
DATA DREDGING

S l i c e  y o u r  d a t a  i n  e n o u g h  d i f f e r e n t  w a y s  a n d  y o u ’ l l

o b s e r v e  s o m e  c o r r e l a t i o n s  p u r e l y  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  c h a n c e . 

D a t a  d r e d g i n g  i s  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  t h e

c o r r e l a t i o n  w a s  i n  f a c t  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  c h a n c e . 

Tests  for  s ta t i s t i ca l  s ign i f i cance on ly  work  i f  you’ve
def ined your  hypothes i s  upf ront .  H is tor ica l l y,  th i s  has  been

a problem wi th  c l in ica l  t r ia l s  where  researchers  have
‘data-dredged’  the i r  resu l t s  and swi tched what  they  were 
tes t ing for.  I t  exp la ins  why so  many resu l t s  publ i shed in
sc ient i f i c  journa l s  have  subsequent ly  been proven to  be 

wrong.  To avo id  th i s ,  i t ’s  now becoming s tandard pract ice
to  reg is ter  c l in ica l  t r ia l s ,  s ta t ing in  advance what  your

pr imary  endpoint  measure  i s .


