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1. Value of evidence synthesis to inform decision making 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an explosion of activities among all types of researchers, 
including in the evidence-synthesis, technology assessment and guideline-development 
communities. COVID-END has prepared tips for individual researchers and research teams who 
are involved or who want to become involved in preparing timely, relevant and high-quality 
evidence syntheses, technology assessments and guidelines to support decision-making about 
COVID-19.  
 
There are many different types of evidence synthesis and this toolkit on COVID-19 evidence 
synthesis focuses on – rapid reviews, scoping reviews, systematic reviews (SR), and living SR. 
the table below provides some key definitions which assist in distinguishing between various 
types of synthesis. 
 

Akl, E. A., Haddaway, N. R., Rada, G. and Lotfi, T. (2020). Evidence synthesis 2.0: When 
systematic, scoping, rapid, living, and overviews of reviews come together. Journal of Clinical 
Epidemiology. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2020.01.025  
 

Gough D, Thomas, J., & Oliver, S. (2019). Clarifying differences between reviews within evidence 
ecosystems. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2020.01.025
https://systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13643-019-1089-2
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2. Determining the need for a review 
 

2.1 What is the issue / decision to be informed? 
 

You may get ideas for an evidence synthesis or technology assessment by reviewing the four-

part taxonomy of decisions that will need to be informed by research evidence as the pandemic and 

pandemic response enter (or re-enter) different phases. It is useful to engage with and involve key 

stakeholders in order to clarify the research question. 

2.2 Avoiding duplication of effort ʹ look for existing and ongoing evidence synthesis 
 

In the current context, it is more important than ever to avoid unnecessary duplication of effort. This 

represents research waste. You can address this by seeking to identify existing published review 

syntheses and those in preparation.  

2.2.1 Access and assess existing evidence syntheses 
 

Identify existing evidence syntheses 

Identifying the reviews and evidence syntheses that already exist is an essential first step to avoid 

duplication of effort and research waste. COVID-END has identified many of the most important 

searchable databases that already include published systematic reviews. If you are working directly with 

policy and decision-makers, it may be helpful to point to work that has already been reviewed that they 

can consider for their own context. 

Databases with access to variety of reviews across specific organisations 

¶ COVID-19+ by McMaster PLUS (includes critically appraised systematic reviews and single studies organized by quality 
level and document type) 

¶ Evidence Aid - Summaries of systematic reviews that may be relevant to COVID-19 in eight broad areas (infection 
prevention and control; clinical characterization and management; therapeutics and vaccines; public-health 
interventions; health systems and services; epidemiology; ethical considerations; and social science in response). 

¶ L*VE by Epistemonikos (includes existing systematic reviews of effects and the primary studies, including trials, that were 
included in the reviews) 

¶ LitCovid from PubMed (includes systematic reviews and single studies organized by mechanism, transmission, treatment, 
case report, and epidemic forecasting) 

¶ TRIP database (includes systematic reviews and single studies organized by document type) 

¶ U.S. Veterans’ Affairs (VA) Evidence Synthesis Program - 

/networks/covid-end/resources-to-support-decision-makers/taxonomy-of-decisions
https://plus.mcmaster.ca/COVID-19
https://www.evidenceaid.org/coronavirus-covid-19-evidence-collection/
https://app.iloveevidence.com/loves/5e6fdb9669c00e4ac072701d
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/research/coronavirus/
https://www.tripdatabase.com/search?criteria=covid-19+or+%22novel+coronavirus%22
http://www.covid19reviews.org/
https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/products/covid-resources/overview
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/covid-19
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/covid-19?cookiesEnabled
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/covid-19?cookiesEnabled
https://campbellcollaboration.org/blog/covid19-campbell-evidence.html
https://jbi.global/ebp/covid-19
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Other useful sources of synthesized data 

¶ DistillerSR (includes curated, tagged and downloadable references to single studies) 

¶ Health Systems Evidence and Social Systems Evidence – Coming soon - Systematic reviews and economic evaluations 
about health- and social-system arrangements presented with their focus on or relevance to COVID-19, quality rating, 
recency of search, and countries where the research was conducted 

¶ SRDR (https://srdr.ahrq.gov/) (includes underlying data from individual studies included in a systematic review) 

¶ McMaster Optimal Aging Portal - Citizen-targeted summaries of systematic reviews that may be relevant to staying active 

https://www.evidencepartners.com/resources/covid-19-resources/#download-reference-sets
https://srdr.ahrq.gov/
https://www.mcmasteroptimalaging.org/covid-19
https://covidreview.ca/
https://covid-nma.com/the-project/
https://www.epistemonikos.cl/all-about-covid-19/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2213398413000833
https://www.bmj.com/content/358/bmj.j4008
https://amstar.ca/docs/AMSTAR-2.pdf
https://amstar.ca/docs/AMSTAR%202-Guidance-document.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4687950/
https://healthevidence.org/documents/our-appraisal-tools/quality-assessment-tool-dictionary-en.pdf
https://healthevidence.org/documents/our-appraisal-tools/quality-assessment-tool-dictionary-en.pdf
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2.2.2 Identify ongoing evidence synthesis 
 

Similarly, it is important to identify reviews that are already in the pipeline, and this can also be done by 

searching for review titles. 

