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Aim 

To describe the documentation that is necessary when undertaking a systematic review. 

 

Requirements 

Clear documentation of the various steps undertaken during the review process. 
  

Documentation 

Search and selection criteria; 

 The full search that has been performed, mentioning the database with suppliers, the search dates and all search strategies with all search terms 

(in a appendix); 

 Selection of the articles presented in a flow diagram; 

 Evaluation of the methodological quality (i.e. risk of bias assessment) of the articles; 

 Data analysis and evaluation of the quality of the evidence. 

  

Responsibilities 

Executing researcher: 

 Ensures the necessary background knowledge is present, gained through sources and experts, prior to writing the protocol. 

 Write the protocol. This should include the following broad topics:  Criteria for including studies (i.e. inclusion/exclusion criteria); Search methods 

for identification of studies; Data collection and analysis (e.g. selection of studies, data extraction and management, assessment of risk of bias, 

measures of treatment effect). 

 Consult a search specialist in the process. 

 Include two independent reviewers for the selection of the abstracts and full-text articles, and risk of bias assessment. 

 Document the selection and evaluation of the articles in the report. 

 Select a report format and follow the guidelines described for a proper report. See the ‘Checklists for writing’ in the table below. 

Project leader:  



 

 

 Consult sources and content experts before writing the protocol, if necessary. 

 Inspect the protocol by reading and adding comments. 

 Consult a search specialist in the process, if necessary. 

 Ensure that the selection of articles and risk of bias assessment has been carried out by two independent reviewers. 

 Check the documentation of the executing researcher as proposed in the section ‘documentation’. 

 Review the data extraction and evaluation for the most important outcome measures in the review. 

 If the executing researcher is also the project leader then ensure that your documentation is reviewed by an independent researcher. This may 

include a co-author. 

 

How To 

A systematic review is a comprehensive overview of the available evidence based upon the literature within a particular topic. In this guideline, we focus 

on the quality aspects when conducting a systematic review. It is imperative that you consult other sources when preparing your review, such as the 

Cochrane handbook. It is important to note that a systematic review is written together with at least two persons, preferably with the help of a search 

specialist. At least one reviewer should be a content expert. A well-conducted review includes the following steps: 

 

Preparation 

Books: 

 Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions (editor Julian P.T. Higgins). http://handbook.cochrane.org/ 

It is advisable to check the Prospero database for ongoing reviews in order to see if your review is currently being conducted, and to register your 

topic. 

 

Library websites: 

 AMC Intranet - Ik wil een Systematische Review (SR) schrijven 

 Systematische reviews - WikiStatistiek (amc.nl) 

 http://libguides.vu.nl/SystematicReviews 

 http://www.ub.vu.nl/nl/onderwijs-onderzoek/literatuuronderzoek/index.aspx 

 

 

 

http://handbook.cochrane.org/
http://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/
https://intranet.amc.nl/web/personeel/links-voor-de-werkplek/medische-bibliotheek-amc-literatuur/ik-wil-een-systematische-review-sr-schrijven.htm
https://wikistatistiek.amc.nl/index.php/Systematische_reviews
http://libguides.vu.nl/SystematicReviews
http://www.ub.vu.nl/nl/onderwijs-onderzoek/literatuuronderzoek/index.aspx


 

 

Type of systematic review Guidelines for executing Checklists for writing 

Interventions; (R)CT’s –       CRDs Guidelines for Systematic Reviews 

–       Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of RCTs –       PRISMA 

Diagnostic test accuracy –       Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Diagnostic Test 

Accuracy –       PRISMA-DTA 

Measurement instruments 
–       CRDs Guidelines for Systematic Reviews –       COSMIN 

Meta-analyses 
–       Cochrane Handbook Chapter 9 & Chapter 19 –       PRISMA 

Observational studies 
–       Meta-analysis of Observational Studies –       MOOSE 

 

Course:  

It is advisable to follow a course in conducting systematic reviews, for example, the course offered by EpidM. The VU library offers an online search 

course. 

