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New subgroup analyses from old trials take us one step closer to results that matter to individuals

Health professionals make decisions for individual patients, but clinical trials typically tell us which interventions work on “average.” Knowing with complete certainty that an intervention will (or will not) improve this patient’s health is perhaps an unattainable ideal. However, concepts of personalised medicine seek to approach this ideal, refining information from trials for well characterised subgroups of patients.
Advances in diagnosis, designed to improve the characterisation of patients, create new ways to subdivide datasets and hence reanalyse trials. Meanwhile, bigger, longer, and better designed studies, together with greater interconnectivity between researchers across the globe, create large datasets in which previously impractical subgroup analyses now seem feasible. However, just because we can reanalyse available data, should we? What are the potential pitfalls and problems in subgroup analyses of clinical trials?
In a linked paper (doi:10.1136/bmj.h454), Sussman and colleagues present a reanalysis of a large diabetes trial, the Diabetes Prevention Program, which “could decrease drug overuse, help to prioritize lifestyle programs, and be a model for the secondary analysis of … 
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