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under selection, I do not believe that estimates from
any one of these models should be taken too seriously.
Estimates from a variety of different selection models
are very valuable, however, as a way to assess the
sensitivity to selection effects of conclusions derived
from a body of research. It may be important to know,
for example, that a realistic selection model would
lead to a combined estimate of treatment effect that
is only half as large as that observed in published
studies. This can easily happen if most of the observed
effects have p-values only slightly smaller than the
critical p. It is also important to know that no reason-
able selection model has much effect on the combined
estimate of treatment effect. This can happen when
most of the observed effects have very small p-values.
By viewing selection models as techniques for sensi-
tivity analysis, we may exploit them more effectively
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in the attempt to draw scientific conclusions from
collections of related research studies.
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Comment: Assumptions and Procedures
in the File Drawer Problem

Robert Rosenthal and Donald B. Rubin

Interesting and important questions have been
raised about the file drawer problem in the thoughtful
and constructive contribution by Iyengar and Green-
house. Our purpose here is to (a) examine the assump-
tions underlying the file drawer computations, (b)
report some empirical estimates of retrieval bias rele-
vant to these computations, (c) report the results of a
study of retrieval bias in an early and fully documented
meta-analysis and (d) comment on the framework
described by Iyengar and Greenhouse and other
frameworks relevant to meta-analysis.

1. ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLYING THE ORIGINAL
FILE DRAWER COMPUTATIONS

Iyengar and Greenhouse stated that the file drawer
computations (Rosenthal, 1979)-are “. .. based upon
the assumption that the unpublished studies are in
fact a random sample of all studies that were done.”
This is, however, not the assumption underlying the
file drawer computations proposed in Rosenthal
(1979). Rather, Rosenthal (1979) explicitly assumed
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ogy and Donald B. Rubin is Professor, Department of
Statistics at Harvard University, Cambridge, Massa-
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that (a) the null hypothesis is true (expected mean
2z =0.00) and (b) the selection process is such that all
results significant at say, .05, two-tailed, are published
(or retrieved) whereas those that are not significant
are not published (or not retrieved).

In their own assumptions underlying the file drawer
computations, Iyengar and Greenhouse assume the
same null hypothesis but, when critically evaluating
the file drawer computations, their selection process
assumption is that all results significant at say, .05,
one-tailed, are published (or retrieved), while those
that are not significant in that direction are not pub-
lished (or not retrieved). In their formal models, how-
ever, Iyengar and Greenhouse assume a two-tailed
selection process. Therefore, the original file drawer
calculations of Rosenthal (1979) are fully consistent
with all the formal models in Iyengar and Green-
house’s Section 4, which are used to illustrate their
preferred maximum likelihood approach.

The Iyengar and Greenhouse file drawer calculation
(based on the assumptions that the null is true but
that only results significant in one direction are pub-
lished) is a worst case calculation. However, it seems
to be less realistic than the assumption of a two-tailed
selection process because (a) early in the history of a
research domain results in either direction are impor-
tant news and (b) later in the history of the domain,
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