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Background: Data items and prognostic factors, important in population-based research e.g. predicting survival, determining treatment effectiveness and outcomes for cancer
patients, are often buried in free-text electronic annotations, comments and medical reports. In the past we have shown the use of short computer programs (Perl scripts) to
automatically extract such information. Our objective is to enhance the rapid development of such applications. Methods: Previously developed regular expressions were tested
and improved by means of a commercially available rapid development tool, without developing a full Perl (or other programming language) application. To assess the
performance, we used the same test set of pathology reports used in a previously presented exercise, plus a set of annotations from the Northern Ireland Clinical Oncology
Information System (COIS). Results: The time required for the design of a high precision and recall regular expression for hormone receptor status was one person-day, as opposed
to around five person-days if a full Perl script and cycles of design-test-redesign were used. Precision and recall were also increased from ~90% to almost 100% for various data
items. Conclusion: The tool proved dramatically effective in reducing the time spent developing regular expressions, cutting the workload by 80%. The tool also proved very
valuable in allowing the testing of subtle changes in very complex regular expressions, which would be very unpractical to develop and evaluate in the full Perl setup. The increase
in complexity of the regular expressions was responsible for the improved precision and recall. Although we tested an inexpensive commercial tool, free and open-source tools are
also available with similar functionalities.
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