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The upcoming workshop is a practical session aimed at nurses, midwives and allied health 
professionals who wish to learn more about systematic reviews and evidence-based 
practice. To maximise the session, this document provides some brief background about 
how to look at a Cochrane systematic review, and about the tools that can be used to 
‘appraise’ systematic reviews. 

 

Key parts of a Cochrane Review publication 

Cochrane Systematic reviews are renowned for being incredibly thorough, and 
methodological robust reviews of evidence on a topic. As a result, the final published review 
can be very lengthy, and difficult to navigate if you are not familiar.  

Below is a sample contents page with some notes on what each part entails: 

 

- Abstract: Summarises key information on the review – a good place to start when 
looking at a systematic review 

- Plain language summary: An abstract like summary, written in lay English 
- Summary of findings: A series of tables which provide important summary of the 

main results – this is a very useful part of a Cochrane review 
- Background: Why has the review been performed 
- Objectives: What this review is hoping to address 
- Methods, results: More detail on the review process. An approach on how to look at 

these is covered in the CASP checklist below 
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- Discussion and conclusion: Making sense of the results 
- Following the discussion and conclusions is specific and detailed information of the 

review data. This is important if you are looking at a specific topic of interest, but 
less relevant if you are looking to understand the key points of the review. 

 

Once you have understood the key aspects of the review, you can then begin to critically 
appraise the review: 

 

What are Critical Appraisal tools? 

- They are validated, structured tools which help you to appraise the reliability, 
importance, and applicability of evidence. 

- There are a wide range of different tools available, and their contents differs 
depending on the type of study you are looking at. 

- They are not meant to be used to give an overall numeric score, but a structured way 
to support you to appraise evidence. 

- The CASP (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme) has a range of checklists for different 
studies. In this Webinar we will be looking at the CASP Systematic Review Checklist 

 

The Checklist is set out into three main parts: 

1. The validity of results 
2. What are the results? 
3. Will the results help locally? 

Much of the information to answer the questions raised in the checklist is included in the 
methods and results. Each question should be considered initially as a ‘yes, no, can’t tell’, 
but then offers a structure to extract relevant data for the review: 
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Some example points: 

The PICOS: 

Point 1 of the CASP checklist focuses on the importance of the question which is being 
answered. This is where PICOS comes in: Patient, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome, type 
of Studies.  

 

This information is usually found at the start of the methods. Below is an example from 
“Pulmonary Rehabilitation for Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease” 
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Summary of findings table: 

Here we will work through how to read part of the summary of findings table for the same 
review. Each outcome is given in the left column. The comparative effect is demonstrated 
in the middle purple columns, with details on the number of studies/ participants, the 
quality of evidence in the latter columns. 

 

To demonstrate how to read this table, the first outcome was a ‘Change in the CRQ 
dyspnoea scale’ (highlighted in yellow). This is a 7 point scale, where higher value is better. 
Comparison between the intervention group (pulmonary rehabilitation) vs control (usual 
care) demonstrated a score 0.79 units higher (confidence intervals between 0.56 to 1.03 
units higher). This evidence was from 1283 participants and 19 studies. 
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Similar results are given for the other outcomes given in the methods (highlighted in red). 

 

 

 

The PICOS 

The summary of findings table also gives you the PICOS for each outcome. We have labelled 
each part of the PICOS for demonstrative purposes. 

 

Assessing the quality of evidence using GRADE (highlighted in green) 

The GRADE system rates the quality of evidence for each outcome of a systematic review, 
from high to very low. The quality of evidence is judged based on an assessment of risk of 
bias, inconsistency, indirectness, imprecision, publication bias.  

 

As you can see, the quality of the evidence ranges from very low to moderate for different 
outcomes in this review. 
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Summary:  

We hope this document provides an overview and point of reference for some parts of a 
Cochrane Systematic review. The workshop will provide more hands-on and practical 
information to improve the understanding of evidence-based practice for nurses, midwives 
and allied health professionals. 

 