¶ PROSPERO database for health care related reviews  

¶ National Collaborating Centre for Methods and Tools for rapid reviews 

¶ International Platform of Registered Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis Protocols (users 
can search for free, but registering requires payment) https://inplasy.com 

¶ Centre for Evidence Based Medicine (CEBM): Rapid Reviews as part of Oxford COVID-19 
Evidence Service: Current questions under review 

¶ Evidence Synthesis Program COVID-19 Evidence Reviews (Unpublished) 

 

Where credible, current and comprehensive reviews exist, these may be sufficient to address the 

question that you were proposing to research. In some cases, as the Figure demonstrates, the reviews 

will not be current. In such cases an update may represent a more useful and efficient contribution to 

https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/
https://www.nccmt.ca/knowledge-repositories/covid-19-evidence-reviews
https://inplasy.com/
https://inplasy.com/
https://www.cebm.net/oxford-covid-19-evidence-service/
https://www.cebm.net/oxford-covid-19-evidence-service/
https://www.cebm.net/covid-19/current-questions-under-review/
http://www.covid19reviews.org/index.cfm?cat=3
http://www.bmj.com/content/354/bmj.i3507
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4. Conducting new evidence synthesis 
 
If you cannot find a current, credible and comprehensive evidence synthesis, or you have a rationale for 
replicating an existing evidence synthesis, follow this guidance to ensure a robust product. 
 

4.1 Identifying the research question and the most appropriate approach 
Systematic reviews and evidence syntheses come in many forms and the preferred methodological 

approach varies accordingly. Identifying the question accurately is sometimes straightforward, but in 

most cases a thoughtful discussion and assessment of the context, concepts and challenges are always 

beneficial. Exploration and engagement with those interested in the results of the review will improve 

the quality and utility of the output. This may include funders of the review, policy makers, professional 

practitioners, users of relevant services, and other stakeholders. 

4.1.1 Developing a review question 
General resources for developing a review question:  

¶ Developing a Research Question   

A research guide produced by the University of Maryland 

¶ Research question frameworks  

A research guide produced by the Welch Medical Library, Johns Hopkins University 

Organisations that are publishing lists of high priority questions on which they are seeking researchers 

include: 

¶ Cochrane 

https://covidrapidreviews.cochrane.org/search/site 

4.1.2 Determine type of evidence synthesis 
The following resource and research article aim to guide researchers in determining the appropriate 

methods for their review: 

¶ What review is right for you?  

This is an algorithm developed by the Knowledge Translation Program of the Li Ka Shing 

Knowledge Institute, St. Michael’s Hospital, Toronto, Canada 

¶ What kind of review should I conduct? 

Munn, Z., Stern, C., Aromataris, E. et al. What kind of systematic review should I conduct? A 

proposed typology and guidance for systematic reviewers in the medical and health 

sciences. BMC Med Res Methodol 18, 5 (2018). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-017-0468-4 

4.2 Considering how the review is most likely to have a positive impact on decision 

making 
Engaging with those decison makers who are most likely to be influenced by the review is valuable in 

guiding decisions about how the review is conducted and reported. Where possible, this should form 

part of the preparation work so that it can inform the subsequent review from the outset. Such 

engagement may inform critical elements of the review’s conception, lead to co-production of the 

review with key stakeholders, and may influence decisions about the packaging of the completed review 

designed to register maximum impact.  

https://lib.guides.umd.edu/SR/research_question
https://browse.welch.jhmi.edu/searching/formulating-research-question
https://covidrapidreviews.cochrane.org/search/site
https://whatreviewisrightforyou.knowledgetranslation.net/
https://bmcmedresmethodol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12874-017-0468-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-017-0468-4
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/networks/covid-end/resources-to-support-decision-makers/tips-and-tools
https://www.covidence.org/home
https://www.evidencepartners.com/products/distillersr-systematic-review-software/
https://www.evidencepartners.com/products/distillersr-systematic-review-software/
https://www.evidencepartners.com/products/distillersr-systematic-review-software/
https://www.epistemonikos.cl/proyectos/love/
https://www.epistemonikos.cl/proyectos/love/
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIReviewer-Web
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIReviewer-Web
https://www.jbisumari.org/
https://training.cochrane.org/online-learning/core-software-cochrane-reviews/revman
https://training.cochrane.org/online-learning/core-software-cochrane-reviews/revman
https://training.cochrane.org/online-learning/core-software-cochrane-reviews/revman
http://srdr.ahrq.gov/


