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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Carlos Alfonso Tovilla Zarate 
Universidad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco,  
Comalcalco, Tabasco, Mexico. 

REVIEW RETURNED 10-Sep-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Title: Overstatements in abstract conclusions claiming effectiveness 
of interventions in psychiatry: A study protocol for a meta-
epidemiological investigation.  
The present study has aim: evaluate the prevalence and patterns of 
overstated abstract conclusions in trials claiming effectiveness of 
interventions in psychiatry.  
The manuscript is a protocol for study. In my opinion the paper is 
well conducted and the methodology is right. The results could be 
interesting. However the authors should modify the manuscript 
according to the following suggestions:  
General  
The study have strengths and limitations?  
A systematic review could performed. This could be recorded in 
PROSPERO.  
Objective:  
A specific disorders? All the disorders in psychiatry?  
Methods and Analysis  
In my opinion each study include could be measured by NOS and 
GRADES statement.  
Discussion  
This study not have limitations? 

 

REVIEWER Colm O'Tuathaigh 
University College Cork, Ireland 

REVIEW RETURNED 26-Oct-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is a concisely presented protocol which clearly outlines a 
study which will systematically examine the presence or otherwise 
of a discrepancy between findings reported in abstracts for RCTs 
that claim effectiveness of any intervention for mental disorders, 
and the actual findings mentioned in the corresponding full texts. 
Quite a few studies, comparable in scope and aims, have been 
published in the past few years in the field of psychiatry. To that 
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end, the introduction could have been more comprehensive, it 
should have included more relevant and recently published articles 
[Lazarus et al., 2015; Roest et al., 2015; Amos, 2014]. 
Additionally, it might have included further consideration of how 
many articles will have to be analysed for this work to 
statistically/scientifically significant.  

  

 

REVIEWER Ian Fletcher 
Lancaster University 

REVIEW RETURNED 30-Oct-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS In my opinion, the protocol highlights an area of interest that will be 
of interest to the readers of the journal, and it addresses an 
important issue in the literature.   

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1:  

Reviewer Name: Carlos Alfonso Tovilla Zarate  

 

The study have strengths and limitations?  

A systematic review could performed. This could be recorded in PROSPERO.  

@@@ While we contemplated to register this study under PROSPERO, we chose to register with 

UMIN. PROSPERO includes systematic reviews only, and specifically targets systematic reviews that 

evaluate the effects of interventions; however, our analysis does not fulfill either of the criteria.  

 

Objective:  

A specific disorders? All the disorders in psychiatry?  

@@@ Yes. We include all psychiatric disorders listed in DSM or ICD-10.  

 

Methods and Analysis  

In my opinion each study include could be measured by NOS and GRADES statement.  

@@@ Thank you for your suggestion. We think it might be interesting to simultaneously assess the 

quality of reporting of each study. However, we do not think it necessary to incorporate GRADE or 

NOS in this analysis for the following reasons. Firstly, we do not aim to make any recommendations 

of specific interventions based on the result of this study. Rather, our main objective is to assess the 

quality of reporting, that is to evaluate the prevalence of overstatement observed in the abstract 

conclusions in published articles, and to determine its magnitude. In that respect, the quality of 

evidence evaluated by GRADE or NOS is outside of our scope. Secondly, our other objective is to 

provide readers some suggestions as to help critically appraise published articles. Since GRADE is 

used to judge the quality of scientific evidence in systematic reviews, it is also outside of our intended 

objective.  

 

Discussion  

This study not have limitations?  

@@@ Thank you for your comments. Study limitation are mentioned as follows in the revised 

protocol.  

 

Limitations  

• Since this research will be our first time to use this approach, we have to determine whether this 

framework is applicable to the most of the published articles. As a start, we have chosen the field of 
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psychiatry. But this choice could also impose a limitation. Depending on the results, the framework 

may require some modification before being rolled out to the other fields. In addition, while this 

approach minimises the room for subjective judgment, it might still gives rise to some subjectivity.  

• Because those studies with unstructured abstracts are not included in our analysis, papers in 

specific journals are systematically excluded, for their writing style does not have conclusions as 

subheading under the abstract section.  

• By the nature of our framework, we will not be able to analyse other potential biases, such as 

selective reporting and publication bias.  

