Pollock et al. Systematic Reviews (2017) 6:145
DOI 10.1186/5s13643-017-0534-3

Selecting and implementing overview

Systematic Reviews

@ CrossMark

methods: implications from five exemplar

overviews

Alex Pollock'"@®, Pauline Campbell’, Ginny Brunton?, Harriet Hunt® and Lise Estcourt

Abstract

Background: Overviews of systematic reviews are an increasingly popular method of evidence synthesis; there is a
lack of clear guidance for completing overviews and a number of methodological challenges. At the UK Cochrane
Symposium 2016, methodological challenges of five overviews were explored. Using data from these five

overviews, practical implications to support methodological decision making of authors writing protocols for future

overviews are proposed.

Methods: Methods, and their justification, from the five exemplar overviews were tabulated and compared with
areas of debate identified within current literature. Key methodological challenges and implications for
development of overview protocols were generated and synthesised into a list, discussed and refined until there

was consensus.

Results: Methodological features of three Cochrane overviews, one overview of diagnostic test accuracy and one
mixed methods overview have been summarised. Methods of selection of reviews and data extraction were similar.
Either the AMSTAR or ROBIS tool was used to assess quality of included reviews. The GRADE approach was most
commonly used to assess quality of evidence within the reviews.

Eight key methodological challenges were identified from the exemplar overviews. There was good agreement
between our findings and emerging areas of debate within a recent published synthesis. Implications for
development of protocols for future overviews were identified.

Conclusions: Overviews are a relatively new methodological innovation, and there are currently substantial
variations in the methodological approaches used within different overviews. There are considerable
methodological challenges for which optimal solutions are not necessarily yet known. Lessons learnt from five
exemplar overviews highlight a number of methodological decisions which may be beneficial to consider during

the development of an overview protocol.

Keywords: Challenges, Methods, Overviews, Quality assessment, Synthesis

Background

Overviews of systematic reviews are an increasingly
popular method of evidence synthesis [1, 2], and there
are a growing number of resources, including guidelines,
recommendations, descriptions and systematic reviews,
relating to overview methods [2-6]. While there are
some areas of agreement in relation to optimal overview
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methods, particularly in the early stages of overview
completion [5], there remains considerable uncertainty
around some key areas of methodology [3, 5, 7, 8] and a
need for clearer standards and reporting guidance, sup-
ported by research evidence, to enhance methodological
quality of overviews [1-3, 5, 6].

At the UK Cochrane Symposium in 2016, a workshop
focusing on the methods and challenges associated with
overviews included presentations relating to five selected
ongoing or recently completed overviews [9]. These
were selected in order to highlight practical variations in
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the methods adopted within different overviews and to
provide tangible examples of the decisions and chal-
lenges associated with the completion of an overview.
During and following this workshop, we explored prac-
tical issues associated with planning and preparing these
exemplar overviews, discussed the impact of methodo-
logical decisions and reached consensus on key meth-
odological challenges and potential implications for
future overview authors.

Subsequent to our author group reaching consensus,
Ballard [3] published the results of a scoping review of
methodological guidance for overviews. This synthesis
identified areas where there was consensus relating to
overview methods and highlighted five key areas where
there was debate or uncertainty including “(i) overlap-
ping systematic reviews, (ii) the scope of systematic re-
views, (iii) evaluating the quality and reporting of
included research, (iv) updating included systematic re-
views, and (v) synthesizing and reporting the results of
included systematic reviews” [3]. Since the search period
of this comprehensive synthesis, a number of further pa-
pers relevant to overview methods have been published
adding to the discussion and debate around key areas of
uncertainty. These include summaries of guidance relat-
ing to overview methods [5], descriptions and debate re-
lating to the use of GRADE [10-12] and AMSTAR [13],
the development of a new tool to assess risk of bias
(ROBIS [14]), and protocols for ongoing work in this
field [15, 16]. The specific debate around methodological
challenges presented by Ballard [3], and these subse-
quent related publications, afforded us a timely oppor-
tunity to compare the results of our independent
consensus arising from our five exemplar overviews and
to explore the practical implications of the current un-
certainties around overview methods for authors plan-
ning protocols for new overviews.

Our aim is therefore to use five exemplar overviews:

(i) To provide practical examples of methodological
approaches to the planning and preparing of
overviews and discuss the impact of methodological
decisions

(i) To explore methodological challenges reported by
overview authors and compare these with areas of
debate identified within current literature

(iii) To discuss practical implications which may support
methodological decision making during development
of protocols for future overviews

Methods

Methodological features of exemplar overviews

Methods of the five exemplar overviews were tabulated,
relating to all key stages in the process of completing an
overview. Justification for the selection and use of the
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methods at each stage were provided by the overview
authors, based on the presentations provided at the
Cochrane Workshop and supplemented by discussion
(authors representing all five exemplar overviews are in-
cluded as authors on this paper). Points of agreement
and dissonance were highlighted and discussed. The key
methodological challenges identified by each overview
author were discussed at the workshop and synthesised
into a list, with similar challenges merged. A description
of each challenge, and the solutions (if any) imple-
mented within individual overviews, was developed
through discussion. A list of potential implications for
future overview authors, arising from the practical expe-
riences within these exemplar overviews, was developed
iteratively. This initially comprised a list of key methodo-
logical decisions made by the overview authors arising
from the tabulated descriptions of methods and meth-
odological challenges; this was circulated amongst the
overview authors who added to, and refined until con-
sensus was reached on the final list.

