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Resources and tools for researchers: Evidence Synthesis 
Prepared by the COVID-END Synthesizing Working Group  
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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 defiinitions 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 
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Rapid response 
briefs 

Rapid response briefs present a summary of the best available evidence in a 
synthesized and contextualized manner, in direct response to a decision-maker’s 
question. They are knowledge translation products created through formal 
methods to synthesize and appraise the evidence. They do not generate new 
knowledge but use findings that are already available, especially from existing 
systematic reviews. 

Rapid reviews 
  
 

A rapid review accelerates the process of conducting a systematic review 
through streamlining or omitting specific methods to produce evidence for 
stakeholders in a timely  manner. It is increasingly feasible to conduct a 
systematic  review rapidly utilising technology advancements or crowd-sourcing 
but the term rapid review is usually used when there is some compromise in 
scope or rigour of method of the review (which may limit the evidence claims 
that can be made). Rapid reviews aim to be systematic but may be limited in 
scope or rigour of method which may limit the evidence claims that can be made 
from them. 

Living systematic 
review 

A living systematic review is a review that is continually updated, incorporating 
relevant new evidence as it becomes available. Living reviews have become 
possible with the use of information technology to provide automated searching 
for newly published studies. 
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This flow diagram highlight key steps (blue blocks) in the overarching process (in green) with proposed 
tools to link to in grey. These are unpacked further from page 5 onwards. 

Conduct the review  

Review update 
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If you identified a current, credible 
and comprehensive review 

If you identified an existing review - 
not current, credible or 

comprehensive 
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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 
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practice, and JBI Recommended Practices that provide standardised, detailed descriptions of best practice care 
procedures.  

@%/#5):+#':?)+9:5.#+)9')+($%/#+&A#")"4%4)
• 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/
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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 
the research literature than a review that starts from scratch. You may consider approaching the 
existing authors to determine whether they are intending to update the review before deciding whether 
to proceed yourself.  
 
Sometimes, having identified and assessed the existing research and that in preparation, researchers 
may decide that for a variety of reasons the review should be replicated. This may relate to the 
formulation of the question, the context, or uncertainties around the credibility of conduct or reporting. 
Conscious replication of reviews in such instances is fully justifiable.  

2.2.2 Identify ongoing evidence synthesis 
 

Similarly
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• 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 

3.1.2 Determine type of evidence synthesis 
The following resource and research article aim to guide researchers in determining the appropriate 
methods for their review: 

• G/4%)5#-&#6)&+)5&,/%)'95)(9:H  
This is an algorithm developed by the Knowledge Translation Program of the Li Ka Shing 
Knowledge Institute, St. Michael’s Hospital, Toronto, Canada 

• G/4%)I&$")9')5#-&#6)+/9:?")!).9$":.%H)
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 JKD)5 (2018). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-017-0468-4 

3.2 Assembling an appropriate team 
If you are not already an individual or group with rich experience in synthesizing research evidence or in 
preparing technology assessments for decision-makers, consider working with others who have such 
experience. Similarly, if you are not already an individual or group working in close partnership with 
decision-makers, consider working with groups that have such partnerships (and if you don’t have 
access to such a group, check out our tips for supporting decision-makers. A complete systematic review 
team generally includes or has access to individuals who have information retrieval, content, statistical 
and broader methodological skills. Of course, any one individual may bring more than one of these 
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EPPI-Reviewer https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIReviewer-
Web  

FNN!OC#-&#6#5 is an online software application 
which supports authors and editors in writing all 
types of systematic reviews, particularly in 
complex areas including meta-analysis, 
framework synthesis, and thematic synthesis 

JBI SUMARI https://www.jbisumari.org/ JBI SUMARI supports 10 review types and 
facilitates the entire review process, from 
protocol development, team management, study 
selection, critical appraisal, data extraction, data 
synthesis and writing your systematic review 
report in one easy to use web application 

ReviewManager https://training.cochrane.org/online-
learning/core-software-cochrane-
reviews/revman  

C#-P4$ Web is the online platform 
recommended for Cochrane intervention 
reviews. C#-P4$ Web has been designed to 
integrate with other systematic review software 
and new features and updates are added 
regularly 

SRDR srdr.ahrq.gov  SRDR is a database of systemati
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3.9 Methods for conducting living systematic reviews 
In the context of COVID-19, there are many questions where the evidence base is expanding rapidly. 
Living systematic reviews aim to ensure that completed reviews do not rapidly become out of date.  

Not all subjects or research question are appropriate for a living SR, and the speed of updating will 