https://www.epistemonikos.cl/proyectos/love/
https://www.epistemonikos.cl/proyectos/love/
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIReviewer-Web
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIReviewer-Web
https://community.cochrane.org/sites/default/files/uploads/QRG_RCT_classifier.pdf
https://community.cochrane.org/sites/default/files/uploads/QRG_RCT_classifier.pdf
https://community.cochrane.org/sites/default/files/uploads/QRG_RCT_classifier.pdf
https://www.robotreviewer.net/
https://crowd.cochrane.org/
https://taskexchange.cochrane.org/
https://crowd.cochrane.org/#pathwayinfocovid19page
https://taskexchange.cochrane.org/tasks?coronavirus_related=true
https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/PROSPERO/
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/covid-19
https://campbellcollaboration.org/news-and-events/news/campbell-response-to-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://campbellcollaboration.org/news-and-events/news/campbell-response-to-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://covid-19.cochrane.org/
https://covid-nma.com/
https://plus.mcmaster.ca/COVID-19
https://covid-evidence.org/
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¶ L*VE by Epistemonikos (includes existing systematic reviews of effects and the primary 

studies, including trials, that were included in the reviews) 

¶ LitCovid from PubMed (includes systematic reviews and single studies organized by 

mechanism, transmission, treatment, case report, and epidemic forecasting) 
¶ World Health Organization (includes single studies) 

 

4.6.2 Living maps of COVID studies 

¶ CAMARADES (human, animal, in vitro and in silico studies, with protocol available but living 

evidence map not yet publicly available) 

¶ Campbell UK and Ireland (living evidence map of human studies organized by geographic 

location) 

¶ COVID

available but living 

https://app.iloveevidence.com/loves/5e6fdb9669c00e4ac072701d
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/research/coronavirus/
https://search.bvsalud.org/global-research-on-novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov/
https://osf.io/3kzaq/download
http://meta-evidence.co.uk/the-role-of-evidence-synthesis-in-covid19/
https://covid-nma.com/
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Projects/DepartmentofHealthandSocialCare/Publishedreviews/COVID-19Livingsystematicmapoftheevidence/tabid/3765/Default.aspx
https://www.nornesk.no/forskningskart/NIPH_mainMap.html
https://www.fhi.no/en/qk/systematic-reviews-hta/map/
https://www.evidencepartners.com/resources/covid-19-resources/#download-reference-sets
https://www.tripdatabase.com/search?criteria=covid-19+or+%22novel+coronavirus%22
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/results?cond=COVID-19&fund=0&fund=1
https://www.who.int/ictrp/en/
/find-evidence/rapid-response
https://covidrapidreviews.cochrane.org/resources
https://covidrapidreviews.cochrane.org/sites/covidrapidreviews.cochrane.org/files/public/uploads/cochrane_rr_-_guidance-23mar2020-final.pdf
https://training.cochrane.org/
https://www.nccmt.ca/capacity-development/rapid-review-guidebook
https://www.who.int/alliance-hpsr/resources/publications/alliancehpsr_rapidreviewchapterbriefs_2018.pdf?ua=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/258698/9789241512763-eng.pdf;sequence=1


https://reviewersmanual.joannabriggs.org/
https://www.cochrane.org/
https://training.cochrane.org/handbook
https://training.cochrane.org/resource/cochrane-handbook-systematic-reviews-diagnostic-test-accuracy
https://community.cochrane.org/mecir-manual
https://campbellcollaboration.org/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/pb-assets/Campbell%20Policies%20and%20Guidelines%20_nov2019_1.6-1575277489850.docx
https://www.ahrq.gov/
https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/products/cer-methods-guide/overview
https://wiki.joannabriggs.org/display/MANUAL/JBI+Reviewer%27s+Manual
https://community.cochrane.org/review-production/production-resources/living-systematic-reviews#what
https://community.cochrane.org/review-production/production-resources/living-systematic-reviews#what
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-protocols/
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¶ PRISMA-A: Reporting of Abstracts  

¶ PRISMA-DTA: Reporting of reviews of Diagnostic Test Accuracy 

¶ PRISMA-ScR: Reporting of Scoping Reviews 

¶ PRISMA-CI: Reporting of Complex Interventions 

¶ PRISMA-E: Reporting of Equity issues 

¶ PRISMA-Harms: Reporting of Harms 

¶ PRISMA-IPD: Reporting of SRs and meta-analyses of individual participant data 

¶ PRISMA-NMA: Reporting of Network Meta-Analyses 

Once published, notify groups listed in 2.2.1 of the completed review and consider uploading data into a 

data registry such as Figshare or SRDR to facilitate reuse of data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For any comments or to suggest further resources to consider adding, contact 
Anna Dion adion@ohri.ca  
David Tovey daviditovey@gmail.com  
Taryn Young tyoung@sun.ac.za  

 

https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-abstracts/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-dta/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-scr/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-ci-extension-statement-checklist/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-equity/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-harms/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-ipd/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/prisma-extension-network-meta-analyses/
mailto:adion@ohri.ca
mailto:daviditovey@gmail.com
mailto:tyoung@sun.ac.za
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