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* Importance of accurate and transparent research

reports 

* Impact of poor reporting on systematic reviews

* Highlight reporting guidelines and the EQUATOR

Network

* Discuss the implementation of reporting guidelines

within your research and their potential impact

Presentation Outline
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“Systematic reviews aim to identify, evaluate and 
summarise the findings of all relevant individual 

studies, thereby making the available evidence more 
accessible to decision-makers...Systematic reviews 
adhere to a strict scientific design based on explicit, 
pre-specified and reproducible methods. Because of 

this, when carried out well, they provide reliable
estimates about the effects of interventions so that 

conclusions are defensible”

Systematic Reviews. CRD’s Guidance for undertaking reviews in health care. 
Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, University of York. 2008.

Systematic review: purpose
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* Formulation of a clear question 

* Eligibility criteria for studies

* Search for potentially relevant studies

* Selection of studies into the review

* Extraction of data

* Assessment of methodological quality of       

included studies (risk of bias)

* Synthesis of findings (possibly using 

meta-analysis)

* Presentation of data and results

* Interpretation and drawing conclusions

Each step is important in ensuring that the results are reliable and  

reproducible

Systematic review: key steps
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Systematic review: key component
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A research article is the ‘end product’ of one process…

…and the ‘raw material’ of other processes

Primary research

Design Conduct Publication

Publication

Informs further
research

Systematic 
review

Clinical 
practice 

guideline

Informs health policies 
and clinical practice



Systematic review: reliability
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Systematic 
reviews rely on 
the robustness 
of the methods 
and results of 
primary 
research and on 
how primary 
studies are 
reported



Systematic review: risk of bias
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A crucial part of preparing a systematic review involves an 
assessment of the risk of bias for included studies

* Risk of bias results from suboptimal methods
* Methods must be reported well to allow risk of bias assessment



Cochrane risk of bias tool
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Yellow is a 
problem – we 
simply do not know 
as not enough 
details are provided 
in the study report



Importance of accurate and transparent 
research reports
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Failure to provide a detailed and clear description of what was done and 
what was found by a research study prevents its full utilisation

Research study 
publication

Not included in a 
systematic review

Or clinical 
practice 

guideline

Cannot inform health policies, 
clinical practice or further 

research

Cannot assess research 
quality, reliability or 

relevance



Consequences of poor reporting
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Poor reporting is a serious problem particularly for systematic reviews 
and clinical guideline development. It prevents the inclusion of all 
eligible studies and comparison across studies:

(

Cochrane Library, accessed on 4 May 2016)

“
Data reporting was 

poor. 15 trials met the 
inclusion criteria for 

this review but only 4 
could be included as 
data were impossible 

to use in the other 
11”

“The biggest problem was the 
quality of reporting, which did not 

allow us to judge the important 
methodological items ...”

“randomised clinical trials...are warranted...Such 
trials ought to be conducted with low risk of 

systematic error (bias) and low risk of random 
error (play of chance), and should follow the 

SPIRIT and CONSORT guidelines”

“Reporting quality in the studies 
was generally poor by current 

standards”

“…this systematic review included 
only three trials of poor 
methodological quality… 
Additionally, the data are 

incomplete, and some important 
clinical outcomes were not 

reported”

“…the trial did not report 
many data in a form that 
we could analyse in this 

review”

“…in one trial it was not clear 
whether data were appropriately 

reported”



Deficiencies in health research reporting

A research article is often the only available record that a research 
study was conducted

Scientific manuscripts should present sufficient data so that the 
reader can fully evaluate the information

Readers need a clear understanding of exactly what was done and 
found

Recently there has been an explosion in the publication of studies 
highlighting poor reporting practices.
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5 main areas where deficiencies have been 
identified in the health research literature:

• Non-reporting (or delayed reporting) of studies 

• Incomplete reporting of studies

• Selective reporting

• Misleading reporting 
• Unacknowledged discrepancies between sources



Examples
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Quality of reporting in systematic reviews
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About the EQUATOR Network
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International initiative to improve the reliability and value of medical 
research literature by promoting transparent and accurate reporting.

