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Selecting studies



Steps of a Cochrane Review
1. define the question

2. plan eligibility criteria

3. plan methods

4. search for studies

5. apply eligibility criteria

6. collect data

7. assess studies for risk of bias

8. analyse and present results

9. interpret results and draw conclusions

10. improve and update review
See Chapter 4 

of the Handbook



Minimising bias in selection
• selecting studies involves judgement, and is highly 

influential on the outcomes of the review

• compare each record with pre-specified eligibility 
criteria

• written summary or checklist may be helpful

• two authors should independently select studies

• discussion may identify issues for
clarification or gaps in your eligibility criteria

• pilot selection on a few papers first

• how will disagreements be resolved?
e.g. discussion or referral to a third author



Putting it into practice
• examine titles and abstracts

• could the record meet all eligibility criteria?

• remove obviously irrelevant studies, but be inclusive

• retrieve and examine full text reports

• does the record meet all eligibility criteria?

• link together multiple reports of the same study

– may need all records to make a final decision

– look for authors, study name, location, intervention, participants, baseline 
data, dates, registration no.

– look for errata, comments and retractions

– correspond with authors if further information is needed



What about studies with no usable data?
• studies must be included in the review if they meet your criteria

• results reported in non-standard ways should still be reported in the 
review

• studies that do not report outcomes of interest may have measured 
them – beware of selective reporting

• studies that did not measure outcomes of interest may only be 
excluded if outcomes were pre-specified as part of your eligibility 
criteria



Author support tools
Covidence

• for intervention reviews

• www.covidence.org

https://www.covidence.org/


Author support tools

EPPI-Reviewer

• for complex, non-randomised and qualitative reviews

• eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/er4

http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?alias=eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/er4


Author support tools

Task exchange

• Connect to others who may be able to assist 
with your review

• taskexchange.cochrane.org

http://taskexchange.cochrane.org/


Reporting excluded studies
• ‘Results’ section

• Search results, including no. identified and excluded at each stage

• ‘Characteristics of excluded studies’ table

• list of key excluded studies, with primary reason for exclusion

– list studies that may appear to readers to meet the eligibility criteria, but 
on closer inspection do not

– no need to list studies that obviously do not meet criteria



PRISMA flow chart

See www.prisma-statement.org

http://www.prisma-statement.org/


What to include in your protocol

• whether two authors will independently assess studies

• process of assessment (e.g. abstracts, full text)

• how disagreements will be managed

• any other methods used



Take home message

• take a systematic approach to screening abstracts and full 
text reports against your eligibility criteria

• this process should be done independently by two authors to 
minimise error and bias
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