Minutes of the Barcelona Meeting of the Statistical Methods Group (SMG)

Tuesday 28th October 2003

Present:

Keith Abrams, Doug Altman, Deborah Ashby, Joseph Beyene, Jacqueline Birks, Chris Cates, Roberto D'Amico, Jon Deeks (chair), Heather Dickinson, Jeremy Franklin, Julian Higgins, Sally Hollis, Steff Lewis, Petra Macaskill, Rafael Perera, Alicja Rudnicka, Guido Schwarzer, Doris Tove Kristaffersen, Clarine van Oel, Natasha Wiebe, Helen Worthington, Ly-mee Yu.

1 Welcome and apologies

Jon Deeks welcomed everybody to the meeting.

2 Election of new SMG co-convenors

Doug announced that nominations of new SMG co-convenors would remain open until the end of the colloquium, and that if there was more than one candidate, a vote would take place by e-mail immediately after the colloquium.

3 Update of SMG list activities

Guido stated that the SMG list had been quite active during the year.  Guido announced that due to software changes on the mailing program archived messages would not be available for viewing on line in the near future.  However, messages are being stored and will be available off-line if necessary.

4 Software and management system changes

Julian Higgins reported that RevMan 5 was in development, and that a final specification was expected to be completed by the end of January 2004.  Recommendations for changes to statistical functionality should be forwarded to Julian or the RevMan wish list by then. RevMan 5 will be integrated with the new Internet-based information management system (IMS).

5 Update on Section 8 of the handbook

Completion of the core parts of Section 8 had been prioritised, and Jon Deeks and Julian Higgins had completed the final edit of these sections.   Four people at the meeting were found who agreed to read through the new edited version in the next week, and approve it before it is sent to the Handbook editors for inclusion in the next Handbook update (due out in Issue 1 2004).   The remaining sections of the handbook will be edited in the first 6 months of 2004.

6 Report from CRG editor's discussion on statistical support

Jon reported that the Steering Group had approved the following text to be added to the methods group section of the Cochrane Manual concerning the working relationships between methodologists (particularly statisticians) and review groups.  

(a)
New Methods Groups may need to focus their efforts on conducting research and producing advisory material before they can be in a position to provide useful one-to-one advice to CRGs, Centres and Fields.  Methods Groups will state in their module their current ability to provide advice.

(b)
When putting in funding applications for health research projects it is expected that CRGs, Centres and Fields should consider including budget lines to fund the methodological and statistical support that they require to complete those projects.

(c)
CRGs should ensure that their named Methodological or Statistical Consultant is able to commit regular time to the work of the group.

(d)
The Steering Group endorsed the model of Methodological and Statistical Consultants being CRG editors, to enable them to play a greater role in ensuring and improving methodological quality of Cochrane reviews.

(e)
Everyone involved in CRGs, Methods Groups, Centres and Fields should look for opportunities to get new methodologists involved in the work of the Collaboration, and ensure that they are linked into the relevant Methods Groups.


The editors of review groups had been told about these clarifications, and accepted them at their meeting without discussion.  

At the same meeting Steff Lewis presented results of a survey of CRG statisticians concerning the time they spent working for their groups.  This showed great variability with contributions between 1 hr per week and 40 hrs per week.    Steff had presented to CRG editors the different roles and tasks statisticians could undertake in a CRG editorial group.

7 Methodological quality improvement projects

Jon reported that the steering group had approved a proposal to bring all methods group co-convenors together for a meeting in Oxford in June 2004, to discuss and plan a series of prioritised projects to improve the methodological quality of Cochrane reviews.  Funding may be available for project work arising from this exercise, and members of the SMG were asked to think about what areas of Cochrane reviews require methodological improvement and whether there are specific projects that they could propose to the co-convenors to present at that meeting.   An e-mail will be circulated on the SMG List early in 2004 to promote discussion of these issues.

8 Topic action groups

Doug reported that the Topic Action Groups had not been as active as we had hoped, and proposed that we changed to a system of convening TAGs only when new issues arose which required methodological input.  The meeting supported this idea.

9 Training for statisticians

Jon asked whether there was felt to be a need for the "training the statistician course" which was last held in Oxford in 2001 to be re-run.  There was agreement at the meeting that due to new statisticians joining the Collaboration it would be useful to look to rerun the course in the near future.

10 Development of an SMG website

Julian reported that he was probably unable to develop the web site, and that the main Collaboration web site developer (David Booker) at the German Cochrane Centre plans to develop template web sites for Cochrane entities. It may be sensible to delay serious work on an SMG web site until this is available.

11 Checklists

The idea that a generic statistical checklist should be produced was revisited.  It was suggested that it should be considered as one of the projects under the methodological quality improvement programme

12 AOB

It had been noted that there was no material available in the SMG to orientate new members, and suggested that something should be produced.

Some statisticians working in CRGs had observed that reviewers were occasionally using alternative software packages for meta-analysis and copying the results into Cochrane reviews.  An idea was put forward that the SMG should somehow validate alternative software that is commonly being used.

It was noted that statisticians in review groups may be asked to assist with reviews of diagnostic test accuracy as they were introduced from 2005, and that training in those issues may be available through initiatives organised by the diagnostic and screening methods group.

