
SSM Proposal for workshop, Manchester September 6th to 8th 2017 
 
Title of the workshop:  
Novel trial designs and analytical methods for evaluating complex public health interventions: a 
discussion 
 
Workshop Leaders: 
Mary Barker, Associate Professor of Psychology, MRC Lifecourse Epidemiology Unit, University of 
Southampton 
Hazel Inskip, Professor of Statistical Epidemiology, MRC Lifecourse Epidemiology Unit, University of 
Southampton 
Philip Pallmann, Senior Research Associate, Lancaster University 
Adrian Mander, Programme Leader, MRC Biostatistics Unit, University of Cambridge 
James Wason, Programme Leader Track, MRC Biostatistics Unit, University of Cambridge 
Michael Grayling, Statistician, MRC Biostatistics Unit, University of Cambridge 
 
Background:  
Subject – how does the workshop fit into the aims and scope of SSM? The Society for Social 
Medicine aims to promote the development of scientific knowledge in social medicine, drawing on 
expertise from across disciplines. This workshop will discuss how to harness the methodological 
expertise that exists in social medicine in order to develop new, more efficient trial designs. Many of 
the major issues in public health today require solutions that involve changes in behaviour and 
which necessitate the development of effective population-level, sustainable, low-cost, and usually 
complex, interventions. There are increasing calls for new methods of evaluating these interventions 
that reflect the complexity of the systems in which we are intervening. This workshop will therefore 
bring together expertise from across social medicine to discuss novel approaches to trial design and 
to develop ways of applying these novel designs to the evaluation of complex public health 
interventions.  
Topicality – is the topic of particular relevance now? The rising tide of NCDS and the consequent 
need for effective interventions to support lifestyle change are prompting trialists to look for novel, 
more efficient means of evaluating these interventions. This topic is therefore urgent and timely. 
Likelihood of provoking discussion – will there be points for particular discussion? The workshop 
will be almost entirely discussion, apart from some short presentations. We aim to involve all 
participants including ECRs and draw on their experience to identify the issues in this area on which 
we need to focus.  
What is the rationale for the workshop? Recent research in the area of trial design is producing 
novel methods of hypothesis testing in clinical sciences. These are increasingly being applied in 
public health and the behavioural sciences. These new designs are aimed at optimizing the 
effectiveness of interventions through identifying their active components and permitting refining of 
those interventions in a more agile and cost-effective way than would be possible in a sequence of 
time consuming and expensive randomised, confirmatory, intervention trials. Optimising 
interventions in this way is intended to provide more statistical power to detect genuine treatment 
effects. These novel methods have the potential to introduce valuable flexibility into the rigour of 
the RCT and are beginning to be applied in the field of complex behavioural interventions.  
 
Aim:  
To bring together those interested in novel designs for trials of complex public health interventions, 
to discuss the issues and the challenges. The workshop aims to identify novel trial designs and the 
issues in implementing them, with a view to producing more efficient trials of complex interventions. 
The aim will be for participants to work together alongside the facilitators to identify novel 
approaches and their challenges. 



 
Educational objectives:  
Workshop participants will learn about (a) the challenges in designing and running trials of complex 
public health interventions, and (b) methods that are being developed to address these challenges, 
including: 

 adaptive interventions / sequential, multiple assignment, randomized trials (SMARTs) for studies 
with an exploratory focus 

 adaptive trial designs for studies with a confirmatory character 

 adaptive and multi-arm methodology for cluster randomised trials; including group sequential, 
sample size re-estimation, and response adaptive designs 

Participants will learn from each other about public health interventions being planned or in 
progress and designs currently in use, as well as ways of adapting them. 
 
Structure:  
The workshop structure will depend somewhat on the numbers attending, but the current plan is as 
follows: 
Opening remarks, aims and structure of the workshop: 5 minutes 
Exploratory discussion of participants’ experience of the challenges of designing and running 
complex behaviour intervention trials: 15 minutes 
Short presentations from two of the facilitators: 15 minutes in total 
Small group work with groups led by the facilitators on specific topics identified earlier: 35 minutes  
Feedback: 10 minutes 
Summary and closing remarks: 10 minutes.  
 
Target Group:  
Those interested in behaviour change interventions, trial design and implementation, statistics and 
public health. 
 
Number of participants:  
The minimum number of participants needed to run the workshop successfully is 8. The maximum 
who could feasibly participate is 20. 
 
Requirements:  
We require a room large enough to accommodate up to 20 participants (including space to divide 
into smaller groups), a projector and screen, a flipchart and 5 marker pens.  
 
 
 


