SWAR 12: Contacting authors about additional study data — a
randomised study comparing two strategies

Objective of this SWAR

To examine the effects of querying authors using personalised, study-specific questions in the
email main text versus sending standardised data request forms as email attachments on
response rate, data completeness, and reviewer time invested.

Study area: Data collection, Author contact
Sample type: Study authors
Estimated funding level needed: Unfunded

Background

Systematic review authors regularly come across eligible studies for which the description of
methods is unclear or data are incomplete. Cochrane guidance recommends that reviewers
contact study authors for clarification or to request additional data [1, 2]. In this context, review
authors are advised to contact other authors if the corresponding author cannot be contacted or
does not respond, to ask open-ended questions for descriptive information, and to provide a short
data collection form (either uncompleted or partially completed) for specific data requests [1]. They
are also encouraged to be judicious in the number of queries, considering the burden they impose
on authors, to use user-friendly interfaces to display the data extracted to aid confirmation, and to
be clear in describing the specific missing data being requested [3].

Previous empirical research has evaluated real or perceived barriers and facilitators to effective
author contact. Barriers consist in uncertainties on how to conduct and report author contact in
systematic reviews [3, 4], in difficulties locating study authors [4-6], and in authors not responding
to emails, with observed response rates between 32 and 78% [4-8]. Contact with non-native
speakers of English may be more difficult because of language barriers, but no evidence is
available yet to support this supposition [7]. The number of items requested per author did not
influence the probability of response [5]. Some authors found greater response rates when
requesting clarification of methods than missing data [9], whereas others did not [7]. Finally, if
conflicting data were obtained from the publications and from author contact, there was uncertainty
on which source to trust [4, 10].

In terms of facilitators, email was a faster means of communication than postal mail (33 versus
27+30 days mean time to response), and generated more responses (hazard ratior: 2.5, 95% CI:
1.3 to 4.0) [5]. A combination of email with other methods, such as letter or telephone, was more
effective than repeat emails, but also more time-consuming [5, 11]. Other reviewers received no
additional data in response to telephone contact [7]. Short emails with the systematic review’s
protocol attached were as effective in eliciting a response as longer emails detailing the systematic
review information [8]. Authors of more recent studies were more likely to be located and provide
data [7]. The eminence of the email signatory did not elicit greater reply rates [12]. Previous
research on the relative effectiveness of contacting corresponding versus other authors was
inconclusive [9].

Our hypothesis is that the presentation of the data request may influence response rates and
completeness of data provided. On one hand, study authors may perceive the workload to be
lower when asked questions in the main text of an email than when receiving data collection forms
as email attachments. A lower perceived workload might in turn elicit a higher response rate. On
the other hand, review authors may anticipate a more complete response to standardised data
collection forms than to free text in emails, because some items might be overlooked more easily
in an email.

Therefore, we carried out a nested randomised controlled trial to investigate the effect of two
different presentations of data requests to study authors. This study will be embedded in a
systematic review of hospital volume-outcome relationships in total knee arthroplasty [13].

Interventions and comparators
Intervention 1: Personalised, study-specific questions in the email main text



Intervention 2: Structured data request form as an email attachment (partially pre-filled with
available data for accuracy checking)

All authors of studies eligible for our systematic review (N=59 studies with 51 unique
corresponding authors, potentially more after a search update) will be contacted by email,
providing details of the systematic review including a brief description of research aims and the
PROSPERO registration number and link to the PROSPERO record [13], as well as our contact
details.

We will attempt to optimise response rates by searching for up-to-date author information online or
in recent publications, by writing to non-responding authors in their mother tongue, and by
contacting other authors if the corresponding author does not reply. We will send a maximum of
four emails for each study, and the overall time to await replies will be limited to eight weeks. If
study authors reply that they will send data later, we will send up to three email reminders to the
same recipient if they do not send the data.

Access to all email correspondence and other study data will be limited to the SWAR team (Kéthe
Goossen, Tanja Rombey and Dawid Pieper). Results will be published as aggregate, anonymised
data, so that personal identification of the study authors involved will not be possible.

Index Type:

Method for allocating to intervention or comparator
Randomisation

Outcome measures

Primary: Author reply received (yes/no, disregarding automated replies such as out-of-office
messages)

Secondary: Complete data provided (yes/no, overall and stratified into (a) clarification of methods
and (b) data missing in publication)

Time invested by reviewers in preparing the personalised emails and pre-filling the structured data
request, as well as any follow-up communication with study authors (in hours).

Analysis plans
Response rates and data completeness will be compared using the odds ratio and corresponding
95% confidence interval; reviewer time invested will be compared using the mean and SD.

Possible problems in implementing this SWAR

Blinding of researchers will not be possible. To ensure that awareness of the study does not
influence study authors in their decision on whether to reply and whether to provide data, we will
contact them without making any reference to this SWAR. Blinding of outcome assessment was
not considered necessary because the outcomes are objective.

The sample size is limited by the number of studies eligible in the systematic review. With 51 study
authors, the study is powered to detect a 35-40% difference in reply rates between the groups
(alpha=0.05, beta=0.20).
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