Key challenges within exemplar overviews and
complementarity with published literature on overview
methods

The key methodological challenges identified within
each of the exemplar overviews were systematically com-
pared and contrasted with the recognised areas of debate
[3], which were published after consensus had been
reached on the methodological challenges identified
within our exemplar overviews. Each of the methodo-
logical challenges from our exemplar overviews were
tabulated, and overview authors considered levels of
complementarity [17, 18] between the recognised areas
of debate and the methodological challenges identified
from our exemplar overviews, applying categories of
“agreement” (the methodological challenges identified
within the exemplar overviews is in agreement with the
findings of Ballard [3]), “dissonance” (the methodological
challenges identified within the exemplar overviews dif-
fers from, or conflicts with, the findings of Ballard [3])
or “silence” (the methodological challenges identified
within the exemplar overviews were not addressed
within the findings of Ballard [3, 17, 18]. One author
applied the initial categorisation, which were then
appraised by the other authors and any areas of dis-
agreement highlighted. Disagreements were discussed
between all authors until consensus was reached, the
findings of other recent publications were considered,
and any changes from the original categorisation noted.

Implications for development of protocols for future
overviews

Finally, based on the presentations on the methods of
the exemplar overviews from the Cochrane Symposium
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which all provided a chronological description of the
overview process and the synthesis of methodological
features, common features and differences between our
exemplar overviews were identified and agreed. Consid-
ering these features and differences alongside the per-
ceived methodological challenges and complementarity
with published literature, overview authors then debated
and agreed key implications for the development of pro-
tocols for future overviews.

Results

Methodological features of exemplar overviews

Table 1 summarises the key methodological features of
the five exemplar overviews. Three of the overviews are
Cochrane overviews [19-21], one is an overview of re-
views of diagnostic test accuracy (DTA) [22], and one a
mixed method overview carried out by the EPPI centre
[23]. Two of the Cochrane overviews are produced by the
same research team (AP is an author on [19] and [21]),
while the remaining three are each produced by distinct
author groups. Detailed protocols describing the planned
methods were agreed and made available a priori for all
five of the overviews; two of the overviews are now
complete and published [19, 23], while three are in the
final stages of completion and write-up [20-22]. Justifica-
tion for the selection and use of the methods as described
in the protocol and used at each stage of the overview
process are provided in Table 1. Characteristics of the in-
cluded reviews and any data relating to the results of
meta-analyses which were extracted and reported within
the systematic reviews are summarised in Table 2.

Key challenges within exemplar overviews and
complementarity with published literature on overview
methods

Discussion between overview authors led to agreement
that there were a total of eight key methodological chal-
lenges encountered across all the exemplar overviews.
These were the following:

e Overlap between reviews (studies appearing in more
than one review)

e Reviews are out of date

e Definition of “systematic review”

e Assessment of methodological quality of reviews

e Quality of reporting within reviews

e Applying GRADE

e DPotential for publication bias

e Summarising key findings in brief accessible format,
suitable for informing decision making

The judgement of complementarity between these
identified methodological challenges and the areas of
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debate identified within current literature are sum-
marised in Table 3 and below.

Complementarity with published literature

o Agreement: seven of our identified key
methodological challenges were in agreement with
the issues raised by Ballard [3]; although, some
additional specific points (categorised as areas of
dissonance) were raised by our exemplar overviews
in relation to three of the issues (see Table 3 for
details)

o Silence:

o Methodological challenge highlighted by our
overviews, but not raised by Ballard [3]): there was
one area of silence, with our exemplar overviews
identifying challenges relating to gaining
agreement with the ROBIS tool. (Note: the ROBIS
tool was published after the search period of
Ballard [3])

o Methodological issue identified by Ballard [3]
but not from our exemplar overviews: there were
two areas of silence. These included challenges
relating to the “scope of systematic reviews”,
where there is a “mismatch” between the scope of
the systematic review and the remit or focus of
the overview, and challenges associated with the
assessment of risk of bias of primary trials, where
appropriate quality assessment was not used
within the systematic review

o Dissonance: there were no areas of dissonance
between the methodological issues raised by our
overviews and Ballard [3]. However, there was
disagreement noted in relation to conclusions drawn
by Ballard [3] relating to the function of overviews
and that overviews cannot identify evidence gaps:
three of our exemplar overviews [19, 21, 23] clearly
concluded that the overview had successfully
identified gaps in the evidence.

