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An Introduction to Systematic Reviews
Table 1- Levels of Evidence

All studies were categorised according
to the strength of the evidence based
on the following classification system1. 

Level I - Evidence obtained from a
systematic review of all relevant
randomised controlled trials.

Level II - Evidence obtained from at
least one properly designed
randomised controlled trial.

Level III.1 - Evidence obtained from
well designed controlled trials
without randomisation.

Level III.2 - Evidence obtained from
well designed cohort or case
control analytic studies preferably
from more than one centre or
research group.

Level III.3 - Evidence obtained from
multiple time series with or without
the intervention. Dramatic results in
uncontrolled experiments.

Level IV - Opinion of respected
authorities, based on clinical
experience, descriptive studies, or
reports of expert committees.

The series Changing Practice has been

designed to support health

professionals wishing to implement

evidence based practice and to

complement the Joanna Briggs Institute

series Best Practice. 

Why are Reviews Needed?

The need for evidence to support clinical

practice has never been greater. This is

the result of the vast array of available

technologies, pharmaceutical and

health care products.  In addition the

body of knowledge on which clinical

practice is based, is changing rapidly.

Clinicians must decide which

interventions, products or technologies

should be implemented, yet compar-

isons between products are often

difficult because of limited information.

Many of these health care products are

also accompanied by sophisticated

product promotion and claims of

effectiveness. 

Competition for health care resources

has increased because of such things

as the increased consumer

expectations, aging population, and the

demand for compensation when

services fail to meet their obligations. 

The knowledge on which nursing care is

based is also changing rapidly and so

some of what is taught to nursing

students will remain relevant for only a

small portion of their professional

career. However, assisting nurses to

keep up to date with research, and

transferring this research evidence into

practice, has proven difficult. 

Part of this problem is due to the

massive growth in the available health

care information. With up to 30,000

biomedical publications annually, and

millions of citations listed in health care
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databases, the volume of literature is

now too large for nurses to stay

continually updated. Further, the quality

of published research is highly variable.

The use of inappropriate research

methods, poor standard of statistical

analysis or inadequate sample size

often make research findings

inconclusive or contradictory. This

makes it difficult to know which studies

should be used as the basis for clinical

practice.

As a result, reviews have become an

increasingly important means by which

research results are collected, sorted,

appraised and summarised. These

reviews help overcome the problems

associated with large numbers of

published research and variations in

quality between studies. While there are

a range of approaches to reviewing

research literature, properly conducted

systematic reviews are seen to be the

most reliable.

What are Systematic
Reviews?

Systematic reviews are summaries of all

past research on a topic of interest.

However, unlike the traditional approach

to reviewing literature, they utilise the

same principles and rigor that is

expected of primary research. As the

name suggests, they are systematic in

their approach and use methods that

are pre-planned and documented in a

systematic review protocol. On

completion of the review, the methods

used are documented in the review

report, as is done with all primary

research, to allow users the opportunity

to appraise the quality of the systematic

review. See table 2 for a summary of the

steps in the systematic review process.

Systematic Review Protocol

The systematic review protocol ensures

that the review is conducted with the

same rigour expected of all research.

The protocol fulfils the same role as a

research proposal as each step in the

review process is fully described. The

protocol states the review question(s),

how studies will be located, appraised,

selected and then synthesised. 

Review Question 

Systematic reviews aim to answer

specific questions, rather than present

general summaries of the literature on a

topic of interest. The questions

addressed by these reviews are the

same as those posed by the primary

researcher. However, the difference is

that primary research must exist on the

topic to make conducting a review

worthwhile. When evaluating the

effectiveness of an intervention, a good

review question should have four

components: 

1. the specific population which are to

be investigated

2. the intervention being evaluated

3. the comparison or control under

scrutiny

4. the outcome of interest 

Table 2  
Systematic Review Process

Identification of a

clinical problem

Develop a review protocol

Locate studies

Select relevant studies

Appraise the quality of

the research

Collect data from

individual studies

Synthesise and summarise

the findings of studies

Document method in

review report










