence of a condition/disease. 

• Mean: the average.
• Median: the value that is the middle, i.e., there are

50% of the values less than this and 50% more.
• Mode: the most common value.
• Standard deviation: standard deviation of ± 1

includes approximately 68% of observations; ± 2
includes approximately 95% observations; ± 3
includes 99.7% of the observations.

• Positive predictive value: true positive/true posi-
tive + false positive.

• Type 1 and type 2 errors: Type 1 error rejects the
null hypothesis even though it is true (the null hypoth-
esis states that there is no difference between 2
groups). A type 2 error does not reject the null
hypothesis even though it is false.

Statistical Terms
• Statistical power: Clinical significance and statistical

significance are unrelated. If study results have a
power of 80%, it means that if there is a difference
between 2 groups, there is an 80% chance of correct-
ly detecting it.

• Confidence interval: A confidence interval (CI) of
95% means that the CI holds true for 95 of 100 sam-
ples similar to the one in the study.

• Validity: extent to which the investigation correctly
represents the relationship being studied.

• Reliability: ability of a test to reach the same results
under the same conditions.

• Relative risk: Incidence in the exposed population/
incidence in the unexposed population (can only be
calculated after a prospective or experimental study).

• Incidence: number of new cases of a condition per
year.

• Prevalence: overall proportion of a population with
the specified condition.
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