 

Advice:  

Should you be interested in working on a systematic review which examines outcomes instruments, then we recommend contacting Dr. Caroline 

Terwee or Prof. Riekie de Vet (from the clinimetric group). Should you be interested in working on a (Cochrane) diagnostic test accuracy systematic 

review, then you could contact Dr. Mariska Leeflang (m.m.leeflang@amsterdamumc.nl) 
  

Protocol: 

Write a protocol for your systematic review before you start your search. Examples of protocols for a Cochrane review of intervention studies or for 

diagnostic reviews can be found in the Cochrane Library or CRD Handbook. The CRD Handbook also describes examples of other types of review, such as 

clinical tests, public health interventions, adverse events, or economic evaluations. For other types of systematic reviews, examples include: 

 

 Albers G, Echteld MA, de Vet HC, Onwuteaka-Philipsen BD, van der linden MH, Deliens L. Evaluation of quality-of-life measures for use in palliative 

care: A systematic review. Palliat Med. 2010;24(1):17-37. 

http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/SysRev/!SSL!/WebHelp/SysRev3.htm
http://www.cochrane.org/handbook
http://www.prisma-statement.org/2.1.2%20-%20PRISMA%202009%20Checklist.pdf
http://srdta.cochrane.org/handbook-dta-reviews
http://srdta.cochrane.org/handbook-dta-reviews
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-dta/
http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/SysRev/!SSL!/WebHelp/SysRev3.htm
http://www.cosmin.nl/images/upload/files/checklist%20final%20feb%202010.pdf
http://handbook.cochrane.org/
http://www.prisma-statement.org/2.1.2%20-%20PRISMA%202009%20Checklist.pdf
http://www.consort-statement.org/Media/Default/Downloads/Other%20Instruments/MOOSE%20Statement%202000.pdf
https://www.google.nl/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCEQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.plosmedicine.org%2Farticle%2FfetchSingleRepresentation.action%3Furi%3Dinfo%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pmed.1000286.s005&ei=FRSQVNLdOMb5UvP_gtgN&usg=AFQjCNGD2b00O6G-TjE8A2Gb0DQyZ0OrRg
http://www.epidm.nl/nl/cursussen/systematische-reviews-en-meta-analyse/
http://webcursus.ubvu.vu.nl/cursus/default.asp?lettergr=klein&cursus_id=144
http://webcursus.ubvu.vu.nl/cursus/default.asp?lettergr=klein&cursus_id=144
http://www.emgo.nl/team/258/carolineterwee/personal-information/
http://www.emgo.nl/team/258/carolineterwee/personal-information/
http://www.emgo.nl/team/240/riekiedevet/personal-information/
https://aph-qualityhandbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Evaluation-of-quality-of-life-measures-for-use-in-palliative-care-A-systematic-review.pdf
https://aph-qualityhandbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Evaluation-of-quality-of-life-measures-for-use-in-palliative-care-A-systematic-review.pdf


 

 

 van den Dungen P, van Kuijk L, van Marwijk H, van der Wouden J, Moll van Charante E, van der Horst H, van Hout H. Preferences regarding 

disclosure of a diagnosis of dementia: a systematic review. Int Psychogeriatr 2014;26:1603-18 

 Rietmeijer-Mentink M, Paulis WD, van Middelkoop M, Bindels PJ, van der Wouden JC. Difference between parental perception and actual weight 

status of children: a systematic review. Matern Child Nutr 2013;9:3-22. 

 

A systematic review may age rapidly; therefore, you need to plan properly when you perform the literature search and when you evaluate the articles. It 

is, therefore, best if you have your search strategy, selection criteria, data extraction formula, and evaluation list ready prior to actually searching the 

databases. 

 

Searching and Search specialist 

It is advisable to consult a search specialist when undertaking a systematic review. The university library employs search specialists, who will be able to 

advise you. 

