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• Demonstrating that interventions 

have been robustly tested

• Benefits and harms

• Research studies, service 

evaluations, audits

• Questionnaires, scales, tests, 

interviews, focus groups

What is evidence



• Evidence-based practice:

• allows for informed decision-making

• can lead to changes in long standing policies

• reduces variation in practice

• leads to improved quality of care

• leads to improved patient outcomes

The role of evidence in healthcare



• The process of bringing together information from a range of 

sources to provide an overall summary of current knowledge

• Useful for identifying gaps in the literature

• Provide an evidence base for best-practice guidance, policy 

makers, practitioners

Evidence synthesis



Types of evidence 
synthesis



Literature reviews…

…are a summary of existing research or literature on a topic of interest

…aim to provide an overview, put a research problem in context, and/or 
identify gaps and weaknesses in previous studies

…evaluate the existing literature rather than just restating it, but methods to 
do so are not described

…do not aim to be exhaustive and conclusions may be influenced by the 
authors’ own views

Literature reviews…



Literature reviews: advantages and 
disadvantages

✓ Good method when time, money and 

access to support are limited

✓ Provide information on a specific topic 

in a short period of time

 Findings may not be reliable

 Findings may be biased 

 The quality of the included studies is 

not formally assessed

 May not provide the best answer to 

focused questions

 Lack of clarity on methodology



Systematic reviews…

…are evidence syntheses bringing together results from several studies

…aim to find and review all the evidence appropriate to a particular 
research question.

…produce more reliable, precise and widely applicable evidence than found 
in any of the studies alone.

A good systematic review: 
…has a clearly defined review question 

…uses a systematic approach to identify, select and appraise studies

…is driven by its protocol



Systematic reviews: a well-defined process

1

Develop a 
review 

question & 
objectives

2

Develop 
the review 
protocol 

and review 
strategy 

3

Develop 
the search 
strategy 

and search 
relevant 

databases

4

Sift search 
results 
(titles + 

abstracts) 
against 

inclusion 
criteria; 

obtain full 
papers 

5

Include 
/exclude 
studies 

using full 
text, 

against 
inclusion 
criteria

6

Extract 
relevant 

data from 
included 
studies

7

Assess risk 
of bias of 
included 
studies 

(per 
outcome)

8

Analyse 
results, 
conduct 
meta-

analysis 
where 

appropriate

9

(Assess the 
evidence 
quality by 
outcome)

10

Interpret 
evidence, 
write up, 

disseminati
on    

 



Systematic review – example



Systematic review – example



Systematic review: advantages and 
disadvantages

✓ Minimise bias 

✓ Provides a reliable basis for decision making

✓ Transparent approach 

✓ Identifies gaps in the current research

✓ Enables a cumulative body of sound evidence 

to be developed on a subject area

✓ No evidence is missed out or ignored

✓ Formally assesses the quality of included 

studies

✓ Objective

 Requires expertise of the topic area

 Very comprehensive and therefore time 

consuming

 Typically require a team of researchers



Rapid reviews

• Rapid reviews, rapid evidence reviews, rapid evidence 

assessment, rapid systematic review, rapid evidence summary, 

expedited review

• “A form of knowledge synthesis in which components of the 

systematic review process are simplified or omitted to produce 

information in a timely manner” (Khangura 2012)

Khangura, S., Konnyu, K., Cushman, R., Grimshaw, J., & Moher, D. (2012). Evidence summaries: the evolution of a rapid review approach. Systematic reviews, 1(1), 1-9



Rapid review – example



Rapid review: advantages and 
disadvantages

✓ Very focused 

✓ Timely 

✓ Reduces bias to some extent

✓ Transparent 

 Search is not comprehensive

 There may only be one reviewer

 No universally accepted definition of ‘rapid 

review’

 Interpretation of findings has to be cautious 

and limited

 More susceptible to bias

 Still need a content expert and needs to be 

experienced with systematic reviews



Literature reviews…

…are an exploratory approach to systematically synthesise evidence

…aim to map the extent, range and nature of emerging areas, and/or to 
identify gaps in the evidence   

…are useful when it is still unclear what other, more specific questions can 
be posed 

…use a systematic and rigorous approach to the identify relevant literature 
(similar to systematic reviews)

Scoping reviews…



Reasons for choosing a scoping review

Identify main 
concepts and 
definitions on a 
topic

1

Determine the 
primary 
dimensions of a 
concept

2

Uncover the 
types of 
evidence 
available on a 
topic

3

Determine gaps 
in the literature

4

Take a 
preliminary step 
toward 
conducting a 
systematic review

5

Better 
understand how 
research has 
been carried out 
on a topic

6

Peters MDJ, Marnie C, Tricco AC, et al. Updated methodological guidance for the conduct of scoping reviews. JBI Evid Synth . 2020;18(10):2119–2126. doi: 10.11124/jbies-20-00167.



