Cochrane Statistical Methods Working Group

1st Ad-hoc Meeting

Thursday 25th April 1996 at the UK Cochrane Centre

Members of the SMWG present

Keith Abrams, Doug Altman, Jon Deeks, Steven Goodman, Sarah Lewington, Alain Li Wan Po, Fred Wolf

Members of the Cochrane Collaboration Attending for Part of the Meeting Iain Chalmers (UK Cochrane Centre) Ian Fullerton-Smith (Executive Officer) Gordon Dooley (Update software) Monica Fischer (Software development)

Communication between the statistical methods working group and the Cochrane Collaboration

It was noted that Andy Oxman had been elected as the representative of the methods group on the steering group in the recent elections, and he is now the channel that the SMWG should use for voicing its opinions and reacting to proposals and papers. Communication from the SMWG about these matters should be made directly to him (Andrew.Oxman@labmed.uio.no).

DA briefly discussed a recent paper written about methods groups by Lesley Stewart, Andy Oxman and Mike Clarke, and minutes from the San Francisco Steering Group meeting. This paper discussed methods groups as having roles in providing policy and/or training to the collaboration. Some concern was expressed as to whether the SMWG was being expected to take a greater training role in the collaboration, the best way that this could be achieved, and the implications that this would have on resources.

Ian Fullerton-Smith emphasised the importance of talking to members of the Collaboration (including the steering group) in a language that they understand, and in making efforts to inform the collaboration of the work that the group is undertaking, and the role that it sees itself having in the collaboration.

Funding

It has been acknowledged that methods groups need financial support, especially for research and perhaps for administration. The SMWG in particular is unlikely to make important progress without resources. At the recent UKCC annual meeting two funding groups implied that they would consider funding research methodology, the MRC and the ABPI (Association of British Pharmaceutical Industries) . Iain Chalmers suggested that the SMWG should construct grant proposal for both administration and research. DA is pursuing this idea.

Communication using CCSTAT

There have been problems with the CCSTAT list based on the ICRF computers. DA had heard that these had now been resolved. It may be possible the use the UK Mailbase computer as a home for the list, but it was noted that this required the list owner to have a ***.ac.uk email address, and that the majority of the list users are based in the UK. This option will be explored if the ICRF base proves unreliable.

It was suggested that CCSTAT should be used as a general meta-analysis discussion list and that members could highlight recent publications of interest and discuss new methods of analysis.

Statisticians Supporting Review Groups

JD has recently surveyed the administrators of the Cochrane review groups to ascertain who was giving statistical help to each group. The resulting list of statisticians contained many people not presently on CCSTAT. They would be approached to see whether they would like to join CCSTAT and become involved in the SMWG.

The survey also highlighted the fact that there are statisticians in the SMWG who have not yet become involved in the work of Cochrane Review Groups (as far as the CRG administrators are aware). It was decided that all members of CCSTAT would be asked whether or not they would like to be linked to a CRG, or to a Cochrane Centre, and hence make themselves available to give limited statistical assistance. It was made clear that this behaviour is not required!

Progress with RevMan, CDSR and MetaView.

There are three software "modules" which are of importance to the SMWG. MetaView is the windows package which performs the data-synthesis and presents tabular and graphical results. CDSR (Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews) is the product which contains the text of all the completed reviews, and uses MetaView to display the results. RevMan is the software program used by the reviewers to enter both the text, document the studies and enter study data for each systematic review, and also uses the same MetaView program to analyse the data. Another new term that is being used in the Cochrane Library. This is the CD-ROM which is being sold, and contains CDSR together with several other databases.

Previous versions of the software have only contained Peto's method for event data and the weighted mean difference for continuous data. The statistical methods which had been proposed following the 1st and 2nd meeting of the SMWG (random and fixed effect models for OR,RR and RD plus the standardised mean difference) are now be programmed by Gordon Dooley of Update software into the MetaView software. He is following statistical algorithms specified by JD which have been available for checking by members

of the SMWG on the UKCC FTP server. The methods are documented in a report ("the most boring thing that I have ever written"). A final corrected form of this technical report will be completed this summer by JD.

The new release of the Cochrane Library containing the additional statistical methods was demonstrated by Gordon Dooley of Update Software. The statistical methods are part of a program called MetaView that is used by both RevMan and CDSR. Only Peto's method and the weighted mean difference are available in the most recently released version of both CDSR and RevMan, but it is hoped that the full set of statistical methods will be available for release in the September versions of both these pieces of software. This relies on the SMWG having checked the software and written help files.

