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Overview

* What is target trial emulation (TTE)
« TTE for public policy

« Specifying the target trial

« Emulating the target trial

« TTE for Better Access using TTM
 TTE - Practical tips

« Summary & Future directions
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What is TTE?

* TTE is a quasi-experimental approach to emulate a hypothesised, randomised experiment (target trial)
using observational data

*Why is this important?

Idea originated in 1970’s; progressed by Prof. Miguel Hernan (Harvard T.H. Chan) et al. circa 2015

Systematic reviews and

RCTs are ‘gold standard’ for high-quality e il A

evidence of effect of intervention e

However, RCTs can be costly, lengthy, or ] I

Sazgtgcc;f Risk of bias
Cross-sectional studies, surveys :
TTE framework l
e Case reports, case studies Tt

- High-quality, policy-relevant
evidence (|| cost, time)

- Data from under-represented Editorials, expert opinion
population / groups

Mechanistic studies

Discovering what works for families
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* Modern TTE initially focussed on medical research using clinical registries / Big Data

* Increasingly used for govt interventions in a range of policy areas (social, health, service delivery)

Published in final edited form as:
Ann Intern Med. 2024 November ; 177(11): 1530-1538. doi:10.7326/M23-2440.

* TTE criteria

Sufficient sample sizes Target trial emulation for evaluating health policy

Nicholas J. Seewald, PhD'2, Emma E. McGinty, PhD?, Elizabeth A. Stuart, PhD*

Well-characterised cohorts

Home > Current Epidemiology Reports > Article

Causal Inference Challenges and New
Directions for Epidemiologic Research on

Clear population of interest
the Health Effects of Social Policies

Epidemiologic Methods (PP Howards, Section Editors) | Open access | Published: 23 March 2022

Exposure of interest (e.g. smoking, policy)

Volume 9, pages 22-37,(2022) Cite thisarticle

v
v
v
v
v

Clear outcome (e.g. 1 health service)
Invited commentary: target trial emulation—a call
for more widespread use 3

Amanda Hyre Anderson &

Australian Government American Journal of Epidemiology, Volume 194, Issue 3, March 2025, Pages 659-661,

https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/kwae222
Published: 25 July 2024  Article history v
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TTE — specifying the ‘target’ trial

« Example: Department wants to evaluate the impact of its policy (e.g. expanding access to mental health
services) on a given outcome (e.g. mental health in at-risk men)

A. Eligibility criteria

B. Treatment strategy

C. Assignment procedure
D. Follow-up period

E. Outcome measure

F. Subgroup analyses

Discovering what works for families
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TTE — specifying the ‘target’ trial

« Example: Department wants to evaluate the impact of its policy (e.g. expanding access to mental health
services) on a given outcome (e.g. mental health in at-risk men)

Men aged 18+years in Australia

o [Eligllolliny ez who meet policy criteria

Intervention: Expanded services

B. Treatment strategy Comparison: Usual care

C. Assignment procedure Randomisation
D. Follow-up period Per protocol
E. Outcome measure MH symptoms
F. Subgroup analyses Per protocol

Discovering what works for families 8
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TTE — specifying the ‘target’ trial

« Example: Department wants to evaluate the impact of its policy (e.g. expanding access to mental health
services) on a given outcome (e.g. mental health in at-risk men)

RCT Protocol Target trial Target trial emulation

A. Eligibility criteria Men aged 18+years in Australia TTM participants aged 18+years

who meet policy criteria at baseline who accessed policy
Intervention: Expanded services Intervention: Expanded services
B. Treatment strategy . o
Comparison: Usual care Comparison: Usual care
C. Assignment procedure Randomisation Confounder adjustment (per DAG)
D. Follow-up period Per protocol 2013 - 2022
E. Outcome measure MH symptoms DERERRIE ¢ EEUE SR
scores
F. Subgroup analyses Per protocol Sub-populations

Discovering what works for families 9
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TTE for public policy

* Better Access Initiative (DoHDA): Designed to improve access to MH professionals in people with mild-
moderate symptoms

* Policy question: Does increasing the number of Better Access sessions improve outcomes?

*TTE criteria

- Sufficient sample sizes v

- Well-characterised cohorts v

- Clear population of interest 4

- Exposure of interest (e.g. smoking, policy) v Evaluatio:A:f::t:TerAccess
- Clear outcome (e.g. 1 health service) v

27

8 December 2022

Discovering wha
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Protocol components

Eligibility Treatment Assignment Follow-up Outcome Subgroup
criteria strategies procedures period measure analyses
Ideal target trial
(RCT) Australian men
aged 18+ with - Iotyeatrs .
mental ill health at Randomisation post-treatmen’ Mental health
baseline
i
. of Multis,
E@‘\O 2 N
TTM + consent pami 18 . el pacoiine (o)
to MBS/PBS + 1
datalinkage Q«\F Pog, X c%‘
Target trial s Main outcome:
] PHQQ at
emulation o Ty at waves
1+ BA session ill health used: 7+
‘baseline
mds.
Frevi
miths
PHI9
=5
sed
=

after BA
sessions
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Ten to Men: TTE for Better Access

* No evidence more Better Access sessions leads to improvement " TEN 1o
in depression symptoms (PHQ-9) (b =-0.19, 95% CI [-1.15, MEN
0.70], p=0.70).

E——

« Similarly, no evidence of an effect of more Befter Access
sessions on anxiety symptoms (GAD-7) (b = 0.85, 95% CI [-0.52,

2.22], p=0.22). A target trial emulation study
* No evidence of more Better Access sessions for men in priority
populations (CALD, Younger (<35y), Regional/Remote, Lower Key findings and implications

SES men) also did not effect depression symptoms OE:

Discovering what works for families



TTE: Practical considerations

#1: Get to know your data

16,021 men 13,896 were

recruited aged 18+
at Wave 1 at baseline

6,297 men
included in
Wave 4
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829 used
Better Access
t;ii;gigt 490 had mental
health needs at
Wave 4
813 had valid had no missing
PHQY9/GAD7 values for
scores at Waves potential

1&4 confounders
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TTE: Practical considerations

#2: Be as specific as your question allows

251 -

201

Wave

Number of sessions — 16 — 7+
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TTE: Practical considerations

#3: Utilise available expertise

Area-level disadvantage (SEIFA)

Disability status Lt evente

. .\ Lower education
First Nations status CALD status ’\ ‘ . . /
* \ Lower income Other mental supports used

\ Lenran: Employment status Region

N

K
A\
_--‘\\\\l////

Pre-treatment mental health (PHQ9) ‘ "",/

Num BA sessions

ancestor of ancestor of exposure biasing path causal path
® oo @ - @ @ mmases e e

ering what works fi
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TTE is an emerging quasi-experimental approach to providing high-
quality, low-cost evidence for policy impact (and development) under
certain conditions, in addition to existing evaluation tools

TTE may particularly provide high-quality evidence to under-served /
under-represented groups to provide more complete evidence-based

policy

Further work (& resourcing) is required to realise the application of TTE to
public policy
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Future directions

« TTE is being applied to an expanding range of policy fields (environment, criminal
justice) and evaluations

 Enabled by increase in accessible tools, methodologies, and reporting standards (e.qg.
TARGET statement; Cashin et al., 2025 JAMA)

« Emerging applications to multi-policy evaluations & policy simulations (forecasting, popn
impacts)

« Coincides with increase maturity & availability of large Gov datasets
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Contact us

@ tentomenstudy@aifs.gov.au

sean.martin@aifs.gov.au

@ aifs.gov.au/tentomen
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