
Review guidelines on systematic reviews, and prepare a protocolPubMed, Embase, Web of
Science, Cochrane CENTRAL

and subject-specific databases;
Contact authors, experts,

companies; citation tracking

Exploration of heterogeneity:
graphical methods (e.g.

Galbraith plots), subgroup
analyses, and meta-regression

Use tests for publication bias
(e.g. funnel plot, Egger test) only

if sufficient data points exist

Use PRISMA standards as
guides for report writing

Use filters for specific study
designs (e.g. Cochrane filter 

for RCTs) only if necessary

Software suggestions:
EndNote, Reference

Manager, ProCite

Keep a log of excluded studies
with reasons for exclusion

Contact authors for missing
data; email authors short,
structured questionnaires;

reminders help!

Paper or electronic data 
extraction forms (after pilot test)

Define a focused 4-part review question (Patient, Intervention, Comparison and Outcome)

Identify appropriate databases and sources of studies

Excluded after second screen

Excluded from the �nal analysis (ne)

Get full texts of all articles identi�ed for second screen (N)

Enter data into database manager software

Studies included in the �nal analysis (ni)
Each article gets a unique ID number

Articles considered eligible after full-text review (by two
reviewers) is the �nal set of studies for inclusion (n0)

Reviewer 1 screens all titles/abstracts and
makes selections for second screen

Reviewer 2 screens all titles/abstracts and
makes selections for second screen

Reviewer 1 extracts data (including quality
assessment) from the �nal selected articles

Reviewer 2 extracts data (including quality
assessment) from the �nal selected articles

Save all citations (titles/abstracts) in a reference manager
Document search strategies that were employed

These citations are ready for �rst screen (N0)

Reviewers meet and resolve disagreements on citations they do not agree on
The �nal number (N) selected after this process is ready for second screen

(review of full-text articles)

Reviewers meet and resolve disagreements on data
Compute inter-rater reliability (e.g. Kappa statistic)

The �nal data after this process is ready for data entry

Interpret, discuss results and write the report;
Discuss applicability of results and limitations of the review

Avoid making policy recommendations; suggest areas for future
research, if the review question is not fully answered

Import data and analyse using software
Tabulate study characteristics

Generate forest plots of effect measures
Check for heterogeneity

Pool effect measures if heterogeneity is not a concern
If heterogeneity is found, identify sources of heterogeneity

Consider subgroup and sensitivity analyses
Explore possibility of publication bias

Run searches on all relevant databases and sources

Collect raw data and
frequencies (e.g. 2x2 table cell

values) instead of effect
measures (e.g. risk ratios),

where possible

Search directly or via
reference manager; avoid
language restrictions at this
stage; involve a librarian

Check for heterogeneity
using I-squared test

Software suggestions:
Stata, SAS, RevMan,
Comprehensive Meta-analysis,
MIX 2.0

You published your review!
Celebrate!!!

Software suggestions:
Access, Excel

Software suggestions:
EndNote, Reference
Manager, ProCite

Screen via Reference
Manager software; avoid
printing citations at this stage

Quality criteria will depend on
the study design (for e.g. use 
Cochrane risk of bias tool
for RCTs)

This process takes time; use
many overlapping approaches 
to get full articles; request 
authors via email

Need clear inclusion and
exclusion criteria

Adapted from: Pai M et al. Natl Med J India 2004 Mar-Apr;17(2):86-95.
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