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Systematic Reviews: Practical Hints & Tips 

Caroline E. Brett 
Research associate and DPsych student 

My systematic review 
• Interventions to increase engagement with 

rehabilitation in adults with acquired brain 
injury 

• Databases searched: PsychInfo, Medline, 
Embase, AMED, Cinahl, Cochrane, Cochrane 
trials database, Web of Knowledge, Web of 
Science, PsycBITE, Clinicaltrials.gov 

• Other sources: reference lists, conference 
proceedings, researchers in field, journals 

Don’t do it alone 

• Ask information specialists to help you with 
your search 

• Talk to other experts  

• (If possible), have another reviewer go 
through the studies 

• SR is (usually) a pretty major undertaking and 
many hands make light(er) work 

• If review not in your field, speak to an expert 
in that field  

 

Don’t be over- (or under-)ambitious 

• Formulate a narrow research question 

• Language restriction – can you really review 
papers in Japanese? 

• Check other reviews in area for size and scope 

 

Pilot, pilot, and pilot 

• Search terms and strategy  

• Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

– Will probably need to be altered after you have 
seen some papers!  

• Be flexible 

• Use a data extraction sheet or equivalent 

• Register your review (e.g. DARE) 

Record everything you do 
• Systematic review can (and probably will) be a 

lengthy process, involving multiple stages 

• You will forget things 

• Even if you are not in the habit of keeping 
research logs, do it for the systematic review 

• In particular, record: 
– Details of searches – exact search terms for each 

database including any limits, dates, etc. 

– How many studies found and from where  

– Reasons for excluding studies from the review 

– Any judgements made 
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Be prepared to play detective 

• Sometimes databases offer up wonderful 
riches from dissertations or theses 

• Detective work may be required to find 
published papers resulting from this work 

Long list to short list 

• Read titles, or abstracts 

• Set clear inclusion/exclusion criteria in 
advance, but be flexible 

• Keep clear record of why articles excluded 

• Obtain full text of all articles on short list 

 

19 236  “Hits” (titles/abstracts read)   

Potentially relevant  
(Full texts evaluated) 

3 207 

91 

Shenkin et al 
(2004)  

13 961 

1 126 

Dykiert et al  
(2012) 

90 

Calvin et al 
(2011) 

1 544 

232 

Cox et al  
(2014)  

Brett et al  
(submitted) 

420 

58 

Short list to review 

• Can be difficult – quite subjective 

• Be cautious; weigh up impact if selection 
criteria needs to change 

• Give a reasoned, justifiable case for each 
article’s inclusion in the review 

• Get a second opinion if possible 

 
Potentially relevant  
(Full texts evaluated) 

Included in review 

91 

6 

1 126 

33 

90 

27 

232 

208 

58 

15 

PRISMA flowchart 

Moher et al. (2009) PLoS Med 6(7): e1000097. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1000097 

792 records identified through 

database searching 

648 records identified 

from journals 

398 records after duplicates 

removed 

420 abstracts screened 371 records excluded 

58 full-text articles assessed 

for eligibility 

43 full-text articles excluded 
 9 not interventions 
 3 not rehabilitation 
 17 no objective measure of adherence, 

  engagement or compliance 
 8 targeting specific barriers to rehabilitation 
 4 not targeting engagement 
 2 abstract only 

15 studies included in data 

synthesis 

9 additional records identified from 

other sources 

626 records excluded on basis of title 
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Data extraction 
• Think about what your review is for – what 

question are you trying to answer?  

• Particularly relevant for intervention studies 

• Extracting information in a consistent fashion 
will help with writing up 

• For intervention studies, include intervention 
description (including techniques), 
comparator and outcome 

• Calculate effect sizes where possible, even if 
narrative review 

Data Extraction form Version 1 
1 Design of the Study 
 a) cross-sectional with matched controls 
 b) cross-sectional with unmatched controls 
 b) cohort study with matched controls 
 c) cohort study with unmatched controls 
  
Task 
1 Type of Reaction Time Task 
 a) Simple  
 b) Choice (number of choices……..) 
2 Modality visual/auditory 
3 Stimulus 
4 ISI 
 a) set (value……………..) 
 b) variable (values…………..) 
5 Response type 
 Pressing a button 
 Releasing a button 
 Other 
6 Number of trials …… 
7 Number of practice trials ….. 
  