Scoping review - 
example



Scoping review: advantages and 
disadvantages

✓ Minimise bias 

✓ Transparent approach 

✓ Identifies gaps in the current research

✓ No evidence is missed out or ignored

✓ Provides an overview of state of 

evidence in a field

 Broad scope means it can be difficult 

to establish boundaries

 Does not examine the quality of the 

evidence, can make interpretation 

tricky

 Often just as time consuming as 

systematic reviews



Comparisons 
between reviews



Systematic review vs. literature review
Systematic Review Traditional Literature Review

Review question/topic Starts with a well-defined research question to be 

answered. Reviews have the aim of finding ALL 

existing evidence in an unbiased, transparent and 

reproducible way.

Topics may be broad; goal may be to place one’s own 

research within the existing body of knowledge, or gather 

information supporting a particular view.

Searching for studies Attempts are made to find all existing published and 

unpublished literature. The process is well 

documented.

Searches may be ad hoc, and based on what the author is 

already familiar with. Searches are not exhaustive.

Study selection Reasons for inclusion and exclusion are explicit and 

informed by the research question.

Often lacks clear reasons for why studies were included or 

excluded.

Assessing the quality of 

included studies

Systematically assess risk of bias of individual studies 

and overall quality of the evidence, including sources of 

heterogeneity.

Often do not consider study quality or potential biases in 

study design.

Synthesis Base conclusions of quality of the studies, and provide 

recommendations for practice or to address knowledge 

gaps.

Conclusions are more qualitative and may not be based on 

study quality.

Time frame Months to years. Average 18 months. Weeks to months

Number of authors Three or more One of more



Systematic review vs. rapid review

Systematic Review Rapid review

Review question/topic Starts with a well-defined research question to be 

answered. Reviews have the aim of finding ALL existing 

evidence in an unbiased, transparent and reproducible 

way.

Has a well-defined research question that is focused, 

answerable and specific. 

Searching for studies Attempts are made to find all existing published and 

unpublished literature. The process is well documented.

Search is more limited – often to one major scientific 

database and one other source, may be limited by date 

and language.

Study selection Reasons for inclusion and exclusion are explicit and 

informed by the research question.

Reasons for inclusion and exclusion are explicit and 

informed by the research question. May prioritise certain 

types of evidence e.g., existing systematic reviews, 

randomised controlled trials. May be done by one instead 

of two reviewers

Assessing the quality of 

included studies

Systematically assess risk of bias of individual studies and 

overall quality of the evidence, including sources of 

heterogeneity.

Systematically assess risk of bias of individual studies and 

overall quality of the evidence, including sources of 

heterogeneity.

Synthesis Base conclusions of quality of the studies, and provide 

recommendations for practice or to address knowledge 

gaps.

Usually, narrative synthesis and summary tables. Meta-

analysis not usually carried out. 

Time frame Months to years. Average 18 months. <5 weeks; 1-6 months

Number of authors Three or more Two or more



Systematic review vs. scoping review
Systematic Review Scoping review

Review question/topic Starts with a well-defined research question to be 

answered. Reviews have the aim of finding ALL existing 

evidence in an unbiased, transparent and reproducible 

way.

Broad research question often used to ‘map the literature’, 

identify gaps in a body of literature, or identify key terms 

and concepts

Searching for studies Attempts are made to find all existing published and 

unpublished literature. The process is well documented.

Attempts are made to find all existing published and 

unpublished literature. The process is well documented.

Study selection Reasons for inclusion and exclusion are explicit and 

informed by the research question.

Often lacks clear reasons for why studies were included 

or excluded.

Assessing the quality of 

included studies

Systematically assess risk of bias of individual studies and 

overall quality of the evidence, including sources of 

heterogeneity.

No critical appraisal of the included studies – this is not a 

priority. 

Synthesis Base conclusions of quality of the studies, and provide 

recommendations for practice or to address knowledge 

gaps.

Synthesis is more qualitative than quantitative.

Time frame Months to years. Average 18 months. Months to years

Number of authors Three or more Three or more



Doing a review



Who and how to do a review

Who?

• Usually involves 

subject/clinical experts, 

methodology experts, 

librarians

• Often carried out by PhD 

students or research 

active staff / clinicians

• Anyone can do a review, 

but training is necessary

How?

• Courses are widely available – 

some qualify for RCP CPD 

points

• E.g. Nottingham Systematic 

Review Course - The University 

of Nottingham

• E.g., Comprehensive Systematic 

Review Training Program | JBI

• Online guides and resources

• E.g. Cochrane Interactive 

Learning | Cochrane Training

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/groups/cebhs/nottingham-systematic-review-course/index.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/groups/cebhs/nottingham-systematic-review-course/index.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/groups/cebhs/nottingham-systematic-review-course/index.aspx
https://jbi.global/education/systematic-review-training
https://jbi.global/education/systematic-review-training
https://training.cochrane.org/interactivelearning
https://training.cochrane.org/interactivelearning




Not covered today…

• Meta-analysis

• Umbrella reviews

• Qualitative evidence synthesis

• Mixed-methods reviews

• Evidence gap maps

• Clinical practice guidelines

• Policy briefs

• Technology assessment reviews



Further information

• Email: Sophie.carlisle4@nhs.net

• Web: healthinnovation-em.org.uk

• X: Healthinn_em

• Sign up to our newsletters at 

https://healthinnovation-em.org.uk/updates

• LinkedIn: Health Innovation East Midlands

mailto:Sophie.carlisle4@nhs.net
https://healthinnovation-em.org.uk/updates
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