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Initial concern for quality of plain 
language summaries 

 
 Work for German Cochrane Centre 2004 

(Falk-Ytter, 2004) 
 Random sample of 243 plain language 

summaries  
 

“A substantial number of synopses have errors 
and some do not have a sufficient quality for 

publication” 

 



Plain Language Summaries 
Opportunities Fund 

 Explore possibility of creating a Plain Language 
Summary format and template 

 
1. Redesign and feedback 
2. User testing 
3. RCT comparing Plain Language Summaries 
4. User testing of template to create Plain Language 

Summaries 
 
Across Cochrane entities 



User Testing of 3 different formats 
showed…. 
 A short version was not enough 
◦  approx 450 words  
◦ standard sentences about effect and the 

quality of the evidence, 
◦ no numbers 

 People liked a table of the results 
 People wanted more detailed information 

about the effect using numbers (e.g. 
number of people who improved) 



 



Wanted to test….. 

 Is it really better than what we have now? 
 Isn’t too long? 
 Surely people would prefer a short 

summary? 
 Does the table really improve their 

understanding?  
 Do you need a PhD to understand this? 

 



Randomised Controlled Trial 

 2 groups:  
◦ Old format 
◦ New format 

 Literature suggests a 40% difference in 
understanding between groups 

 Needed at least 32 people in each group 
 Convenience sample from each Cochrane 

entity 
◦ Canada, Norway, Spain, Argentina and Italy 

 
 



Randomised Controlled Trial 

 Block randomisation 
 191 people randomised to new or old format 
 143 completed the study 

 
 
 

 
 

English Non-English Total 

New 
summary 

41 33 74 

Old summary 38 31 69 

TOTALS 79 64 143 



Picture of survey monkey 

 



 Edited slightly to include similar background 
information 

 Results – exact wording of the author 



What did we measure? 

 Understanding 
◦ What results from the systematic review 

would we want people to understand? 
 Magnitude of effects 
 Certainty of the results 

 Accessibility  
◦ Is it reliable information? 
◦ Easy to understand? 

 Preference 





Participants 

English participants 

OLD FORMAT 
 

NEW FORMAT 

Male/Female (%) 87/13 85/15 

Age (median) 36 to 45 26 to 35 

Education 

High school 45 39 

College 13 32 

University 44 39 

Seeking health 
information on the 
Internet 

Once per month Once per month 



Accessibility 
 Significantly more people indicated that the 

new format 
◦ Was reliable 
◦ Presented the important effects 
◦ Was easy to find information about effects 
◦ Presented information in a way that would help 

with decision making 
 

 No significant difference in “easy to 
understand” (p=0.55) 
◦ New Format   78% easy to understand 
◦ Old Format    84% easy to understand 

 
 



Understanding by question 
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Overall number of correct answers  
(out of 5 questions) 

Number of correct answers 
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NEW FORMAT 2.3 
OLD FORMAT 0.9  
significantly different pvalue <0.0001  



Preference of New or Old format 
 More people preferred the new version 

 
 People tended to choose the second format 

they were given 
 

? 
 



English and Non-English participants 

Similar results 
 
 Mean number of correct answers 
   

 
 
 
 

 Preference for second format was also found  

English only English and Non-
English 

New Format 2.3 2.6 

Old Format 0.9 0.9 

P value <0.0001 <0.0001 



Some limitations 

 Did we ask the right questions? Was the 
wording understood? 

 Was the electronic format of the 
questionnaire cumbersome?   

 Is vitamin C really of interest to people? 
 What was the degree of engagement 

 
 
 



What now? 
 Some evidence that doing something right with 

this new format  
 Should provide something different than what 

providing now 
 Potential to test in people who need to make a 

health care related decision with a summary of 
interest (testing in different reviews) 

 How to fit within the Cochrane review format? 
 Separate patient information ?cochrane.org? 
 Test the ‘how to’ guide for writing plain language 

summaries’ 
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