  
Intraindividual variability 
 a) simple SD 
 b) ISD (SD divided by mean) 
 c) Other……. 
  
Analysis 
1 Statistical techniques used 
2 Attrition rate  
 

Author 
Article Title 
Source  
Institutional Affiliation (first author)  
  
Verification of study eligibility 
□ Correct population = humans, over the age of 18 
□ Relevance to health 
□ Contains Empirical Data 
□ RT task – basic stimulus response 
□ Intraindividual variability  
  
Population characteristics and care setting 
1 Target population (describe) 
2 Inclusion criteria 
3 Exclusion criteria 
4 Recruitment procedures used (participation rates if available) 
 age 
 ethnicity 
 class 
 sex 
 other information 
 geographical region 
5 Number of participants in each group 
 a)  
 b)  
 c)  
 d)  
6 Were intervention and control groups comparable? 
 

Data Extraction form Version 6 Quality review 
 • Think about the purpose of your review 

– e.g. How well does this study answer the question 
at hand? 

• Set clear criteria 

• Use a second reviewer if at all possible; this 
helps you set criteria and give clear 
instructions 

• Be prepared for some debate! 

Quality review 
 A) Study design (1 = Case studies; 2 = Observational studies 

without control group; 3 = Controlled observation studies (no 
manipulation of variable); 4 = Quasi-experimental studies 
(without randomisation) – e.g. pre-test & post test of treated 
and comparison group (usual treatment); 5 = RCTs) 

B) Sample size 

C) Description of participants’ demographics and co-morbidities 

D) Description of participants’ function (this might include type, 
timing and location of injury, and any functional ‘deficits’ 
experienced) 
E) Description of intervention (detailed, clear, replicable) 

F) Outcome: objective measure of 
engagement/compliance/adherence 
G) Theoretical basis for the intervention in terms of engagement 
with rehabilitation. 

Meta-analysis: contacting authors 

• Make it easy for them 

• Be flexible 
– Some may be reluctant to let you have the dataset 

– ask for summaries 

– Some may not want calculate the summaries you 
want – ask for raw data and do it yourself 

• Design a form for them to fill out (simple, 
clear, with all the necessary information)  
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  Mean ICV SD of ICV 

Younger group     

Older group     

Information Request 

   
………………………………………. 

 (Publication)  

 

 

1. Sample and recruitment 

  

a. Did younger group consist primarily of students?   YES / NO 

b. Were recruitment methods for younger and older participants the same? YES/NO 

  

   

2. Data 

  

Means and standard deviations of intra-individual coefficient of variation (ICV) from 

baseline trials only.   

  

 

 

 

 

Please return to ddykiert@staffmail.ed.ac.uk 

 

To which study 
are you referring?  

Tell them exactly 
what you need  

Minimal effort – just 
write in the values 

Contacting authors: What to expect? 
If you are lucky, you’ll get quick and straightforward answers 

 

On 24th Sept 2009, a request to 8 authors for additional data: 

24th Sept “Yes we can do this” 

  “Thank you for the interest in our paper. I  

  attach the supplementary analyses” 

25th Sept  “I’d be happy to help, but I’m not sure I still  

  have the files accessible” 

26th Sept “Sure” 

28th Sept  “No problem. I will do my best to give you  

  the numbers as soon as possible” 

16th Oct “Would you like us to co-author or just to  

  deliver the data?”… “We will help you” 

20th Oct “Catherine, attached please find the   

  requested output… Best of luck…” 

Contacting authors: What to expect? 

 

 

 

Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug 

Initial 
data 

request Reminder 

1st reminder 
(PhD 

Supervisor) 

I apologize for not answering your student's request. I see that the request came 
in early January, at a time when I was organizing a national workshop and I was 

quite busy (…) Because I really respect what you are trying to do in this meta 
analysis, I will try to help you out but I must warn you that I am not hopeful. 

2nd reminder 
(PhD 

Supervisor) 
No 

further 
contact… 

Some, will keep you waiting… 

Decide on a cut-off date for data acquisition and  
carry on with the review…  22 

23 24 

mailto:ddykiert@staffmail.ed.ac.uk
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Thank you  
and good luck! 

 
email: caroline.brett@ed.ac.uk 