 

Reviewer 2:  

Reviewer Name: Ian Fletcher  

 

Quite a few studies, comparable in scope and aims, have been published in the past few years in the 

field of psychiatry. To that end, the introduction could have been more comprehensive, it should have 

included more relevant and recently published articles [Lazarus et al., 2015; Roest et al., 2015; Amos, 

2014].  

@@@ Thank you for your inputs. We referred to the above studies as you suggested, and included 

the following in the main text.  

 

For non-randomised trials, Lazarus et al reported that 84% (107/128) of the studies contained at least 

one type of spin in their abstracts, with a high level of spin detected among 48% of the articles. Roest 

et al reported that in the field of psychiatry, three trials had a spin out of 16 non-positive trials with 

second- generation antidepressants for anxiety disorders, and Amos reviewed 38 published reports 

on early interventions for psychosis and found spin in 66% of them. … Lazarus et al included only 

non- randomized trials, and Roest et al and Amos only assessed trials on specific mental disorders.”  

 

Additionally, it might have included further consideration of how many articles will have to be analysed 

for this work to statistically/scientifically significant.  

@@@ We appreciate your insights. We aim to report the extent of overstatement as commonly seen 

in academic publication. Because this is a qualitative, descriptive research, it is not within our scope 

to assess its statistical significance. Therefore, while sample size calculation is not essential, we shall 

target an outcome with a margin of error of 10% +/- and a confidence interval of 95%. Assuming the 

proportion of overstated studies is 50%, the desired sample size is calculated to be around one 

hundred.  

 

Reviewer: 3  

Reviewer Name: Colm O'Tuathaigh  

@@@ Thank you. 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Carlos Alfonso Tovilla-Zárate 
Univerdiad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco 

REVIEW RETURNED 03-Dec-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have addressed all the criticisms made by this reviewer, 
and changed the text accordingly. I consider the article could be 
accepted for publication in this journal.  

 

REVIEWER Colm O'Tuathaigh 
University College Cork, Cork, Ireland 

REVIEW RETURNED 12-Dec-2015 
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GENERAL COMMENTS The author has satisfactorily addressed this reviewer's queries. 
However, the author, in this revision, has added several points under 
"strengths" and "limitations". The first "limitation" is valid but could be 
expressed more concisely. The opposite applies to "strengths" #1 
and #2, where added context would improve the overall clarity of the 
points expressed.  

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: Carlos Alfonso Tovilla-Zárate, Univerdiad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco  

The authors have addressed all the criticisms made by this reviewer, and changed the text 

accordingly. I consider the article could be accepted for publication in this journal.  

@@@ thank you for your review.  

 

Reviewer: Colm O'Tuathaigh, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland  

 

The author has satisfactorily addressed this reviewer's queries. However, the author, in this revision, 

has added several points under "strengths" and "limitations". The first "limitation" is valid but could be 

expressed more concisely. The opposite applies to "strengths" #1 and #2, where added context would 

improve the overall clarity of the points expressed.  

 

@@@ Thank you for your suggestions. We have modified our strengths and limitations section 

accordingly to your comments as follows.  

 

Strengths  

• Detects overstatement systematically without using subjective definition(s) and minimises 

investigators’ arbitrary judgments  

We assess the abstract conclusion and full text results separately by categorising them into three 

types respectively. By comparing the evaluation for abstract and the corresponding full text, we can 

identify any inconsistencies between them, and thereby find overstated abstract conclusions without 

making subjective judgments on each study.  

• Includes ambiguous primary outcomes  

• Investigates the pattern in psychiatry specifically  

• Provide practical suggestions for general readers how to discern and detect overstated abstract 

conclusions when they first read abstracts.  

Our evaluation process follows the steps how articles are read generally, and thus our approach is 

easy to understand for general readers.  

 

Limitations  

• Since it will be our first time to use this approach, we have to determine whether this framework 

works for most of the published articles. Depending on the results, the framework may require some 

modification.  

• Papers published in some journals are systematically excluded, for their reporting style does not 

have conclusions as subheading under the abstract section.  

• Due to the nature of our framework, we will not be able to analyse other potential biases, such as 

selective reporting and publication bias. 
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