Challenges common to systematic reviews

Also common to all exemplar overviews were a number
of challenges which were considered to be routine
amongst most systematic reviews. These included chal-
lenges such as the management of large volumes of re-
view information and data extraction, the available time
and resources, and reaching consensual decisions
amongst overview authors. Strategies implemented to
address these challenges included methods of automat-
ing data extraction (for example downloading data files
for Cochrane reviews) and audio-recording discussions
between overview authors.



Page 4 of 18

Pollock et al. Systematic Reviews (2017) 6:145

SISMIIASI BU1 WOJJ S|qe|IeAR
ale ABajenis y.ieas auyi Jo sjie1ag
IEIWEIR|

92IN0S $S3UIsNg ‘sNdodS ‘Wioju|
19V VISSY ‘YIHOQ ‘0juPAsd
‘Aleiqr sueiyd0d ‘Igva ‘INMdIN

‘Ysi|bu3

ul uasaid 0} G661 WOl Payslignd

paquosap ale
SPOYIaW 1UBWISSasse Alljenb pue
eLIS1LD UoIsN|DUl ‘ABa1eis ydieas
U1 YDIYM Ul SMIIAI DIRWIAISAS

S9WOD1IN0 Hulxg|lom
JO 212Y1[E3Y SSWO2INO

BuISs aoe[dyIoM B U PRISAIIRP
SUOUSAIRIUL AUB [SUOUDAISIUJ

Aue :syuedipiued

SUORUaAIIUL uonowlold
Yijeay a2e|dyIom JO MIIAIBAQ

SMIINSI
JO M3IAISAO POYIaW PaXIN

aull Ag auly
pauodal yoiess pauwigng

OJUPDASH
‘INIMAIN ISVYENT ‘4SAD

Aoeindoe 1591
JISOUBEIP JO SMIIADI DIRWIAISAS

S3UWI02IN0 1531
papodal JaU10 ‘UoiieudIol
AdeIndoe 153} dsoubelp UaYI0

(9A13e63U/2AINSOd) NS
1531 dlsoubelp :saWo2INQ

SIUSLLISSISSR
SAUBOD Ja1Ig 11531 XapU|

uonendod aonoeid

[eJauab Jo 24> Alewd e wioly
P3UNID3I JSAO IO SIeIA 8|
pabe synpe e suedpiyed

a1ed Alewnd

ul epuawap bulkjuapl

10} SIUBUUSSSSSE SAINUBOD
JaUq Jo 51531 dnsoubelp jo
AdBINJ2e 3Y3 JO S3IPNIS WOy
9OUSPIAS 3SIIBWILINS O]

A>eindde 1593 dsoubelp
JO SM3IARI JO MIIAIBAQ

21d0) M3IASI 91 JO 3OURAS|RI
pue sjeL} buiobuo Jo papndul
JO 95uasald ‘sa1ep YdIess

9yl PaIaPISUOD A|[ed1ewalsAs
yo1ym 1uswisbpn( jo ssaooid

e buisn Ag a1epdn 01 sSmalA]
Y2IYM P3UIWIRISP SIoyIne Sy |
"959U1 9pN|duUl 0} M3IAI [eUIBLIO
9y1 a1epdn pue ‘saIpnis Y24easal
AKrewud [euonippe Ajnuspl 01
19plI0 Ul ‘pa1epdn aom SMIIASJ
PapN|AUl UIOS JO SAYDIRS

aul| Ag aul| pauoday

4sdd>

SMBIAI DNNRWISISAS QURIYd0D

suolssiwpe [eudsoy

pue ‘sjuawalinbal uoisnjsues)
|92 pas ‘341] 4o Aujenb ‘syuan
3saApe ‘suoliedlduod paiefal
(192-2pP2Is ‘AujeHOW S2WO0dIN0

suoisnjsuel}
S||92 Pal SUORUSAIRIU|

35e3sIp ||
SIS yum ojdoad :syuedipined

9583SIP |19 IPIS
yum ajdoad Ag padusuadxa
suonedldwod Jo uonuarsid Jo
JUSWIB3J} JOJ SUOISN)SUBIY ||
paJ JO A124eS pue SSAUDANDDYS
3U} JO SMIIADI URIYD0D)

Ul 92USPIAD Y3 SSHUPWIWINS O

SM3IADJ JO MIIAISAOC aURIYD0D)

aul| Ag aul| pauoday

4sdd>

SM3IADI
J1PWRISAS BURIYI0D)

Aue :sawio001N0

(papinoid uoluLsp)
UOINUSAISIUI SAIIPAISSUOD
Aue :suonuaAIRIU|

9DUBUIUODUI AlRUlIN YIIM
s)npe ajewa) syuedidiied

35U3UAUODUI
Aleuun ajeway Jo
1UsWILaI] 10 UonuaAId
943 10§ SUOUSAIRIUI
SAIIBAISUOD JO SMIADI
3URIYDOD) 3SISAYIUAS O]