JD reported on a discussion on CCSTAT of some Bothersome Issues. A variety of views were expressed for dealing with zero cells in meta-analysis. There appeared to be no empirical evidence available to guide judgement. The method which has been implemented involves adding a half to all cells in the table whenever the algorithms would try to divide by zero (i.e. it depends on what method is being used as to what correction is made). The exact form of this will be included in the technical report. It was noted that this solution was of the "best option presently available" and that there was a need for an empirically based solution to be found.

JD also reported on the discussion of the presentation of statistical significance in systematic reviews. Only summary statistics and heterogeneity statistics will have P-values presented. The significance of common effect estimates was to be calculated using a z-test based on the ratio of the effect size to its standard error for all methods, rather than using a mixture of chi-squared tests and z-tests.

The calculation of heterogeneity was briefly discussed. There was some concern that whilst the methods implemented in MetaView were commonly used they had not all been validated.
It was noted that there were more Bothersome Issues to come, notably the calculation of Numbers Needed to Treat (NNT) based on Cochrane reviews.
It was noted that both people doing reviews in RevMan and people reading reviews in CDSR will be able to switch between any of the statistical methods. In the case of continuous data this will allow them to change between the standardised mean difference (which can be used to pool studies measured on different scales) and the weighted mean difference (which can't). It was agreed that it was undesirable for readers to be able to use what is a 'wrong' data-analysis and that there should be some feature in the software that the reviewer can use to 'lock-out' statistical methods which are inappropriate.

The new RevMan software will soon be available for testing by members of the SMWG. It is important that the methods and datasets used for testing the software are documented: testers will be requested to complete a single sheet outlining the comparisons they use and their findings for each dataset, which will be collated. Once testing was complete, help files need to be written to instruct both reviewers and the readers of reviews concerning the use and interpretation of the statistical methods. The first stage in this process will be to produce a list of help files that need to be written. Given that no consensus is available over the choice of some statistical methods the help files should include arguments for and against different methods. The help files should be peer reviewed and also reviewed by naive users. It was noted that it may not be possible to complete the help files before issuing the software in July. It was thought that this should not delay distribution of the software, but a friendly message such as "Help is on the way" should be used for missing help files.

Further development of RevMan

The meeting thought that Update software should be encouraged to develop MetaView as a commercial product, although it was noted that in its present forms its capabilities were still limited. The ownership of MetaView needs to be clarified. If it were to be developed as a commercial product the meeting was aware that this could only be as a result of the input of the SMWG, hence the group could claim intellectual property rights. If MetaView was profitable the group thought that a proportion of profits should be directed into group funds. Clarification of these matters with Update software and the Cochrane Collaboration's Executive Officer is required.

Several suggestions for development were suggested. One was for an ability to perform sensitivity analyses (by easily excluding and including individual and groups of trials). Another was that it should be possible to specify weights for the trials. The group was aware that other members of the SMWG may have ideas for development, and they would be requested to contribute suggestions by e-mail alongside testing the software. Many features would be thought of only as desirable for statisticians, and hence the list should be classified as features for statisticians and features for naive users.

During the software demonstration (Cochrane Library) several points were made concerning data display (such as scaling) and other matters which were taken on board by Gordon Dooley and Monica Fischer. It was noted that as JD was the SMWG representative on the RevMan Advisory Group he should be the communication link for suggested future changes.

Adelaide Colloquium

It was presently unclear who was planning on attending this meeting, and whether anybody was considering organising a statistical workshop. Enquiries will be made using the CCSTAT list.

Quality Control of Reviews

It was noted from a few examples that there was some problem with the quality of some of the reviews included in CDSR. It was unclear as to what input statisticians (and the SMWG) should have in checking reviews submitted for inclusion in CDSR. As these decisions are made at a review group level, it is the responsibility of the CRGs to ensure that the reviews submitted to\CDSR are statistically sound. If you note any reviews with peculiarities we suggest that you first contact the author of the review. There will be opportunities in the future to include correspondence alongside Cochrane reviews in a similar manner to the correspondence published in medical journals (although in the Cochrane Library it will be much easier to locate).

Further SMWG meetings

A meeting will be held on Tuesday 3rd September (probably at the UKCC in Oxford) to discuss the meta-analysis of ordinal data. Initial interest has been generated in this issue by the Dementia and Cognitive Impairment Group. If you have an interesting problem in this area please contribute it to the CCSTAT list so that it can be considered at this meeting. An email message will be sent out on CCSTAT shortly.
