OPEN ACCESS


Plain language summaries for Cochrane diagnostic test accuracy reviews 
Purpose

1. To ask the CCSG not to require plain language summaries (PLS) for Cochrane diagnostic test accuracy (DTA) reviews until such time as possible formats for PLS have been devised and their usefulness has been ascertained. The CCSG is asked to advise the Cochrane DTA Working Group on the process it should follow in developing and evaluating PLS, and in providing a support service to authors.

Urgency 

2. Urgent. The DTA Working Group needs to advise authors who are preparing DTA reviews for Issue 3, 2008 of The Cochrane Library, and Wiley requires information in order to devise the publication structure of these reviews.

Background

3. All Cochrane systematic reviews of interventions are asked to include a PLS for the lay reader. This useful resource is freely available to all readers. The format and structure of the PLS was developed with input from the Cochrane Consumer Network (CCN).  Cochrane Review Groups (CRGs) use a range of resources to assist in the preparation of plain language summaries of reviews of interventions, including authors, CRG staff, editors and CCN members. A central support service is available to all CRGs co-ordinated by the CCN.

4. No format, guidance or service are currently available for producing PLS for DTA reviews. The Cochrane DTA Working Group has not yet liaised with the CCN to discuss provision of a similar service, but it is anticipated that there will be a paucity of experience of systematic reviews of diagnostic test accuracy research within the CCN. We are not aware of any other successful initiatives outside of the Collaboration that report DTA reviews in lay terms.

5. Cochrane DTA reviews are more technical documents than Cochrane systematic reviews of interventions. Cochrane DTA reviews do not report clinical outcomes (mortality, morbidity, QoL, etc.), but rather the probabilities that reflect the accuracy of a test in identifying cases. This information on accuracy is used with information from other research documents such as costs, clinical pathways, prevalence of disease, treatment options, and implications of false positives and false negatives, to determine policy. It will be more challenging for authors of a DTA review (compared with reviews of interventions) to create plain language summaries which faithfully convey the findings of the review and in a way which truly improves accessibility of the findings to an audience with no medical knowledge. Similarly, it may be challenging for a lay person to write a lay summary.

6. There are now more than ten teams preparing DTA reviews using RevMan5 software.  Wiley-Blackwell is rendering example reviews with the purpose of assessing how they will look when published online and as PDFs. It is likely that the first DTA reviews will be published in the middle of 2008. It is important to establish policy on plain language summaries soon. 

7. The Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Diagnostic Test Accuracy (Chapter 4) currently contains the following text regarding PLS: “The format and structure of plain language summaries for systematic reviews of diagnostic test accuracy are currently the subject of discussion within the Cochrane Collaboration Steering Group. This section will be updated once these discussions have been completed.”

Proposals and discussion

8. We propose that at the present time Cochrane DTA reviews should be published without a plain language summary. The Diagnostic Editorial Board will ensure that the abstract accurately reflects the content of the full review in as simple terms as possible, and that this will be an adequate summary of the research. 

9. If this is accepted, a decision needs to be made on the publication format for these reviews. There are three options:

9.1. Wiley is asked to render the reviews without mention of a PLS (our preference). 

9.2. There is a PLS section which includes the text such as “currently Cochrane Reviews of Diagnostic Test Accuracy are published without a Plain Language Summary.  The most useful and appropriate format for these is currently under research”.

9.3. The PLS section repeats the abstract.

10. We ask the CCSG to advise us on the approach that The Cochrane Collaboration should follow in developing a PLS format suitable for Cochrane DTA reviews for the future, and the roles that various groups (the Cochrane DTA Working Group, the CCN, the Applicability and Recommendations Methods Group, etc) should take in that process, timescale, and approach for evaluation. At the moment there are only three reviews in the peer review system, and we would propose that PLS development does not commence until several more reviews are available, so as to raise a greater spectrum of issues.  

11. We ask the CCSG’s advice as to whether we should be considering creating a central resource that will assist review authors in writing their lay summaries.

Summary of recommendations

12. It is recommended that the CCSG: 

12.1. Agrees that Cochrane DTA reviews can be published, at present without PLS, and that there be no mention of PLS in the Wiley-Blackwell publication. 

12.2. Decides whether PLS should be added to DTA reviews in the future, and if so, advises us as to the appropriate method of devising and assessing the feasibility, desirability and format for plain language summaries for Cochrane DTA reviews. 

12.3. Advises us on whether it is necessary to establish central assistance for authors and CRGs in the preparation of plain language summaries, and if so the form that this should take. 

Resource implications

13. The support units are currently fully occupied finishing guidance, providing training and supporting the first review authors in this area. Expecting the DTA Working Group to develop PLS at this point in time would detract from these tasks.  

14. Future development of PLS may require resources for individuals’ time, as may the provision of a central support service.

Impact statement

15. Adopting these recommendations will establish that Cochrane DTA reviews do not, at present, require plain language summaries which will change the publication structure for these reviews, and the availability of free-text introductions to these reviews on the Collaboration website.

Decision required

16. Should Cochrane diagnostic test accuracy reviews initially be exempt from publishing plain language summaries, and how should the process for developing these summaries be carried forward?
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