SM3IADJ
JO MIIAISAO SURIYD0D)

3yvQ pue
@D 1oy aulj Aq aul parioday

043dS04d ‘F¥vad "¥sad

S|el} Pa||0AIU0D PaSiWOopUel
BuipnpuUl SMIIAL D11RUISISAS

Buiny
Ajtep Jo AuAioe 1o Juswiiedul
‘uonduny quil| Jaddn :sewodnO

Aue SUONUSAIRIU|

j04s syuedippnied

013S I9Ye
uonduny quil| Jaddn saoidudl
0} SUONUSAIDIUI JO SMIIADI
DIRWIRISAS 3SISSYIUAS O

SMIIADJ JO MIIAIDAOC aURIYD0D)

SM3IAS 91ep JO INO
4O saypJeas bunepdn

Abarens yoleas

Apnis jJo
2dAy ey uoisnpu|

S2UI0JIN0
'SUORUIAIIUI
‘syuedjonied
eI UOISN|DU|

MIIAIBAO
JO uonsanb,/wiy

MIIAISAO JO 3dA|

7] uowunig

[c2] wunH

[02] UNo21s3

(12 Banpow

[61]>20]10d

SMIIAIRAC Je|dUaXD JO $2In1e3) [eDI60j0poYIRN L djqeL



Page 5 of 18

Pollock et al. Systematic Reviews (2017) 6:145

pa1e|Ngel a1aMm SONISLIIORIRYD
UOUSAIRIUL ,[NJSS2DINS,

Ayauap! 01 sasAjeue Jolelapoul O}
Bupefal exeq (s3uawundop Aoijod
£ ‘saAidadsiad pue sadusiadxe
,SI9P|OYels JO Y2Ieasal)
DUIPIAS JO SdAY JaL10 Yum
SMBIAS) DIBLUSISAS W) 9DUSPIAS
9SISOYIUAS 01 SISOYIUAS Jomauel

SSOUAIIDYD
UM Pa1eID0SSe Solsiiaioeleyd
AJIuapI 0 PaW(e YdIYm SMIIASI
JURA3JJ JO deul D1euUIISAS,

e 3pIA0Id 01 SeM MIIAIDAO

SIY1 JO 9AIID3[QO 3Y3 :UeURPUN
SBM 1USWISSasse Ajenb oN

((11-8)

ybIy 1o (/—t 2102S) wnipaw
'(€-0 2102S) MO| 03Ul pasLioHaIed
2IM 53105 YV ISY Y3 :210N)

dV.LSWY

suonen|eAs ssadoid

wioly elep 'sasAjeue-elaw Jo
SNSaJ ‘SMIIAI JO SDNSLIIORIRYD

21D uoisnpul Aldde
Auspuadapul SI9MIIASI OM |

S3|ge} UIYlM pue AjsAiedieu
pajuasald ‘sainseawl Aydads
pue AUARISUSS Bulsn saipnis
PapNDUI SSOIJE S} NS3J JO SISDYIUAS

[€¥] SSIpNIS [PUOIBAISSGO

10} 9|BDS EMONQ-I[ISEIMIN

93 pue 2] YYISWY ‘L]

1SIpPRYD ABojopoylaw (90Us]|90X3
[EDIUID PUB Y1BSH IO} 1NISU|
|euoneN A|snoiaaid) 9ous||edx3 a1ed)
pue yieay Joy 1nsu| [euoneN
‘[0]) eus1ud Aujenb oidads-ubissp
5,92104 YSB]| S9DIAIS ANRIUDARI]
$3181S payun Y1 buipnpul

'S|003 JO SIS B PASN MIIAII

€1/1 *Svavno 1o [6€] ¢-Svavno
pasn €/9 {pasn |00} JO SpoyIaul
uo s|1e1sp Aue uodai 10U pIp €1/¢
‘JUsWIssasse Alljenb se [g€] euand
QYVYLS O3 PaLIdjal SMAIAI €1/7
‘JUaWISSasse Alljenb o1 aduaialel

OU 9peW SM3IA3I € /7 1By} PIMOYS
SNSaY “AjdAIIRLIRU POl SMIIASI
DIPWIRISAS papNn|ouUl WO} SaINseaw
JUDUISS3SSe Aljen( “usyenapun
SBeM 1USWISSasse Ajenb oN

(V13 4o

SM3IA1 0} Palojiey Ajjednyinads

3q P|NOd |00} SIY} Se ‘IUBAS|2I dIoW
Ajgenble pue ‘Aidde o1 Jaises aq

01 PaIaPISUOD Sem |00} S|gOY Y3
NG 'SHNS3J JUSWISSISSE |qeredulod
apinoid 01 payodal a1am sj00)
yiog ‘suondo 3|qejieAe a1 a1om
959y pue /| J JO sMmalnai Buissasse
10} |001 [ewndo sy o) bunejas
9oUepIND JO dUISCE UB Sem I}
se 5j001 Yioq pakojdua :210N)

