
Evidence from systematic reviews of research
relevant to implementing

the “wider public health” agenda

Prepared by:
Contributors to the Cochrane Collaboration and the Campbell Collaboration

and the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination,
with support from the NHS Research and Development Programme

August 2000

Electronic version available from the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination
http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/wph.htm

This report should be cited as: Contributors to the Cochrane Collaboration and the Campbell Collaboration. Evidence from systematic reviews of research relevant to
implementing the “wider public health” agenda.  NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/wph.htm  August 2000.

This report was funded by the NHS Executive, but the choice and format of the contents is the sole responsibility of the editors and contributors.



Foreword
Background to this report

In February 1998, Tessa Jowell, then Minister for Public Health, asked for a report summarising the findings of systematic reviews of research
evidence relevant to proposals in the then recently published Green Paper on Public Health, and to the forthcoming White Paper on Public Health.  A
paper entitled ‘Evidence from systematic reviews of research relevant to the forthcoming White Paper on Public Health’ was subsequently prepared by
the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination and the UK Cochrane Centre, with input from other UK-based contributors to the Cochrane
Collaboration.  The paper was delivered to the Minister on 1 May 1998 and was well received by her and by others within the Department of Health.
The Department’s Research and Development Division subsequently distributed about 100 copies of the paper within the National Health Service and
beyond.  During the winter of 1998/1999 the paper was reportedly helpful to those responsible for preparing the White Paper.

As the Green Paper had done, the White Paper (published last year) – Saving Lives: Our Healthier Nation – focuses on what it refers to as “the main
killers: cancer, coronary heart disease and stroke, accidents and mental illness.”  The White Paper ranges over a broader canvas than the Green Paper,
however, highlighting determinants and dimensions of health which are less specific than many of those that are directly relevant to preventing and
treating the four “main killers”.  After noting that people can improve their own health (through physical activity, better diet and quitting smoking), the
White Paper stresses the importance of material factors such as poverty, low wages, unemployment, poor education, sub-standard housing, crime and
disorder, and a polluted environment.  The impact of these factors is reflected in health inequalities, the most disadvantaged suffering most from poor
health.  The White Paper thus reflects the government’s efforts to address the determinants of poor health with a range of initiatives, many of which
are mentioned in the document.*

During the summer of 1999, Professor Richard Lilford, director of Research and Development, NHS Executive West Midlands, convened a group to
discuss the formulation of Health Improvement Plans, and thus trying to implement locally (some in designated Health Action Zones) policies outlined
in the White Paper, and related policy documents.  During these discussions, it became clear that an update of the 1998 paper prepared for Tessa
Jowell would be helpful, because the White Paper had not referred explicitly to the relevant research evidence.  Accordingly, in November 1999,
Professor Lilford commissioned the current paper.

Content and organisation of this report

To reflect the broad scope of the White Paper, this report has been entitled Evidence from systematic reviews of research relevant to implementing the
‘wider public health’ agenda.  The organisation of the material in the report follows the classification and listing of policies within each of the four
main areas – cancer, coronary heart disease and stroke, accidents, and mental health - as laid out in Appendix 1 of the White Paper.  Contributors to the
Cochrane Collaboration (www.cochrane.org) based in the UK have prepared these sections.



As a starting point for informing the development of relevant strategies in areas of ‘the wider public health’ not specifically included as part of the
White Paper, three further sections - on education, social care and social welfare, and crime, drugs and alcohol – are presented as additional resources.
These have been prepared by contributors to the recently inaugurated international Campbell Collaboration, which has been established to prepare and
maintain systematic reviews of research on the effects of social and educational interventions (http://campbell.gse.upenn.edu/).

As in the 1998 report, reference has also been made to new systematic reviews currently being prepared within the editorial structure of the Cochrane
Collaboration.  These have been singled out among systematic reviews in preparation because the information is public, because Cochrane reviews
should be maintained (as new evidence emerges), and because both the published protocols and the complete reviews are now widely accessible within
the NHS through The Cochrane Library.

