Cochrane Collaboration 

Statistical Methods Group (SMG)

Draft minutes of meeting held on October 5, 2004 in Ottawa

Present: Doug Altman (chair), Nick Barrowman, Joseph Beyene (minutes), Sandra Blitz, Michael Borensten, Roberto D’Amico, Jon Deeks, Heather Dickinson, Shafagh Fallah, Manchun Fang, Christian Gold, Roger Harbord, Jill Hayden, Julian Higgins, Ling Huang, Michael LaValley, Steff Lewis, Susan Mallett, Joanne McKenzie, Anne Meremikwy, Martin Meremikwy, Marcus Millner, Keith O’Rourke, Andy Oxman, Angela Oyo-ita, Nathan Pace, Barney Reeves, Marta Roque, Ian Shrier, Volkert Siersma, Fujian Song, Jonathan Sterne, Lesley Stewart, Adrienne Stolfi, Ben Vandermeer, Fred Wolf, Lesley Wood
1. Welcome

Doug welcomed everyone and explained that the meeting will cover business issues as well as research topics, pointing out in previous colloquia the SMG usually held two separate meetings for these two activities. The 5 co-convenors of the SMG were introduced. Doug also encouraged attendees to use the SMG e-mail list and participate actively.  
2. Report from last year
2.1 Jon updated the group regarding status of John Wiley’s online version of the Cochrane library. He explained that SMG had carried out a 3-step testing procedure on Wiley’s software, including a detailed test that was conducted using a set of 25 RevMan files. However, he also reminded attendees that the limited tests that have been done may not be adequate and asked members to let the co-convenors know if they find any problems with Wiley’s software. He also pointed out that the update software is expected to be replaced by Wiley’s version starting January 1st, 2005.

2.2 Julian provided update regarding revision of section 8 of the Handbook. He stated that 2/3 of the handbook has undergone major change and there are still few outstanding sections. Jon and Julian will work together on the remaining sections (cross-over studies, sensitivity analysis, and cluster randomization) and they hope to finish their work within a few months.

2.3 Steff updated members on Cochrane statistical glossary that was prepared recently. She thanked SMG members for their input and indicated that the glossary has been submitted to Phil Alderson to be integrated with the non-statistical glossary. 
3. Course for Cochrane statisticians
The issue relates to the possibility of offering a statistics course, similar to the one offered in 2001 in Oxford, for statisticians affiliated with Cochrane entities. Last year, Julian offered a couple of courses in Australia which have been well attended. 
Several suggestions and questions were put forward by members:

· Target new statisticians

· Send out e-mail via SMG list to gauge level of interest, and send e-mail to CRGs as well
· Issue of finance: perhaps open it to paying guests?
· Get feedback from attendees of the Oxford course: contributions that have been made, if any, by participants of that course

· Ideal location for future courses? Maybe one in North America and another in Europe?

· How many people do we need to make the course viable?
Action:  Send out follow-up e-mail (Joseph? Steff?)

4. Statisticians in CRGs
Steff asked how many of the people at the meeting deal with CRGs and about 6 people raised their hands. Some questions were raised and discussed:

· What should the statisticians be expected to do?

· What should their meta-analysis background be?

· How can CRGs find statisticians?

· Funding issues? Funding to attend colloquium meetings?
· For example, some statisticians work one day a week for a specific CRG. It would be helpful to investigate if there are other models that might work.

Action: Follow-up (Steff?)
5. SMG web site
Joseph provided a brief update on the status of the SMG web site. The collaboration is moving towards a common web module for Cochrane entities and more may be known about this in the near future. In the mean time, Joseph has volunteered to host the SMG web site at the University of Toronto. Participants discussed the importance of the web site and made suggestions/wish list:

· Purpose of the web site

· Historical interest: the first meeting took place in 1993 and 12 statisticians attended.

· List of references

· Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

· Working document

· Searchable archive

· Password protection, as necessary

One volunteer (Marcus Millner) expressed interest in helping out with the web site development.

Action: Follow-up e-mail will be sent out (Joseph?)

6. Validating/recommending software
Doug explained that recommendations regarding software packages may be posted on the web site. Facilities available in various packages (e.g. chapter 18 in BMJ’s book on systematic reviews) can be summarized and made available on the web site.

It was felt by some that recommending specific statistical software can be a “judgmental” issue, i.e., what may be good for one person may not be preferred by another. It was agreed to ask for volunteers who will be willing to work on this issue further and come up with recommendations.

 Some other points that were made regarding this thread included:

· Algorithm implemented in a package may be wrong

· How much testing is needed?

· Different approaches in a given package may not always be straightforward (e.g. mixed models)

· Co-convenors should decide not to mention certain packages,

· Provide information on what software SMG members use (commonly?)

· Provide people with guidance on things they can do outside of RevMan (e.g. the diagnostic test group is working on using the SAS procedure PROC NLMIXED)

Action: Follow-up e-mail (who???)