SI0Y PUe 4V 1SV

uonewlojul Aseindoe

1591 dasoubelp ‘saskjeue W JO
SYNS3I 'SMIIASI JO SDSHILIdRIRYD

el911Id uoIsnul
Ajdde Apuspuadapul sioyine om|

SM3IADI DY} Ul
3|ge|leAe elep AQ paululIaIap se
e1ep SUWOJINO [eDNISIIRIS JO
uoneussaid yum ‘yoeosdde
JAvYO 2y1 buisn pauoday

uonedipnfpe

Aued paiyy 10 uoissnosip
ybnoiyy panjosas sadualayip Aue
pUB 92U3PIAS JO S|9A3] IAVYD
BulA|dde sioyine maiAIAO
JuUapUAdIPUI OM) YLM ‘SMIIADI
papnpaul ay3 Ul papiaoid
SJUSUISSISSE UO Paseq

paijdde ‘yoeoudde JQyHO

(9pew pey

sioyine ayy ssadoid bupew
UOISID9P dY1 Ajliepd 03 eLD
dVISWY 94l JO Yoes O poappe
2I9M SIUSWWOD [BUOHIPPY)

dYLISWY

sasAjeue-e1aW JO s)Nsal
'SMaIARI JO SDNISLIaIdRIRYD

e11d uoisnpul Aldde
Ajpuspuadapul sioyine om|

punsodubis ‘@dusunuodUl
AJeunn Joj SUoIUSAISIUI
9AIJBAISSUOD ||B O}
Bue|al 92UspINS MBIASI
DIeWIAISAS JO Alewwins
pa1e|Nge ] "9oUsUNUodU
Areuun jo adAy

01 buipiodde pajussaid
pue padnolb eileq

SUBIDIISIIPIS PUB (SURIDIUID)
SIapjoyayers

A3 woly Indul yum
pajuswa|ddns

‘wyiobie Jo asn

yum ‘yoeoidde 3JQvyo

SI0d

SasAjeue-e1aW JO S)Nsal
'SMaIARI JO SDNISlIaIdRIRYD

ep3d uoisnpul Aldde
Ajpuspuadapul sioyine om|

1099 ou
10 WieY 12349 |ePlyauaq

JO 2dU3pIAS BunybIYdIH
"P2.0|dX3 SWODINO 2B 1oy
/|0JIUOD SNSISA UONUSAIDIUI 10}
'3JgvyD 01 buipiodde padnoin

(lze o]
2UBYMBS|D PassNIsIp pue

pa1ussaid sje1sp) wyiobje
40 95N yum ‘yoeoidde 3gyyo

(1001 S1gOY 23 Jo Aujigejieae pue
uonedlgnd o3 Joud paiajdwod
SEM JUSWISSISSE SIY1 :910N)

suonsanb Yy Sy [eulbuo ayl o1

JOMSUR 31 SUIWIR1SP 01 pasn
2J9M sUONSaND snowoloydIp
959y1 01 (Jespun Jo ou

's9A) s1amsue syl pue ‘suonsanb
SNOWOI0YDIP JO SaUSS ©

01Ul UMOP UXO0IQ SJ9M BLIS1LID
/suonsanb Yy 1SN L1 [eulbuo
943 JO U289 YVISINY PaYIPON

SasAjeue-e1ow JO
S1NS3J [SMIASI JO SDISLSIDRIRYD

e11d uoisnpul Aldde
Ajpuspuadapul sioyine om|

SISOYIUAS e1eQ

SM3IADI
UIYIM 3DUSPIAS JO
Aljenb Jo Juswissassy

SM3IA3I JO
Aujenb Jo Juswissassy

uolloeilxs eieqd

SMaIAa] JO UOND9|9S

(PaNUHUOD) SMIIAIRAO 1B|dUIX JO $2IN1e3) [e2I60I0POYISN L djqel



Page 6 of 18

Pollock et al. Systematic Reviews (2017) 6:145

[ead
(SUsgam 21uUaD-Idd3) paysiignd

(€ 3|1 [euonIppy 339)

109449 [eIUBWILISP JuRdYIUDIS
AJ[BOIISIEIS 1O 12942 [BIUSWILISP
JUBDIUBIS-UOU ‘UOIIUSAISIU

pUE [0JIUOD U32MISq 3oUIYIP
OU 1039 [edyauaq uedyubis
A|[BOIISIEIS-UOU 10349 [edlausq
1ueDIUbIS A|[ed1sieIs e sem a1y}
JaY19ym 03 BUIPIODIE DUIPIAS
BuisiobaIed ‘PaseWWNS OS[e Sem
$9dA1 uonURAISIUI JUSIYIP 104
109}49 JO UOIDAIIP 3Y] "M3IASI Y}
40 Bunes Yy 1SWY ays buipnpul
‘Papiroid sem SMaIASI papnpdULl
3y} JO Yora INOGE UOIeWIOjUl
YoIym Ul 9|gel Aleuuwns v/