 

Selection and evaluation of articles 

The selection, assessment of risk of bias and data extraction should be undertaken by two independent reviewers. The initial selection should be based 

upon the title, abstract, and keywords, and the final selection should be based upon the full tekst and combined with the methodological evaluation of 

the article, although this is not advised. Make sure to document the selection, separately for both independent reviewers. Various standardized checklists 

are available for assessing the methodological quality of (randomized) controlled trials, diagnostic research (e.g. QUADAS) and observational studies. 

Consult the Cochrane website for the most appropriate tool. 

 

Disagreements between the reviewers regarding the selection and methodological assessment can be discussed during consensus meeting. If necessary, a 

third independent reviewer should be consulted in order to reach consensus. 

 

Documentation 

Proper documentation of all decisions and choices made is essential for a systematic review. Maintain a separate logbook (see the ‘Logbook’ guideline) for 

systematic reviews. The documentation which is required is noted under ‘Documentation’ above. 

 

In addition: 

1. Store all references retrieved in a database (e.g. Reference Manager, EndNote, Mendeley). Make a selection of the references included at a later 

stage and store this in a second database; 



 

 

2. Make a note of the reason for exclusion when excluding any references. Consult the PRISMA flow diagram and be familiar with what is required in 

the final report. Note down all the comments from consensus meetings. This prevents you from forgetting why a given article was or wasn’t 

included; 

3. Note down how many references in total have been retrieved, how many references you have excluded on the basis of the title, how many on the 

basis of the abstract and how many on the basis of full-text articles; 

4. Evaluation of the methodological quality of the articles: include, for example in a table, the reasons for allocating a particular score. This may 

appear to be quite a bit of work, but it will make your report more transparent for the reader. 
  

Reporting: 

Use reporting guidelines specifically developed for different systematic reviews. 

 

A number of tools are available for summarizing results. A quantitative analysis is commonly used to statistically pool the results of the included studies. 

The decision to conduct a quantitative analysis should be based upon the relative homogeneity of the data, which will determine whether statistical 

pooling of the results is possible. When heterogeneity exists (i.e. too much variation) between studies then a qualitative analysis will be necessary. This 

might be also necessary if too few data are available for pooling. Note: it is advisable to discuss the data analysis an presentation with an expert. 

 

In a qualitative analysis the results are summarized in a systematic way, taking into consideration various aspects such as methodological quality, 

consistency of results, statistical significance and clinical relevance of the effects. The conclusion can be formulated by evaluating the strength of the 

available evidence. In order to summarize these effects and for formulating levels of evidence, it is advisable to use GRADE. 

 

Audit questions 

1. Has the search strategy been properly documented (i.e. date of the search, databases which have been searched, search terms have been properly 

noted)? 

2. Has the selection of articles been properly documented (i.e. reasons for exclusion of articles; PRISMA flow-chart of inclusion of articles has been 

properly completed)? 

3. Has the risk of bias assessment been properly documented (i.e. assessments by reviewers has been included; conclusion about consensus)? 

4. Has statistical analysis been documented in the form of a meta-analysis, if appropriate? 

 

Questions? 

Contact Dr. Sidney Rubinstein s.m.rubinstein@vu.nl or Dr. Miranda Langendam m.w.langendam@amsterdamumc.nl  

 

mailto:s.m.rubinstein@vu.nl
mailto:m.w.langendam@amsterdamumc.nl


 

 

 

LINKS 

 Link  

AMC Systematic review  https://intranet.amc.nl/web/personeel/links-voor-de-werkplek/medische-

bibliotheek-amc-literatuur/ik-wil-een-systematische-review-sr-schrijven.htm  

Wiki-statistiek (AMC) https://wikistatistiek.amc.nl/index.php/Systematische_reviews  

VU Systematic Review http://libguides.vu.nl/SystematicReviews  

VU UB  http://www.ub.vu.nl/nl/onderwijs-onderzoek/literatuuronderzoek/index.aspx  

EPIDM https://www.epidm.nl/nl/cursussen/systematische-reviews-en-meta-analyse/  

VU courses  http://webcursus.ubvu.vu.nl/cursus/default.asp?lettergr=klein&cursus_id=144  

Cochrane handbook  http://handbook.cochrane.org/  
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