
SYSTEMATIC 
REVIEWS

Rachel Helbing, MLIS, MS, AHIP – Health Sciences Library



Learning Objectives
◦ Describe what systematic reviews are and why they are important
◦ Identify and understand the steps in a systematic review:
◦ Formulate a research question
◦ Check for existing SRs / register your protocol / set inclusion & exclusion criteria
◦ Choose relevant databases
◦ Generate appropriate key words
◦ Connect key words with boolean operators 
◦ Translate search strategy between databases
◦ Run database searches and manage results
◦ Screen results
◦ Create a PRISMA flow diagram
◦ Synthesize results

◦ Know who to contact with questions



WHAT IS A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW?
A systematic review “attempts to collate all empirical evidence that fits 
pre-specified eligibility criteria in order to answer a specific research 
question. It uses explicit, systematic methods that are selected with a 
view to minimizing bias, thus providing more reliable findings from which 
conclusions can be drawn and decisions made.”

Higgins JPT, Green S (editors). Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions Version 5.1.0 [updated 
March 2011]. The Cochrane Collaboration, 2011. Available from training.cochrane.org/handbook, Section 1.2.2

https://guides.lib.uh.edu/systematic_reviews
https://training.cochrane.org/handbook


Evidence 
pyramid
Systematic reviews (and 
metanalyses) are at the 
top



Systematic 
review 
examples
Look for the methods
described in the abstract



Systematic 
review 
examples*
Look for the methods
described in the abstract



Not all 
reviews 
should be 
systematic
Consider other types of 
reviews, such as scoping 
reviews



Formulate a research question
◦ Concise
◦ Not too broad; Not too narrow
◦ PICO framework can be helpful
◦ Do interprofessional collaboration improvement interventions positively impact 

patient health, clinical process, efficiency, or other outcomes compared to usual 
care?

◦ Do patients with uncontrolled diabetes being treated in a multidisciplinary 
collaborative care model have improved clinical outcomes compared to those who 
are not?

◦ How have interprofessional education and collaborative practice impacted the 
outcomes identified in the Triple Aim? (scoping)

◦ If you can’t state your question concisely as a sentence, a systematic review may not 
be appropriate

https://canberra.libguides.com/c.php?g=599346&p=4149722


Other preliminary steps
◦ Did someone just complete a review on your exact topic?
◦ At a minimum, check PubMed (use the Systematic Review filter under Article Type)

◦ Check PROSPERO and/or register your own project there

◦ Develop inclusion/exclusion criteria

https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/


Choose relevant databases
◦ Will vary based on topic
◦ Should search multiple databases
◦ Check the library guides for your subject area to get ideas

You do not need to search PubMed AND MEDLINE

◦ A side note on PubMed: Always search PubMed via our link: 
https://libraries.uh.edu/pubmed

◦ This gets you access to full text!

https://guides.lib.uh.edu/?b=s
https://libraries.uh.edu/pubmed


Generate appropriate keywords
◦ Can start from the PICO framework if 

you used that
◦ Consider synonyms, spelling 

variations, etc.

https://canberra.libguides.com/c.php?g=599346&p=4149722


Connect keywords with boolean
operators
◦ AND
◦ Narrows your search - fewer results
◦ Use between different concepts

◦ OR
◦ Expands your search - more results
◦ Use within one concept (synonyms)

◦ NOT
◦ Excludes things from your search - fewer results
◦ Use sparingly - may accidentally exclude relevant articles



A visual
AND between concepts; OR 
within concepts

("Diabetes Mellitus"[Mesh] 
OR diabetes[tiab]) AND 
("Interprofessional 
Relations"[Mesh] OR 
interprofessional[tiab] 
OR "collaborative care"[tiab] 
OR multidisciplinary[tiab]) 
AND ("Glycated 
Hemoglobin A"[Mesh] 
OR "Glycated Hemoglobin 
A"[tiab] OR "Hb A1c"[tiab])

https://sru.libguides.com/history/librarybasics/booleanoperators



Translate search strategy between 
databases
◦ The keywords, basic structure, and Boolean operators will be the same for all 

databases
◦ Subject terms (MeSH, Emtree, etc.) (if any) will need to be switched for each 

database
◦ Tags (if any) will also need to be switched for each database

("Diabetes Mellitus"[Mesh] OR diabetes[tiab]) AND ("Interprofessional 
Relations"[Mesh] OR interprofessional[tiab] OR "collaborative care"[tiab] OR 
multidisciplinary[tiab]) AND ("Glycated Hemoglobin A"[Mesh] OR "Glycated 
Hemoglobin A"[tiab] OR "Hb A1c"[tiab]) - PubMed
(exp diabetes mellitus/ OR diabetes.tw.) AND (collaborative care team/ 
OR multidisciplinary team/ OR interprofessional.tw. OR collaborative care.tw. OR 
multidisciplinary.tw.) AND (hemoglobin A1c/ OR glycated hemoglobin A.tw. OR HB 
A1c.tw.) – Embase



Run database searches & manage 
results
◦ Run all searches on the same day
◦ Keep a record of the date and how many results are found in each database
◦ Deduplicate using a citation manager (Zotero, EndNote, RefWorks, etc.)
◦ Keep a record of the number of results after deduplication

https://guides.lib.uh.edu/citationmanagement


Screen results
◦ Load results into a screening tool such as Rayyan
◦ Have at least 2 screeners, plus a tie breaker

https://www.rayyan.ai/


Create a PRISMA flow diagram
◦ Shows the progression of your systematic review from initial results to included 

studies
◦ Helps with reproducibility
◦ Included in most systematic review publications 
◦ The reason why you needed to keep records of everything
◦ A new 2020 edition of PRISMA (including flow diagram) came out earlier this 

year
◦ Make sure you're utilizing the most up-to-date version
◦ There are now 4 flow diagram template options



PRISMA flow 
diagram
Preferred

Reporting

Items for

Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-

Analyses

http://www.prisma-statement.org/


PRISMA flow 
diagram
Preferred

Reporting

Items for

Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-

Analyses

http://www.prisma-statement.org/


Synthesize results
◦ Create one or more evidence tables to summarize the included studies
◦ Assess the quality and level of bias of included studies
◦ If included studies are similar enough, complete statistical analyses on the 

pooled results
◦ Write up the results 
◦ What conclusions (if any) can you draw from your study?

Please be aware: Systematic reviews are a large undertaking and often take a 
year or more to complete



Evidence 
table
One or more evidence 
tables will summarize the 
included studies, as well 
as their risks of bias



NEED MORE INFO?
UH SRs guide

Cochrane handbook; PRISMA
Email Me

https://guides.lib.uh.edu/systematic_reviews
https://training.cochrane.org/handbook
http://www.prisma-statement.org/
mailto:rrhelbin@central.uh.edu
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