ESIVENpelele}
Ad1j0d pue SaIPNIS SMIIA ‘SMIIASI
SSUDAIDRYS WU palyiuspl
sonsuL1DeIRYD A3y, JO 9|qe]

AIBUILINS 9AIINDIXT

AJeuwins painionag

pa19|dwod 1o
pauueld sem sisAjeue [edisieIS ON

ked

(8202205 10TkAYD J21 OYIJSOHd
uo paysiignd joxo1oid) Buiobup

SIUSLSS3SSE AIUBOD JaLIq [eNPIAIPU

pue ‘papodal eep | J-uou

'|9AS| M3IARI 1B SuosHeduod

10} paonpoid a1am sa|gel
AJewiwins [eUONIPPY "S910U pue
pauodal eep Adeindoe ‘adusjersid
UOIIPUOD ‘UoNIPUOD 1961e]

‘e1ep dlydesbouwsp Asy pue azIs
3|dwies ‘uayel swill ‘PIoysalyl 151
XapUl ‘PIePURIS 9OUIDJRU ‘9dUR.J31
Apn1s 1usuodwod ‘9duaJajal
Mmalnal buikeidsip pasnpoud

sem 3|gel sbulpuly Jo Alewwins vy

(sMmalral

JeWISAS ||e Ss0Ide ddurULIORd
1591 dpsoubelp bupedulod

pue ‘SJUaWSSaSse aARIUBOD Jalq
pasn Ajlapim 1sow ay1 ssolde | J
JO sisAjeue ‘sawi) Uopessiuiwpe
1531 JO JUBWISSaSSe DY) 0} bupieal

Bulobuo sI sisAjeue [euonippe :210N)

pa19|dwod
Sem sisAjeue [ed1siiels oN

[07] (A1eaqr] aueiypod
ul paysiignd [od0j0id) BulobuQp

I} [eUORIPPY 935)
UonuUaAIL1Ul Yoea IO} MIAISAO SIYY
Jo sawodIno Arewud ayy apnpul
[IM 253y “[£€] suonUaAIRU| JO
SMIIASY DI1BWISISAS J0J YoogpueH
QUBIYD0D) 3y} JO 7 Jardeyd ul
papuaWIWIOdal se 3|gey sbulpul Jo
Aleuwwns, ayi 03 Jejiuis 1euloy

e Ul 9|gel ,SM3IARJ JO MIIAIRAQ,

pa19|dwod Jo pauueld
sem sisAjeue [ed1sels oN

[12] (Areiqr
2ueJYD0D) Ul paysiignd
|0d0304d) BulobuO

(¢ 31y [euonippy 295)
152131U1 JO SWO2INO
Aiepuodas pue Arewid
410q Joj pue uosLeduod

UonuaAIelUl JUBAS|RJ DB 10)

'SUOIIUSAISIUI SAIBAISSUOD
JO 103949 UB JO 9DUIPIAD

S 9J2Y1 a4oym Bunedipul
Apeapd ‘pauueid sem a|qel
S)Nsal Jo Aewwing, v

1uswaAoldwil Jo aind
onewodwAs pue aji| Jo
Aujenb oipads-uonipuod jo
S9UIODINO IO 24eD PIPPURIS
10 0gade|d ‘|013u0d SNSIAA
UOIUSAIDIU SAIIRAISSUOD
JO suosuedwod 10}

3215 1992 Jo 10/d [eNSIA T

S|euy UM

siuedipiued pue (el

JO Jagwunu ay) a1easn
01 '9Jemyos ere1s buisn
pa1ea.d ‘sdew YIOMISN “|

90UIPIND

Jo Allenb pue awnjoa
‘suostedwlod ‘syuedpiued
Jo uonejndod ay1 Jo
S|1E19P JO AIBLILUNS U3IM

'SUOIIUSAIRIUI YDIYM SSIppe

SMIIASI DIJRUIRISAS UDIYM

(611 (A1eiqr suelyd0D) paysiand

(1 2|1} [eUOCIIPPY D3S) UDIe3saI puUB
2on2eid [ed1ulp Joy suonedjdul
Ay pue ‘(1e19pow o

ubIy sem JQVYD 219ym) 1049
dY} JO UODUIP 3Y) ‘DOUIPINS
U1 JO 3aVYD 3y Bunybiybly
'SUONUSAIDIUI JUSIDYIP PRLIUSPI
61 01 Bunepl dUIPINS
9|qe|IeAR SY} PasHeUIWNS

