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BACKGROUND
Forest plots (FP) are routinely used to facilitate visual
understanding of consistency of results mainly across
studies included in meta-analysis (MA). However, the
extent to which visual impression reflects true I2, a
statistical measure of heterogeneity, remains
unknown.

METHODS
We conducted a self-administered survey of
interpretation of heterogeneity across studies in FP.
We built a bank of FP from Cochrane reviews
including equal proportions of four levels of I2 (0-24%,
25-49%, 50-74% and 75-100%), half of those with
data tables included. We conducted an electronic
survey within the membership of the Colombian
Association of Internal Medicine. Respondents
provided demographic information and were given
educational/training material followed by a multiplechoice questionnaire with four randomly-allocated FP.
They had to guess the right I2 level for each plot. We
report frequencies of right answers overall, by I2 level,
visual characteristics of the plots (presence of data,
effect size, etc.) and subgroups of participants.

RESULTS
We recorded 70 questionnaires (280 answers, 280 FP). There
were 96 (34.3% IC 95% 28.7-40.2) right answers, slightly above
the null hypothesis (25%, IC 95% 20-30%). This was driven by a
significantly higher proportion of right answers in the lowest
(0-24%) level of I2 (57.7%), compared with the other I2 levels
(24.6%; 20.6% and 30.4%, respectively) (Figure 1). These
results were consistent across categories of visual display
(Table 1). Vocational training, but not self-perceived ability to
interpret FP modified favorably the interpretation (Figure 2).

CONCLUSIONS
Forest plots by themselves do not visually transmit
heterogeneity levels in meta-analysis, except when the I2 falls
below 25%.

