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from very different angles. For an overview of the relevant issues, see Higgins

(2008).

Even when studies are deemed substantively combinable, some degree of hetero-

geneity can still persist. That can be due to varied eligibility criteria and various

study design related features. Variability in some features produces large differ-

ences in the effect and, for others, it hardly makes a difference. The extent of het-

erogeneity is also a function of the effect measure and the type of model used.

Consider binary outcomes. Here, the L’Abbe plot is a useful device for visual

portrayal of heterogeneity. Let  be control group rate and , the intervention

group rate. Then, (i) for RD or RR we plot  versus  and (ii), for OR, we plot

 versus  and observe the patterns of points. First

consider the plots of type (i). Do the points tend to lie on one side of the  line

through the origin or not, and are they roughly along a straight line? If they

strongly violate either of these conditions, homogeneity on the RR or RD scales is

in doubt. If they do not, we further ask, does the line around which they lie pass

through a point near the origin, or is the line parallel to the  line? An affirma-

tive answer on the first question points to homogeneity on the RR scale, while an

affirmative answer to the second supports homogeneity on the RD scale. For a plot

of type (ii), a pattern of points along a straight line parallel to the  line favors

homogeneity on the OR scale.

Figure 20.3 A hypothetical L’Abbe plot for risk difference with 12 studies.
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