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given a CI of –3 to 17 pounds for the 7-pound difference, one

could infer that the P value is greater than 0.05. If the CI termi-

nates exactly on no difference, such as 0 to 14 pounds, then the

P value is exactly 0.05.

Remember that the value for no difference depends on the

type of effect measure used. When the effect measure involves a

subtraction, the value for the difference is 0. When the effect mea-

sure involves a ratio, the value for no difference is 1. As shown in

Table 1, readers must pay careful attention to this in order to reli-

ably interpret the CI.

Although P values and 95% CIs are related, CIs are pre-

ferred because they convey information about the range of plau-

sible effects. In other words, the CI provides the reader with some

sense of how precise the estimate of the effect is. This is a valu-

able dimension that is not contained within a P value.

But, like P values, 95% CIs do not answer two critical ques-

tions: 1) Is the result correct? 2) Is the observed effect “impor-

tant”? To answer the first question, readers must seek other data

and evaluate the possibility of systematic error (bias). To answer

the second, they must rely on their own clinical judgment.

TABLE 1

Examples Demonstrating 95% CIs and P Values

EXAMPLE

The average weight loss was 7 lbs 
(95% CI, –3 to 17)

42% absolute reduction in the need for 
intubation (95% CI, 7% to 70%)

The relative risk for cancer was 2.3 for 
smokers compared with nonsmokers 
(95% CI, 1.8 to 3.0)

The odds ratio for readmission was 0.8 for 
managed care patients (95% CI, 0.3 to 1.2)

EFFECT MEASURE

Difference in
means

Difference in
proportions

Relative risk

Odds ratio

VALUE FOR NO 
DIFFERENCE

0

0

1

1

CI INCLUDES NO 
DIFFERENCE?

Yes

No

No

Yes

STATISTICALLY 
SIGNIFICANT? 

(P < 0.05)

No

Yes

Yes

No
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