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Evidence-Based Healthcare

The integration of best research 
evidence with clinical expertise and 
patient values

Sackett et al, 2000



Davidoff F, Mt Sinai J Med; 1999



Some problems with available 
information

• Too much
• Poor quality
• Disorganized 
• Few consistently reliable sources





Reviews Essential in Medicine

• Research evidence is published in many 
countries and languages

• Literature is is large and growing (eg, 20,000 
biomedical journals)

• Literature is not organized
• Reviews of primary research necessary for 

coping with information overload and lack of 
access



Shortcomings of Traditional Reviews

• Lack of a standard format
• Lack of clearly specified methods of identifying, 

selecting, and validating included information
• Quantitative synthesis has been rarely used to 

integrate the information from multiple studies



What is a systematic review?

• A review of existing knowledge that uses 
explicit, scientific methods:
– Structured and transparent process
– Comprehensive search for relevant articles
– Explicit methods of appraisal and synthesis

• Summarizes methods and results of similar 
but separate studies

• May or may not combine results 
quantitatively (meta-analysis)



How do you do a systematic 
review?

• Step 1 - Search for relevant studies
• Search biomedical journals (indexed on 

MEDLINE) for the best research evidence
• - Typically randomized controlled trials (RCTs)

• Problem:  MEDLINE contains “too much” 
and “not enough”
- Not an efficient way to find RCTs



How do you do a systematic review (cont’d)

• Step 2
• Gather relevant studies and, using explicit and 

consistent methods, summarize the findings



Problems with identification of trials for reviews

• 25-50% of studies are never published

• Publication bias exists 

• Non-English language article results are negative 
more often



Problems with identification of trials for 
reviews

• The typical MEDLINE search in the past has 
retrieved <50% of relevant controlled trials

• Non-English language articles are not easily 
accessible on MEDLINE 

• Only a small proportion of citations identified by 
comprehensive electronic searching are relevant



“Best” sensitivity of MEDLINE searching

All MEDLINE
Topic RCTs RCTs

IVH 56% 59%
Hyperbilirubin 29% 32%
Ophthalmolology 76% 82%
Rheum. arthritis 64% 91%
Acupuncture 47% 69%
Homeopathy 17% 78%
Vitamin C 36% 78%
Ginkgo 31% 78%
Liver disease 38% 79%

Wtd mean 44% 72%
Range (17-76%) (32-91%)

Source: Dickersin et al BMJ1994



The Cochrane Collaboration aims to help people 
make well-informed decisions about healthcare by 

preparing, maintaining and promoting the 
accessibility of systematic reviews of the effects of 

healthcare interventions



All effective care must be free.



What does the Cochrane Collaboration do?

• Prepares and maintains systematic reviews
• Identifies clinical trials and contributes them to Cochrane 

CENTRAL register of controlled trials (~401,000)
• Contributes to MEDLINE retagging of RCTs [PT] and 

CCTs [PT] each year 
• Builds specialized trials registers (eg, eyes and vision)
• Encourages use of systematic reviews
• Educates people to perform reviews, use and interpret 

reviews, handsearch for trials



The Cochrane Library

• Published quarterly by John Wiley, Inc
• Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews
• Other databases

CENTRAL Register of Controlled Trials
Methodology Register
Database of Methodological Reviews
Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness
NHS Health Technology Assessments































So how is all this work organized?



Steering Group

12 Centers
50 Review 

Groups
7 Fields

3 Networks
10 Methods

Groups

Secretariat



Collaborative Review Groups (CRGs)

50 CRGs (each for a specific area of health care)
Responsible for preparing systematic reviews
Each CRG has an editorial base and international 
team to support members worldwide





Assistance provided by US Cochrane 
Center 

• In-person and online workshops
• Individuals to assist throughout the review 

process
• Training on Cochrane software
• “Help desk”
• Office space for doing a “review sabbatical”
• Handsearching of vision journals and conference 

abstracts to identify controlled trials



Current Goals

• Educate clinicians about evidence-based 
healthcare

• Perform systematic reviews

• Identify trials through handsearching





















How does this help a librarian?

• Assist people with finding the evidence
• Several good resources in one place
• Cochrane information is kept up-to-date
• We are a phone call away
• We have annual meetings (see www.cochrane.us)
• Possible field for those interested in information 

retrieval
• Collaborative, international

http://www.cochrane.us/


Get involved!

• Be a contributor
– Join the information retrieval field
– Contribute to CENTRAL - Handsearch a journal or conference 

proceedings for trials
– Help index reports of trials

• Be a user
– Use the Database of Systematic Reviews and CENTRAL to help 

inform practice, research, or policymaking
– Use the Database of Methodology Reviews and the Methodology 

Register to help inform research or teaching

www.cochrane.us



Question for you

• Assuming you wanted to learn more about 
systematic  reviews or evidence for healthcare 
decision making how would you search Google?
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