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What is Initial Data Analysis?

Huebner M, le Cessie S, Schmidt CO, Vach W . A contemporary conceptual framework for 
initial data analysis. Observational Studies 2018; 4: 171-192.



Ten (Simple) Rules of Initial Data Analysis
1. Develop an IDA plan that supports the 

research objective
2. IDA takes time and resources 
3. Make IDA reproducible 
4. Context matters: know your data 
5. Avoid sneak peeks - IDA does not touch the 

research question
6. Visualize your data 
7. Check for what is missing 
8. Communicate the findings and consider the 

consequences 
9. Report IDA findings in research papers
10. Be proactive and rigorous

Source: Baillie M, le Cessie S, Schmidt CO, Lusa L, Huebner M, for the Topic Group “Initial Data Analysis” of the STRATOS Initiative (2022) Ten simple rules for initial data analysis. 
PLoS Comput Biol 18(2): e1009819. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi.1009819

The 10 rules are based on extensive experience with research 
projects, collaborations with domain experts, and discussions among 
an international group of applied statisticians.



It’s not correct, though -> Glossary/Terminology

IDA in the News

“IDA can only have a positive impact 
on research quality if findings from a 
systematic data screening lead to 
reasonable changes in the final 
analysis or its interpretation.” 



Current projects: 
IDA check lists and R code for different settings

1. Regression without regrets (cross-sectional)
Leads: G. Heinze, M. Baillie, M. Huebner, a TG2-TG3 collaboration
Scope: Descriptive, explanatory or predictive regression model to relate 
an outcome variable with a set of independent variables (3-50)
Outcome: Continuous, binary or count 
2. IDA checklist for longitudinal data 
Leads: L. Lusa (collaboration with Kate Lee, TG1, and Cecile Proust-Lima, 
TG4)
Scope: Regression model that uses repeated measurements obtained 
for individuals 



“Generic“ IDA Plan (data screening) for a cross-sectional
study

Data 
screening



“Generic“ IDA Plan (data screening) for longitudinal 
studies

Time metric of data collection process
Time metric of analysis strategy



Time 
varying 
variables



IDA in the STROBE Checklist?
IDA data screening elements
• characteristics of study participants 
• number of missing participants
• Information about confounders 
• summarize follow-up time, report summary measures over time 
SAP or consequences of IDA findings
• addressing potential sources of bias, methods for handling missing data 
• methods to control for confounding 
• methods to examine subgroups and interactions 
• sensitivity analyses



IDA in Statistical Analysis Plans? 
Generic statements (e.g. DEBATE):
• time points at which the outcomes are measured
• timing of lost to follow-up
•missing data
• description of baseline characteristics and outcomes

What is needed: 
Guidance on IDA plan as part of the SAP Proposed 

project



IDA for survival analysis 

Andersen et al. Analysis of time-to-event for observational studies: 
Guidance to the use of intensity models. Stat Med 2020 
Section 2.2 Check list #1, Section 3.3 Check list #2
“the source of the data, what population it represents, what variables are 
relevant and which among these are available, and data completeness, 
both with respect to inclusion of subjects and missing data for those that 
are included.”

Proposed 
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