7. Workshops
Joseph explained the need for members to participate in running workshops at Cochrane colloquiums and thanked volunteers who offfered workshops at the Ottawa meeting. However, it was noted that there were some missing topics in Ottawa, notably meta-analysis of cross over studies. 
The issue of designating workshops as “SMG workshop” was felt quite difficult to make it practical. It was noted that “stamping” workshops as SMG approved was tried for the Ottawa meeting, but the information did not get printed on the program book. One idea that was suggested is that co-convenors may say that the workshop is being offered on behalf of methods group.

Action: Follow-up (Joseph?)

Jon mentioned that there will be a session on “hot/new” methodological issues at the Melbourne Colloquium in Australia and asked for some ideas.

Action: We will send out e-mails and incorporate in the minutes (who?).

8. Quality assessment and improvement projects

Julian discussed about quality assessment projects that have been funded by the Steering group and explained that SMG members will have opportunity to provide input and participate. 
In the first project, selected experts will get together to discuss about quality assessments. It was recognized that choosing participants will not be easy, but it was agreed that approximately 17 or so experts would be an ideal number. The number needs to be kept to a relatively small size due to funding constraints as well as to encourage focused and productive discussion. Jon asked if the result of the meeting can be presented as one of the ‘hot topics’ in Melbourne and Julian noted that it would be a good idea, if time permits since the meeting is planned for May of 2005.  The funding for this project includes protected time for 3 people to write a document summarizing the discussions of the meeting. Items that may not have been agreed upon during the meeting will be recorded.

Julian also explained about a second project that was funded for work on cross-over and cluster randomized trials. It was noted that various statistical methods are available. The fund will be used to hire a statistician to prepare tutorial for cross-over trials and cluster randomized trials as well as create algorithms on how to extract appropriate data. It is estimated that this will take 3 months work. Julian asked those who may be interested in working on this project to let him know during or after the meeting.

Lesley Stewart stated that the IPD meta-analysis methods group has received funding to develop training material on Palmer’s method and run workshops. These workshops are aimed at non-statisticians, but she indicated that her team would also like to develop similar material for statisticians.

Doug thanked the Steering Group for allocating money for these projects and specially thanked Julian for all his efforts on these projects.

9. Other Business Arising
· The Monitoring group would like to be informed of methodological papers. Send e-mail to Sally Hopewell at shopewell@cochrane.co.uk. 

· Doug discussed about specific issues and challenges with reviews of diagnostic tests (e.g., software, few people are experienced in these types of reviews). He noted that in 2006 reviewers will be allowed to include reviews of diagnostic tests. This might result in increased number of requests to our methods groups. Do we need to prepare courses for statisticians on this topic?

· Jon elaborated further on the issue of diagnostic and screening tests. He explained about a working group involving 8 methodologists world-wide (2 in Oxford; 2 in Amsterdam; 2 in the USA; 2 in Sydney) and 4 administrators. The next task for the group is to find funders. The methodologists will be responsible for training. Constantine Gastonis and other statisticians in the methods group are working on a handbook.

· Marta Roque mentioned that the handbook in its current format is being translated to Spanish and asked if there are SMG members who speak Spanish to help check the translation. 
· Marta pointed out about vague requests from review groups regarding statistical need. It was agreed that we need to receive a clear request if indeed there is a clear need. The review groups should ‘filter’ the requests first before they go to the statistician.

· Heather Dickinson indicated that she is happy to share her slides on meta-analysis of crossover trials and continuous data meta-analysis with anyone interested to use them for a workshop in Melbourne.

10.  Discussion on Research Topics
Two topics were presented for discussion: (a) summary of findings (Julian Higgins) and (b) Clinical Guidelines versus Cochrane Reviews (Heather Dickinson)

(a) Summary of findings

The issues surrounding SMG’s role in an initiative to prepare summary of findings (formerly referred to as balance sheet) was discussed at length. Julian led the discussion.
A number of complicating factors (for example, the choice of ‘optimal’ control group risk) were highlighted. It is agreed that reporting a single baseline risk will not be a good idea. 
Similarly it was noted that changing the measure of treatment effect from what was used in the review will not be a good idea; it would be like stating something in an abstract totally different from the text. Reporting of a single Number Needed to Treat (NNT) is not recommended.
Other items that have been discussed include: describing statistical uncertainty (CI, p-value), describing methodological quality and summary for continuous outcomes.   
It was agreed that empirical work (e.g., using Cochrane systematic reviews database) will be needed to make appropriate suggestions/recommendations on behalf of SMG.

(b) Clinical Guidelines versus Cochrane Reviews

     Heather Dickinson presented an ongoing research using hierarchical models for multi-arm trials. The model she presented is very flexible and explicitly incorporates terms for class of interventions, treatment arm, and trial. See also Lu and Ades (Statistics in Medicine, in Press).
Julian discussed about “umbrella reviews”. Multiple reviews in related area that may involve different outcomes may need to be looked at collectively (e.g., HRT – there are 11 reviews in the Cochrane library).

Action: Jon will report back.

Julian suggested re-forming the topics action groups (TAGs).

Action: Follow-up e-mail will be sent (Julian?)
Nathan suggested for the e-mails to be sent separately and further suggested that having one co-convenor as an editor may be desirable.

