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Evidence and research 



Why are systematic reviews important 
in research? 

¨  Can identify uncertainties and guide research 
 

¨  Can improve the conduct and reporting of primary 
research 



“investment in additional research should 
always be preceded by systematic 
assessment of existing evidence.” 
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Why are systematic reviews important 
in research? 



Putting clinical studies into context 

“Authors should either report their own, up-to-date systematic review or 
cite a recent systematic review of other trials, putting their trial into 
context... A systematic review is the key component of putting research 
into context. We believe that this guideline should apply to all research, 
not only to randomised trials. “ 



Case example 

Authors' conclusions 
Neither moderate benefits nor moderate 
harmful effects of steroids can be excluded. The 
widely practicable nature of the drugs and the 
importance of the health problem suggest that 
large simple trials are feasible, and worthwhile, 
to establish whether there are any benefits from 
corticosteroids in this situation. 

Title:  Corticosteroids for acute traumatic brain injury 
Byline:  Alderson P, Roberts I 
Publ. status:  Published in Issue 4, 2002 - Issue 4, 2004 



Case example 

Authors' conclusions 
A new large study with about 80% of the total 
participants was completed by the time of the 
2006 update of this review. This study, called 
CRASH, showed a significant increase in number 
of deaths in patients given steroids compared 
with patients who received no treatment. The 
significant increase in deaths with steroids 
suggests that steroids should no longer be 
routinely used in people with traumatic head 
injury. 

Title:  Corticosteroids for acute traumatic brain injury 
Byline:  Alderson P, Roberts I 
Publ. status:  Published in Issue 2, 2007 



Systematic reviews can improve the quality 
of primary research… 
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Systematic review methods can 
improve the quality of clinical studies 
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Evidence and clinical practice 



Trust in medicine 

¨  Compassion 
¨  Competence 
¨  Shared power 
¨  Personal care 
¨  Realism 
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Why is evidence important? 

Value for 
money 

Patient 
safety 

Evidence 

Clinical 
performance  



Why is evidence important? 

Best 
current 

evidence 

Patient 
values & 

preferences 

 
Better 
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Why are systematic reviews important 
in guiding practice and policy? 



Why are systematic reviews important 
in guiding practice and policy? 

¨  Aim to capture all the relevant high quality evidence 
(comprehensive search) 
 

¨  Analyse the risk of bias of included studies and the 
quality of the evidence  
 

¨  May provide a pooled estimate of effect from all 
studies (increase power and precision) 
 

¨  May represent the highest quality evidence to guide 
practice and policy decision making 
 



What is Cochrane? 

The Cochrane Collaboration is an 
international organisation that aims to 
help people make well-informed 
decisions about health care by 
preparing, maintaining and promoting 
the accessibility of systematic reviews of 
the effects of  healthcare interventions 

Cochrane	
  evidence	
  used	
  
worldwide	
  by	
  wide	
  range	
  of	
  
stakeholders	
  in	
  diverse	
  products	
  
and	
  ac7vi7es	
  

>28,000 people 
 
>100 countries 

Advoca0ng	
  for	
  evidence	
  
informed	
  decision	
  making	
  

Advancing	
  the	
  science	
  of	
  
synthesis	
  



The Cochrane process 

• Define 
question 

• Competence 
of author 
team 

Title 

•  PICO 
•  Plan search 
•  Describe 
methods  

•  Peer review 
•  Publish 

Protocol 

•  Undertake 
search 

•  Screen results 
•  Identify  
included 
studies 

• Risk of bias of 
included 
studies 

•  Extract and 
analyse data 

•  Write up and 
submit 

Review 

•  Peer review 
•  Revision 
•  Copy edit 
•  Publish 
 

Editorial 
process 

Updating 



Cochrane and GRADE.. 

¨  What is the problem we are trying to fix? 

Authors' conclusions 



Cochrane and GRADE 

¨  For a given outcome and comparison is there any 
effect/difference? 
 

¨  If so, which drug/treatment came out better? 
 

¨  By how much? 
 

¨  How certain are we? 



Cochrane and GRADE 



Judging quality: summary 



24 

Conceptualizing quality 

⊕⊕⊕⊕  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

We are very confident that the true effect lies close to 
that of the estimate of the effect. High 

 
 
 
 
 

⊕⊕�� 
 

Low 
Our confidence in the effect is limited: The true effect 
may be substantially different from the estimate of the 
effect. 

 
 

⊕⊕⊕� 
 
 
 

 

Moderate 
We are moderately confident in the estimate of effect: 
The true effect is likely to be close to the estimate of 
effect , but possibility to be substantially different. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
⊕��� 

 
Very low 

We have very little confidence in the effect estimate: 
The true effect is likely to be substantially different from 
the estimate of effect. 



Cochrane and GRADE 
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Formulate  recommendations: 
•  For or against (direction) 
• Strong or weak (strength) 

 

By considering: 
q Quality of evidence 
q  Balance benefits/harms 
q  Values and preferences 

 

Revise if necessary by considering: 
q  Resource use (cost) 

•  “We	
  recommend	
  using…”	
  
•  “We	
  suggest	
  using…”	
  
•  “We	
  recommend	
  against	
  using…”	
  
•  “We	
  suggest	
  against	
  using…”	
  



What are the key elements 

¨  Sorted by clinical outcomes that matter 
 (not studies..) 

¨  Takes into consideration issues that increase/decrease 
our confidence in the results 

¨  Flexibility in relation to study type 
¨  Reports “relative” and “absolute” effects 
¨  Reduces dependence on arbitrary measure of statistical 

significance 
¨  Encourage researchers to consider a priori what is the 

minimum clinically important difference for main 
outcomes 
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