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1. Jon Deeks welcomed everyone to the meeting, including several newcomers.

2. Small subgroups: There had been discussion for a long time about creating small groups within the SMWG whose members shared an interest in a particularly methodological issue. It was agreed to move ahead with these groups, and that these would be designated Research Action Groups (RAGs). 

Jon Deeks outlined a proposal from the convenors that these groups should 

(i) produce a research agenda

(ii) contribute an outline of the issues to the SMWG module on the Cochrane Library

(iii) compile a database of relevant publications

(iv) compile a database of ongoing research

(v) if possible undertake or contribute to relevant research

It was agreed that an RAG would not be formally recognised without a nominated facilitator. 

Steve Goodman felt that it was important to clarify the role of the members of a RAG. Deborah Ashby suggested that an important role was 

(vi) to provide practical advice to Collaborative Review Groups (CRGs).

RAGs were suggested for the following topics: 

a) Systematic reviews including cluster RCTs

b) Systematic reviews including cross-over trials

c) Meta-analysis of survival data

d) Meta-analysis of continuous data

e) Meta-analysis of sparse data

f) Study weights for meta-analysis

g) Heterogeneity, subgroups and meta-regression

h) Trial quality and reporting

i) Bayesian methods

It was noted that two other methodological working groups have been proposed, which cover areas of interest to many SMWG members: they cover Non-randomised studies (Ole Olsen) and Sources of bias (Matthias Egger).

Members of the SMWG were encouraged to suggest other topics for RAGs. An email would be sent out to the SMWG shortly after the Colloquium.

3. Software: 

Jon Deeks reported on proposed changes to Cochrane software, especially RevMan. 

4. Handbook: 

Mike Clarke spoke about the planned revision of the Cochrane Handbook which he is co-ordinating. The new version is needed by Summer 1999. He would be seeking advice and active input from members of the SMWG. He hoped that members of the SMWG would be able to write some sections. The intention was to spread the workload across many people. Several members of the groups expressed willingness in principle to help in this activity.

A proposal by Deborah Ashby that entries on methodological matters could usefully be structured with four headings was supported. The suggested headings were:

What is the problem?

What is the evidence and/or methodology to help solve it?

What are the recommendations (including how to handle the issue in REVMAN)?

What further research is needed?. 

(These headings have been reconstructed from notes of different people. We hope that they are close to what was agreed. Please let us know if not!)

There was some discussion of the need for a suitable balance between factual information and giving specific advice and recommendations.

5. email: 

Jon Deeks outlined difficulties with the email list over a long period. The group supported the suggestion that we should take up the suggestion that the email list for SMWG is administered through Oslo. All members of the SMWG would need to register on the new list. This would enable us to remove from the group inactive members.

6. Quality of Cochrane reviews: 

There was discussion of the quality assessment of protocols and completed reviews. [Elsewhere at the Colloquium it was noted that more needed to be done to review reviews before publication on the Library] Some members of the group described their personal experiences within CRGs. It was noted that the roles of the various statisticians varied widely, from full involvement in specific reviews to occasional requests for advice. There was concern about the amount of work involved if a statistical review was needed for every completed review. Deborah Ashby suggested that each CRG should have a stated policy on statistical refereeing. 

7. The meeting closed after one hour when members had to rush off to other meetings. There was no time for 'Any Other Business'.
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