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What are reporting guidelines 
and how can they help address 

deficiencies in reporting?



Recap: Incomplete/unclear reporting



Recap: Quality of reporting in systematic reviews



How to improve reporting



What are reporting guidelines?

 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: 



Example reporting guideline checklists



Cover a range of study types



Relevant to different sections of the 
paper/report



EQUATOR Network

International initiative to improve the reliability and value of medical research literature 
by promoting transparent and accurate reporting.

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



What reporting guidelines are 
available specifically for 

reporting systematic reviews?



PRISMA Statement 

www.prisma-statement.org



PRISMA checklist and flow diagram



PRISMA extensions



PRISMA-P



Reporting guidelines specifically for reporting 
systematic reviews



Systematic review reporting guidelines that include 

recommendations for literature search reporting: 

PRISMA checklist

www.prisma-statement.org



Systematic review reporting guidelines that include 

recommendations for literature search reporting: 

PRISMA-P checklist

www.prisma-statement.org/Extensions/Protocols.aspx



Systematic review reporting guidelines that include 

recommendations for literature search reporting

Cochrane Collaboration

 Handbook Chapter 6.6.2 Provides reporting recommendations for both the review 
and the review protocol: 
http://handbook.cochrane.org/chapter_6/6_6_2_reporting_the_search_process_i
n_the_review.htm

 Methodological expectations of Cochrane Intervention Reviews (MECIR): 
Standards for the conduct and reporting of new Cochrane Intervention Reviews. 
R6 provides recommendations for reporting the search in the abstract and R34-
R39 for reporting the search in the methods section.

http://www.editorial-unit.cochrane.org/sites/editorial-
unit.cochrane.org/files/uploads/1MECIR%20standards%20booklet%20V%202.pdf

Institute of Medicine

 Finding What Works in Health Care: Standards for Systematic Reviews. Standards 
for reporting the search outlined in Standard 5.1.

http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/~/media/Files/Report%20Files/2011/Findin
g-What-Works-in-Health-Care-Standards-for-Systematic-
Reviews/Standards%20for%20Systematic%20Review%202010%20Insert.pdf

http://handbook.cochrane.org/chapter_6/6_6_2_reporting_the_search_process_in_the_review.htm
http://www.editorial-unit.cochrane.org/sites/editorial- unit.cochrane.org/files/uploads/1MECIR standards booklet V 2.pdf
http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/~/media/Files/Report Files/2011/Finding-What-Works-in-Health-Care-Standards-for-Systematic-Reviews/Standards for Systematic Review 2010 Insert.pdf


Examples of reporting guidelines specifically for reporting 
literature searches (but not necessarily for systematic reviews) 
include:

Atkinson KM, Koenka AC, Sanchez CE, Moshontz H, Cooper H. Reporting standards for 
literature searches and report inclusion criteria: making research syntheses more 
transparent and easy to replicate. Research Synthesis Methods. 2015;6(1): 87–95.

Niederstadt C, Droste S. Reporting and presenting information retrieval processes: the 
need for optimizing common practice in health technology assessment. Int J Technol
Assess Health Care. 2010;26(4):450-457.

Booth A. "Brimful of STARLITE": toward standards for reporting literature searches. J 
Med Libr Assoc. 2006;94(4):421-429, e205.

Kable AK, Pich J, Maslin-Prothero SE. A structured approach to documenting a search 
strategy for publication: a 12 step guideline for authors. Nurse Educ Today. 
2012;32(8):878-886.



General reporting items for systematic review literature searches 

include:

 Details of all sources searched including databases, hand 
searches, citation searches, grey literature sources, websites, 
conference proceedings, contact with authors etc.

 Details of all search terms (MeSH and free-text), the fields that 
the terms were searched in, any search filters/hedges used, limits 
applied to the search e.g. date ranges or language or publication 
types, how the terms were combined etc.

 Copy of the entire search strategy for each database (to be 
included in the appendices)

 Date that the search was conducted on each database
 Dates of any update searches conducted for each database
 Details of the search platform used e.g. OVID or EbscoHost
 Details of the exact version of the database used e.g. Embase 

1996 to 2016 Week 36  
 The total number of results retrieved individually for each 

database, and combined before and after deduplication



So why use reporting guidelines 
and what impact can their use 

have?



Why use reporting guidelines?

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 to:
− improve the accuracy, completeness and reproducibility of research 

reports/papers  
− ensure compliance with journal submission requirements
− ensure research studies provide a more reliable basis for making 

clinical decisions or for inclusion in further research
− ensure that research results can be transferred into practice more 

quickly
− improve the quality of the research output of the department / 

institution / organisation

You can help to 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!



Examples of Journal requirements



ICMJE

www.icmje.org/icmje-recommendations.pdf



Impact: UK Academy of Medical Sciences



Impact: HEFCE

Lesson 5: Researchers who deliver high-quality 
academic research also deliver high-quality 
impact



Impact “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: citations


