
dures followed. We welcome Christy and
Spencer’s efforts to estimate these additional
errors and look forward to seeing details pub-
lished as to how they arrived at the numbers
quoted and what they found at other stations.

There is growing evidence, however,
that the net result of all adjustments will
indeed lead to increased warming, contrary
to their assertion. First, all published homog-
enization efforts have led to increased
warming (1–3); although weaker than what
we found, this is probably because previous
efforts went only after the “biggest fish”
and/or suffered from other diff iculties.
Second, a new and independent study (4)
strongly suggests that the spurious cooling
trends in the stratosphere extend into the
troposphere, in accord with our findings
and as suggested previously (1). The impli-
cation by Christy and Spencer that spurious
warmings (which have been documented in
the other studies as well) somehow com-
pensate for daytime heating effects in the
troposphere, but not in the stratosphere,
will require clear support from the data and
careful scrutiny of methods. The agreement
noted by Christy and Spencer at U.S. sta-
tions is encouraging but does not guaran-
tee agreement in the Tropics [and mustn’t
this previously reported agreement have
been affected by the recent revision to
their method (5)?].

The trend noted by Christy and Spencer
south of 30°N is a misleading statistic that
mixes up two parts of the globe whose situ-
ation is very different. In the Tropics, sam-
pling is adequate and we find a large error
that brings the data closer to what is
expected. South of 30°S, on the other hand,
sampling is far from adequate, and
radiosonde trends have always been erratic,
with or without the relatively modest cor-
rection implied by our work.

Quite apart from this, it is hard to
believe that Christy and Spencer would
argue that a data set showing the “wrong”
amount of warming must therefore be
flawed. If that were a valid argument, their
own satellite analysis would have been dis-
carded years ago.
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Causation,Vioxx,

and Legal Issues

IN THE ARTICLE ON THE FIRST VIOXX TRIAL,
“Vioxx verdict: too little or too much sci-
ence?” (News Focus, 2 Sept., p. 1481), A.
Lawler writes that one commentator
attributed the jury’s verdict for the plain-
tiff to the evidence about Merck covering
up the problems with its drug. This
occurred in a case that most observers
thought was one of the weakest ones on
individual causation.

In law (as in science), causation is a
matter independent of culpability. A drug
may innocently cause harm, and the most
heinous corporate actions may, through
serendipity, not result in harm. Yet the
Vioxx verdict appears to be a reprise of
what occurred with the drug Bendectin and
silicon gel breast implants, in which juries
relied on evidence of corporate wrong-
doing to reach verdicts that the evidence of
causation would not justify (1, 2). 

Remarkably, the success of plaintiffs
with juries continued in the Bendectin liti-
gation even after the science tending to
exonerate the drug became more robust (3).

For the most part, courts corrected those
errors in Bendectin (which spawned the
famous Daubert decision, requiring federal
judges to more aggressively screen expert
testimony) and in breast-implant litigation.
Merck may not benefit from the same judi-
cial intervention. There is, after all, pretty
good evidence that Vioxx has caused a sub-
stantial number of heart attacks, and those
plaintiffs are queuing up for their turn. The
first case appears to have ridden on their
anticipated coattails.
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Illusory Statistics

THEREPORT BYS.NEE ETAL.“THE ILLUSIONOF
invariant quantities in life histories” (19
Aug., p. 1236) demonstrates that empirical
support for the presence of invariant ratios
in life-history traits is based on spurious
correlations. Unfortunately, their example
is just one of many: Spurious correlations
have been repeatedly raised as statistical
proofs for concepts as varied as the ener-
getic costs of reproduction (1), rates of
morphological evolution (2), and estimates
of forest biomass (3).

The repeated and blind application of
discredited statistics is a stumbling block to
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the advancement of science. The mere pos-
sibility that a statistical artefact could form
the empirical base from which a f ield of
evolutionary biology has grown is a sign
that something is wrong. It is symptomatic
of a larger issue in the biological sciences:
To be a good biologist, you must also be a
competent statistician, but many are not. To
quote one viewpoint recently expressed, “If
you can’t understand enough statistics to
interpret the data from your own experi-
ments, then you probably don’t deserve a
Ph.D. in ecology” [(4), p. 49].

Spurious correlations in biological data
are a commonly described phenomenon—
Pearson first proved their existence to evo-
lutionary biologists more than a century ago
(5). One hundred and eight years on, Nee et

al. have shown that this simple statistical
message is finally sinking in.
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CORRECTIONS AND CLARIFICATIONS

News Focus: “A glass ceiling for Asian scientists?”
by J. Mervis (28 Oct., p. 606). The article incorrectly
implied that an invitation to Liqun Luo to join the
program committee of the Society for Neuroscience
came in response to a letter questioning the soci-
ety’s commitment to providing opportunities for
Asian-American scientists. The appointment
occurred before the letter was submitted, as part of
the society’s normal process of replacing commit-
tee members. In addition, the article misspelled the
first name of Irwin Levitan, who chairs the society’s
committee on committees.

AAAS News and Notes: “2006 Annual Meeting:
Grand Challenges, Great Opportunities” (28 Oct.,
p. 635). Two lines were missing from the the last
paragraph in column 1 on page 635. The missing
text is “Altogether, there will be more than 200
symposia, lectures, seminars, and other sessions.
For more about the program and registration, see
www.aaasmeeting.org.” The text is correct in the
online version.

News of the Week: “Six women among 13 NIH
‘Pioneers’ ” (30 Sept., p. 2149). The first name of
Pehr Harbury, chosen for the 2005 Director’s
Pioneer Award by the National Institutes of Health,
was misspelled in the picture caption that accom-
panied the story.

Policy Forum: “Pathogen surveillance in animals”
by T. Kuiken et al. (9 Sept., p. 1680). In reference
(16), part E of the figure was incorrectly attributed
to the Australian Broadcasting Corporation; the
photograph is from Reuters.
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