In the four sections of this report dealing with cancer, coronary heart disease and stroke, accidents, and mental health, the evidence from systematic
reviews is shown in relation to the specific policies listed in Appendix 1 of the White Paper.  Accordingly, the first column restates each policy.  In the
second column, the relevant systematic reviews are summarized (or the absence of systematic reviews is noted).  The third column contains references
to the cited reviews.  At least 400 of the total of 929 reviews relevant to these sections have been prepared with support from the NHS R&D
Programme, and the references to these are shown in bold type.

The topic areas addressed in the three further sections - on education, social care and social welfare, and crime, drugs and alcohol – are shown in the
Contents pages.  The first column presents the full citation; the second column summarises the materials and methods of the review; and the final
column summarises the findings.  Because these have been contributed by different teams, and were originally collated for other purposes, these last
three sections, of necessity, have different styles and levels of detail.

The search strategies used to identify these reviews, and references to all the reviews cited in this report, are contained in two appendices.

Ways in which we hope this document will be helpful

The report is principally a source document containing brief summaries of and references to the results of reviews of research relevant to the wider
public health agenda.  It does not tell you what should be done.  Rather, we hope it will be helpful in addressing each of the following three questions:

Which policies might be prioritised because research evidence suggests that they are likely to succeed in achieving specific public health goals?
First, the report allows you to identify areas where there is substantial research indicating that specific strategies have been effective.  You may
therefore wish to focus your public health investment in these areas.

Having prioritised policy areas for public health investment, how might your goals be best achieved?
Second, the report allows readers to identify detailed research evidence relevant to the policy areas in which public health agencies have decided to
invest.  This may allow you to identify specific, effective interventions, and ways of delivering them, in order to achieve these goals.  We encourage



readers who wish to know more about these interventions and the context in which they were applied, to consult the source reviews and, where
relevant, the full reports of the research covered by the reviews.

What additional research might help to identify further strategies for improving the public health?     
Finally, the report allows you to identify areas where the findings from existing research need to be synthesised in systematic reviews, and also where
reviews indicate that the existing research is inadequate to inform policy, and that therefore new studies are required.

Arrangements for updating and amending the material in this report

There will continue to be a flow of new and updated systematic reviews of research evidence relevant to supporting the further development and
implementation of the wider public health agenda, and to other government initiatives relevant to promoting the public’s health, such as the National
Service Frameworks.  The people and organisations tasked with implementing policies relevant to promoting the wider public health need to have
ready access to this updated information.  Accordingly, the NHS Research and Development Programme has been approached to make arrangements
for this report to be updated regularly under the aegis of the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination (http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd).  We
encourage readers to contribute their comments on this document to the website, and draw attention to the errors that will inevitably have been made in
a project with this scope.

Iain Chalmers, UK Cochrane Centre, NHS R&D Programme
Trevor Sheldon, Department of Health Studies, University of York
Catherine Rounding, UK Cochrane Centre

July 2000

*  Government initiatives mentioned in the White paper include (in alphabetical order):

A Better Quality of Life - a Strategy for Sustainable Development in the UK; Active Schools Programme; Anti-drugs Co-ordinator Action Plan; Better Government for Older
People; Cooking for Kids Programme; Developing Emergency Services in the Community; Excellence in Schools; Health Action Zones; Health Improvement Programme
Performance Scheme; Healthy Living Centres; Healthy Schools Programme; Healthy Workplace Initiative; Independent Inquiry into Inequalities in Health; Information for Health;
Keep Warm, Keep Well Campaign; Modernising Mental Health Services; Modernising Social Services; National Air Quality Strategy; New Deal for Communities Initiative; New
Deal for Transport; New Insurance Contract for Pensions; National Service Framework for Coronary Heart Disease; National Service Framework for Mental Health; National
Service Framework for Older People; Paediatric Intensive Care: a Framework for the Future; Road Safety Strategy; Rough Sleepers Initiative; Safer Travel to School Initiative;
Smoking Kills; Social Exclusion Unit Report on Teenage Pregnancy; Sports Strategy; Strategy for Tackling Communicable Disease; Strategy to Tackle Alcohol Misuse; Supporting
Families; Sure Start; Sustainable Development: Towards better practice; Tackling Drugs to Build a Better Britain; Tackling Racial Harassment in the New NHS; Task Force on
Genetics and Disease Prevention; The New NHS; and Welfare to Work.
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Materials and Methods

Project organisation

Staff at the UK Cochrane Centre commissioned the component elements of the project, which was co-supervised by Iain Chalmers and Trevor
Sheldon, and co-ordinated by Catherine Rounding and Elizabeth Holmes.