95943 JO ydes ‘padnpoid

2I9M S3|gR) AlBWILUINS A% OM |

(SMaIAS) papnppul aY)
wou} exep bupnpoidai)
paonpold sem swo21No

Arewlid sy UO SUORUSAIIUI
JO 1093 2y 01 bunejal
9715 12942 aY3 Jo 10d [ensiA v

pa19|dwod Jo pauueld
Sem sisAjeue [ed1Isiels oN

snjeys uoliedlignd

sbuipuy
Ay Jo Alewwing

sisAjeue |ednsiels

(PaNUHUOD) SMIIAIRAO 1B|dUIX JO $2IN1e3) [P2I60I0POYISN L djqel



Pollock et al. Systematic Reviews (2017) 6:145

Page 7 of 18

Table 2 Characteristics of included reviews which are reported in tables in overviews

Reported characteristics from included reviews Pollock [19]  McClurg [21]  Estcourt [20]  Hunt [22]  Brunton [23]
Review reference v vV Vv Vv V
Date of search V Vv v Vv

Country (of included studies) N J v
Objective of review v vV v v

Types of studies included in review V vV Vv Vv Vv
Participants included in review V v V v v
Intervention included in review (including name or brief description) V V V v
Reference standard(s) included in the review (including details: assessment V

tool used, version, assessor details, description)

Index test(s) included in review (including brief cognitive assessment N,

details: name, creator, version, description)

Test thresholds included within the review V
Comparisons included in review V Vv v Vv

Outcomes included in review v v v Vv
Target condition being addressed in the review V

Population prevalence of condition addressed in the review N

Setting focus of the review V vV v
Number of studies included in review v Vv Vv Vv v
Number of participants included in review V vV v Vv

Other outcomes reported beyond diagnostic test accuracy in the review v

Statistical data from included reviews reported in overview

Effect size v Vv V

Confidence intervals v vV v Vv

2% 2 table components (TP, FP, TN, FN) N

Sensitivity, specificity \J

Positive Predictive Value, Negative Predictive Value v

Tests compared, direct/indirect comparisons \J
Heterogeneity (statistical measure) \V v v V

Direction of effect v vV v Vv Vv
Results of moderator analyses \V

Implications for development of protocols for future
overviews

The identified common methodological features, implica-
tions for future overviews and implications for development
of protocols for future overviews are summarised in Table 4.

Discussion

Using five recently completed or ongoing overviews of re-
views, we have explored the methodological features of
overviews and the key methodological challenges which
are reported by the overview authors and have systematic-
ally compared these findings with synthesised evidence
relating to current guidance for overview methods
(Ballard [3]). Our five overviews provide examples of a
range of different types of overviews, including Cochrane
overviews, mixed method overviews and overviews of

reviews of diagnostic test accuracy. There are some meth-
odological differences between our exemplar overviews
which cannot be attributed to the type or aim of the over-
views, and these arguably occur due to lack of information
and guidance on the optimal methods for overviews and
reinforce recent calls for methodological research and im-
proved guidance for overviews [2, 3, 5, 24, 25].

Eight key methodological challenges were encountered
during our five exemplar overviews; these challenges
were clearly aligned with the areas of debate identified
within current literature [3], with no areas of dissonance.
Areas of silence where a methodological issue was iden-
tified by our exemplar overviews and not by the synthe-
sis by Ballard, and vice versa, can arguably be explained
by differing levels of reporting within these syntheses.
Where there were methods debated within our exemplar
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overviews which were not discussed in the synthesis by
Ballard [3], these were always related to a larger topic or
issue for which there was no consensus on an optimal ap-
proach, for example dealing with overlap between reviews.

Our exemplar overviews supported the conclusion that
overviews can successfully identify gaps in the evidence;
this conflicts with Ballard [3] who concludes that over-
views cannot fulfil the function of identifying evidence
gaps. However, Ballard [3] qualifies this, stating that
“overviews that fail to find a systematic review for every
relevant comparison will not, by default, detect evidence
gaps”. Our experiences suggest that there are situations
where evidence gaps will be identified, specifically when
there is documented knowledge of current clinical prac-
tice or existing interventions. For example, during proto-
col development McClurg [21] consulted with a
stakeholder group comprising expert clinicians and pa-
tients, creating a comprehensive list and taxonomy of in-
terventions delivered within clinical practice relevant to
the scope of the overview. While Ballard implies that
overviews cannot fulfil the function of identifying evi-
dence gaps, we argue that this function can be fulfilled,
where there is knowledge of existing interventions or
current clinical practice. This supports the viewpoint
that the involvement of key stakeholders within the
overview process should be an essential component of
overview methodology, serving to increase relevance,
quality and rigor and reduce research waste, as has been
proposed for systematic reviews [26—30].

