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A forest plot is an effective way to represent
data for a couple of reasons. Results of individual
studies, usually with dates of publication and CIs,
are summarized with a pooled result. One can also
quickly see how much variation exists among stud-
ies (ie, whether the individual estimates are dis-
tributed tightly around one point or spread widely
apart) and the degree of precision of each study.
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A
forest plot, which most commonly appears
in meta-analyses, summarizes results of
individual studies and includes a com-

bined or “pooled” estimate of the overall result.
The Figure shows a forest plot with the rela-

tive risk (RR) estimates from 5 studies of a new
medication for the prevention of stroke. It
includes the RR of the incidence of stroke with
the new medication vs placebo. If the RR is <1.0,
the treatment group has a lower incidence rate
than placebo. An RR of 1.0 indicates no differ-
ence. The individual squares represent each
study’s RR estimate. The lines extending from the
squares represent the 95% confidence interval
(CI) for the estimate. The size of the square cor-
responds to the size of the study and therefore the
precision of the estimate. 

In this example, Study 1 and Study 3 favor the
new medication vs placebo. The larger square in
Study 3 indicates a larger sample size and more pre-
cise result than Study 1. Study 2 also favors the
new medication, but since its CI crosses the point of
no effect, this result is not statistically significant.
The pooled estimate is indicated with a diamond at
bottom. Its CI does not cross 1.0, meaning, overall,
the result of the meta-analysis is statistically signif-
icant and favors the new medication.
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A typical forest plot showing the relative risk estimates for 
5 randomzied studies, and the pooled estimate of combined
relative risk, with 95% confidence intervals.
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