Our main focus:

* Raising awareness 
* Provision of resources
* Education and training
* Research

Established due to growing evidence of serious deficiencies in research 
literature and its effect on the reliability and usability of research results.

Many reporting guidelines available but awareness and adherence still low.



EQUATOR website: www.equator-network.org
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EQUATOR Wizard tool
www.peneloperesearch.com/equator-wizard



EQUATOR database of reporting 
guidelines
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How to improve reporting
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What are reporting guidelines?
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* Statements that provide advice on how to report research methods  
and findings

* Specify a minimum set of items required for a clear and transparent 
account of what was done and what was found in a research study

* Typically take the form of a checklist, flow diagram or piece of explicit  
text

* Based on available evidence and reflect the consensus opinion of 
experts in a particular field

* Complement advice on scientific writing and journals' instructions to  
authors

* Some examples include: 



PRISMA Statement 

19

www.prisma-statement.org/



PRISMA checklist and flow diagram
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PRISMA extensions
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PRISMA-P
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PROSPERO
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www.crd.york.ac.uk/PROSPERO/

* International database of prospectively registered systematic reviews in 

health and social care

* Important features from the protocol are recorded and maintained as a 

permanent record

* Helps to avoid unplanned duplication and to enable comparison of reported 

review methods with what was planned in the protocol

"...there was an abundance of redundant and 
disorganized meta-analyses, creating 
confusion…The registration of systematic reviews 
should be mandatory in prospective registries, such 
as PROSPERO, and the PRISMA checklist should be 
updated…"



Published reporting guidelines for 
systematic reviews
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Examples of journal requirements
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ICMJE
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www.icmje.org/icmje-recommendations.pdf



Why use reporting guidelines for 
systematic reviews?
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Reporting guidelines are simply an aide memoire - a list of items deemed 
essential for a clear and transparent account of what was done and what was 
found in a research study

They help you to:

* improve the accuracy, completeness and reproducibility of your review    
* comply with journal submission requirements
* ensure that your research study provides a more reliable basis for making  

clinical decisions or for inclusion in further research
* ensure the results of your review can be transferred into practice more quickly
* improve the quality of the research output of your department / institution /   

organisation

You can improve not only the quality and subsequent usability of published 
health research but also help advance the global body of health knowledge 

ultimately leading to improved patient care!



Impact (1)
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“The reporting standards of diagnostic accuracy 
studies in the field of non-invasive cardiac imaging 
are satisfactory at best and have improved since 
the introduction of STARD. Those journals that 
advise authors to refer to STARD have 
significantly higher impact factors, and authors 
should be encouraged that journals of relatively 
high impact factors publish diagnostic accuracy 
studies of higher reporting quality.”

"...STROBE compliance following implementation 
of the policy, increased by a statistically significant 
12% (68% to 77%, p=0.00018)...CONSORT 
compliance increased (50% to 70%) as did PRISMA 
compliance (48% to 76%)..."

Calls for development of additional reporting guidelines for reviews:

Conclusion: “…improvements in reporting and 
conduct are imperative. Further research on 
scoping review methodology is warranted, 
and in particular, there is need for a guideline 
to standardize reporting."



Impact (2): UK Academy of Medical 
Sciences
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Impact (3): HEFCE
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Lesson 5: Researchers who deliver high-quality 
academic research also deliver high-quality 
impact



Impact (4)
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Research reporting is just one aspect of a much wider problem within biomedical 
research today involving industry, publishers, governments, funders, regulators, 
researchers and academic institutions which is attracting increasing debate and 
examination.

"Perhaps all of us engaged in the enterprise we call “science” need to pause and 
reflect on the present state of what we do...How should the entire scientific 

enterprise change to produce reliable and accessible evidence that addresses the 
challenges faced by society and the individuals who make up those societies?"

Kleinert S, Horton R. How should medical science change? Lancet. 2014 Jan 18;383(9913):197-8.

Final thoughts…
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Research waste & REWARD campaign
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http://researchwaste.net/



EQUATOR Network

Steering 
group

Fellows

UK EQUATOR Centre

French EQUATOR Centre Canadian EQUATOR Centre
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Thank you! 

www.equator-network.org

Contact: shona.kirtley@csm.ox.ac.uk
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http://www.equator-network.org/

