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Differences between a narrative and systematic review 
Narrative Review Systematic Review Cochrane Review

General topic Clear question Clear PICO

No protocol Protocol completed before 
review started

Protocol refereed and 
published

Methods variable, not 
always clear

Clear methods Standardized (Cochrane 
Handbook), supported by 
methods specialists

Vague/no inclusion criteria Explicit inclusion criteria Explicit inclusion criteria in 
protocol, and reasons for 
excluding studies stated in 
review

Risk of bias not assessed Risk of bias and 
heterogeneity investigated

Systematic investigation of 
risk of bias and 
heterogeneity

Strength of evidence not
assessed

Strength of evidence not 
usually assessed

Current reviews use GRADE 
methods





Are corticosteroids effective in TB meningitis?

• What study design

• What is in the intervention group?

• What is in the control group?

• What is the outcome?



Thwaites 2004

Intervention group Control group

87/274 112/271

Relative risk is 0.77 (95%CI 0.61 to 0.96)



Why are systematic reviews and meta-analyses needed?



crow
dodo

Eminence based medicine

Expert opinion



Meta-analysis and Forest Plots

• A way of combining results from a number of individual trials 
to produce a summary result

• A forest plot displays the summary result of a meta-analysis 
and the results of the individual studies



Steroids versus placebo in TB meningitis
Outcome is DEATH



Neurological disability











Jiang H et al.. Selective versus routine use of episiotomy for vaginal birth. Cochrane Database of 
Systematic Reviews 2017, Issue 2. Art. No.: CD000081. DOI: 10.1002/14651858.CD000081.pub3.

In women where no instrumental delivery is 
intended, selective episiotomy policies 
result in fewer women with severe 
perineal/vaginal trauma. Other findings, 
both in the short or long term, provide no 
clear evidence that selective episiotomy 
policies results in harm to mother or baby.







1. Insecticide-treated nets for malaria
Reduce child mortality by 17% (high certainty evidence)



1. Insecticide-treated bednets for malaria

Editions: 1998, 2004 and 2018

Impact on mortality underpinned the investment

Citations: 2231

2 billion mosquito nets delivered worldwide since 2004



2. Amodiaquine for uncomplicated malaria

40 trials included

17 were unpublished

20 were in French

Amodiaquine higher cure rates than 

chloroquine

Amodiaquine reintroduced in Africa

LANCET 1996



3. Oral rehydration salt solution for diarrhoea

Fewer children put on intravenous 
drips with the new ORS formula

Seokyung Hahn et al. BMJ 2001



Directly observed therapy for TB

Hiroshi Nakajima

Director General of WHO

“DOTS is the greatest invention since the 
discovery of penicillin”

WHO Press Release November 1997

Jimmy Volmink 
Cochrane Author 

“DOTS is conspicuous in its absence among the 
trials we reviewed…(research) evaluating the 
independent effects are awaited”

BMJ systematic review November 1997



Five trials, no difference between self treatment and DOTS for cure