Our experiences as authors completing overviews, des-
pite an absence of guidance for many methodological
features, and the evidence of the increasing number of
new overviews published each year [1, 2] highlight that
there is a need for recommendations and support for au-
thors wishing to complete overviews during this time of
methodological uncertainty. Clearly, the ultimate goal
must be to address the uncertainties and establish
evidence-based guidance for overview methods, and
there is ongoing work which aims to inform and help
prioritise future research in this field [15]. However,
while there remains a lack of guidance and recommen-
dations for optimal methods, there is currently decision-
making required by the authors of future overviews.
Until sufficient guidance is available, we recommend
that overview authors make and transparently report de-
cisions relating to the inevitable methodological choices.
Based on our experiences as overview authors, we have
proposed a list of implications to be considered during
the development of protocols for future overviews
(Table 4). Whilst we anticipate that these implications
will be superseded by more robust and evidence-based
recommendations as methodological research in this
field is completed, we believe that these offer practical
advice to those embarking on overviews whilst there
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remains methodological uncertainty. As this is an active
area of research and the methods for overviews continue
to develop, overview authors should ensure that they re-
main up-to-date with any new guidance or information
on best practice and should take opportunities to build
on the methods of completed overviews. Furthermore,
as the methodological features of overviews are broadly
derived from, and build upon, methods for systematic
reviews of primary research [1, 4, 5], overview authors
should utilise guidance and recommendations relating to
the conduct of systematic reviews [1]. These include the
QUility Of Reporting Of Meta-analyses (QUOROM)
statement [31], Methodological Expectations of
Cochrane Intervention Reviews guidance (MECIR) [32]
and Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, as well as the
growing body of guidance specific to overviews [1, 4, 33,
34]. As well as ensuring the overview is carried out to the
highest methodological standards, it is essential to ensure
that the overview is relevant and useful, and meaningful
involvement of key stakeholders should be central to all
overviews (Hunt H, Pollock A, Campbell P, Estcourt L,
Brunton G: An introduction to overviews of reviews: plan-
ning a relevant research question and objective for an
overview Systematic Reviews, submitted); resources cur-
rently being developed to support systematic review au-
thors in achieving meaningful stakeholder involvement
[35, 36] ought to be relevant to authors of overviews.

Strengths and limitations

The aim of this paper was to provide illustrated exam-
ples of the methods and challenges associated with a
range of overviews. The objective was not to provide
specific recommendations about how to do an overview,
or to propose optimal methods for overviews. The five
exemplar overviews were initially selected using contacts
for overview authors whom attended a meeting on over-
views at the 2015 Cochrane Colloquium in Vienna. As
the exemplar overviews were initially selected for pres-
entation at the 2016 UK Cochrane meeting, all the se-
lected overviews were led by UK-based authors. Two of
the exemplar overviews include some of the same
authors [19, 21]. Thus, the overviews provided as exam-
ples in this paper are selected from a limited population
of authors and cannot therefore be assumed to be repre-
sentative or comprehensive of the range of different
overviews which have been published internationally.
None of the five exemplar overviews addresses a re-
search question for which there was high quality trial
and review evidence and none of these exemplar over-
views completed network meta-analyses; these are clear
gaps within these example overviews. However, whilst
not purporting to be comprehensive, the examples re-
flect the shared challenges experienced by the authors of
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these five selected overviews, and those which were per-
ceived to be the greatest or most difficult to deal with.
The comparison of the methodological challenges inde-
pendently identified from these exemplar overviews with
the issues emerging from a comprehensive synthesis of
current evidence adds significant strength to this paper,
confirming that the experiences within these exemplar
overviews are aligned with current evidence.

Conclusions

Overviews are a relatively new methodological innovation,
and there are currently substantial variations in the meth-
odological approaches used within different overviews. Fur-
thermore, there are considerable methodological challenges
for which optimal solutions are not necessarily yet known.
This paper has explored the variations in methodological
approaches used within five selected overviews, and the
challenges reported by the overview authors. Lessons learnt
from these overviews have highlighted a number of meth-
odological decisions which may need to be considered dur-
ing the development of an overview protocol and led to the
development of a list of implications to support the devel-
opment of protocols for future overviews (Table 4).

While there remains a lack of empirical evidence to
support selection of specific methodological approaches
[1-3, 5, 6], authors planning protocols for Cochrane
overviews are encouraged to consider and transparently
report their decisions in response to a number of
questions, including the following:

e Is the overview to be limited to Cochrane reviews or
will other systematic reviews also be included?

e Is the search strategy to be limited to databases of
reviews or will wider electronic databases be searched?

e What action will be taken if there are overlapping
reviews (reviews containing the same trials)?

e What action will be taken if included reviews are
out of date? (How will ‘out of date’ be defined?)

e What tool will be used to assess the quality of the
included reviews? (AMSTAR/ROBIS)

e How will the quality of evidence within reviews be
assessed? Will this be done using GRADE (and if so,
how will GRADE be applied to the available evidence)?

e Is any new statistical analysis to be carried out, using
the data extracted from the reviews?

e How will the evidence be brought together into an
accessible summary which is useful to the potential
audience/readership of the overview? What
information should be included within this (in order
to address the overview objective)?

As this is a new and developing methodological field,
it is important that overview authors keep up-to-date
with new developments and methods research, in order
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that their decisions relating to the methodological ap-
proach for a new overview are informed by current
evidence.
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