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P-value shake-up proposed

Big names in statistics recommend tightening threshold for significance in biomedical science.

BY DALMEET SINGH CHAWLA

crisis, and researchers, funders and pub-
lishers are increasingly worried that the
scholarly literature is littered with unreliable
resulls. Now, a group of 72 prominent
researchers is targeting what they say is one
cause of the problem: weak statistical standards
of evidence for claiming new discoveries,
In many disciplines, the significance of
findings is judged by Pvalues. They are used
Lo Lest (and dismiss) a ‘null hypothesis, which

Sclence is in the throes of a reproducibility

generally posits that the effect being tested for
doesn'l exist. The smaller the P valus thal is
found for a set of results, the less likely it is that
the results are purely due to chance. Results
are deemed ‘statistically significant’ when this
value is below 0.05.

Bul many scientists worry Lhat this threshold
has caused too many false positives to appear
in the literature, a problem exacerbated by a
practice called P hacking, in which researchers
gather data without first creating a hypothesis
tor test, and then look for patterns in the results
that can be reported as statistically significant.

S0, in a provocative manuscript posted
on Lthe Psy ArXiv preprint server on 22 July,
researchers argue that P-value thresholds
shoild be lowered to 0.005 for the social
and biomedical sciences (D). Benjamin ef al.
Preprint at PsyArXiv httpe/iosfio/preprints/
poyarsiv/mky%j; 2017). The [inal paper is sel
to be published in Natwre Human Behaviour,

“Hesearchers just don't realize how wealk
the evidence is when the P value is 0,05, says
Draniel Benjamin, one of the paper’s co-lead
authors and an cconomist at the University of
Southern California in Los Angeles, He thinks
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n NLINE by Nature's # Landslide triggered rare Greenland and the quest for
photo team mega-tsunami go.natere.com/2hjtsce antimatter
go.nature. ® Clues emergs in mystery of nature.com/matare/
com/2vdlt0g flickering quasars go.nature.com/2tutfit podcast
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3
(Chawla DS. Nature 2017)
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