UK contributors to the Cochrane Collaboration prepared the sections of the report relating to the four ‘main killers’ identified in the White Paper.
The Cochrane Cancer Network and Cochrane Injuries Group prepared the sections on Cancer and Accidents, respectively.  The Cochrane Heart
Group and Cochrane Stroke Group collaborated in preparing the section on Heart Disease and Stroke.  The Cochrane Schizophrenia Group and the
Cochrane Depression Anxiety and Neurosis Group had overall responsibility for preparing the section on Mental Health, with inputs from the
Cochrane Developmental, Psychosocial and Learning Problems Group, and the Education and Crime and Justice Groups of the Campbell
Collaboration.

The sections on Education, Social Care and Social Welfare, and Crime, Drugs and Alcohol were prepared by the Campbell Education Group, the
Campbell Social Welfare and Social Work Group, and the Campbell Crime and Justice Group, respectively.

Identification of potentially eligible reviews

The authors of the various sections of the current report were responsible for identifying and assessing the quality of the reviews relevant to their
respective areas of responsibility, drawing on the variety of sources which, as topic specialists, they deemed likely to be worth searching.  In
addition, section authors were supplied with references to reviews which were identified by staff at the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination
and the UK Cochrane Centre. The NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination also helped by obtaining and passing on to section authors hard
copies of some relevant reports.  The wide ranging search strategies used to identify systematic reviews of potential relevance were coordinated by
Julie Glanville and Kate Misso at the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination.  These are presented in detail in Appendix 1.

The best single source of information about systematic reviews is The Cochrane Library.  Within it, The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews
contains complete reviews and protocols of reviews in preparation, prepared to the standard required by the Cochrane Collaboration.  The Database
of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness contains references to systematic reviews identified by staff at the NHS Centre for Reviews and
Dissemination, using regular searches of Current Contents - Clinical Medicine (weekly); MEDLINE (monthly); CINAHL (monthly); ERIC
(annually); BIOSIS (annually); Allied and Alternative Medicine (annually); and PsycINFO (annually).



Some of the systematic reviews which have not met the criteria for inclusion in The Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness have been
rejected, not because they were methodologically inadequate, but because they were of insufficient relevance to the NHS (for example, because no
health outcomes were recorded).  Accordingly, the titles about 20,000 records were scanned by staff at the UK Cochrane Centre to identify any
systematic reviews which may have been rejected on those grounds, but which were nevertheless potentially relevant to the wider aspects of public
health, such as reviews of educational interventions.

Although The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews and The Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness were important starting points
for identifying systematic reviews relevant to the wider public health, searches of additional sources were necessary.  These presented a number of
challenges.  First, few of the additional databases searched (see below) support subject indexing that captures the concept of systematic review, and
the abstracts of reviews tend to have very little description of the methodology used. Second, there are relatively few systematic reviews outside of
the fields of medicine, psychology, education and criminology.  Third, a large number of disparate interventions seem likely to be relevant to the
wider public health.

By combining text words taken from the White Paper and the sensitive strategies for identifying systematic reviews which had been developed by
the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, staff there identified and searched other databases likely to contain systematic reviews of potential
relevance to public health (see Appendix 1 for details of search strategies).

• Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA)
• Canadian Preventive Taskforce Guidelines
• Econlit
• Health Management Information Consortium (UK health management databases)
• Health Technology Assessment Database (CRD)
• Health Services Technology Assessment Text (HSTAT) (US web site providing access to Agency of Health Care Policy and Research

(AHCPR) publications and other US review and guideline material)
• National Co-ordinating Centre for Health Technology Assessment (NCCHTA) web site
• National Research Register
• Turning Research Into Practice (TRIP) index (index to reviews, guidelines and evidence summaries)
• US Preventive Taskforce Guidelines
• Sociological Abstracts

Staff at the UK Cochrane Centre also searched the Social, Psychological, Educational and Criminological Trials Register (SPECTR) for additional,
potentially relevant material.
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