
 
A call to action for more (efficient) 

systematic reviews 

 Klara Brunnhuber  

on behalf of the 

EBRNetwork 
 



Declaration of potential conflicts of 

interest 

• Employed by BMJ as Product Manager for 

BMJ Clinical Evidence (a summary 

resource of systematic overviews) and for 

BMJ Best Practice (which incorporates 

BMJ Clinical Evidence) 

• Member of the Steering Group of the EBR 

Network 



The scientific ideal… 



The assumption… “Strictly speaking it seems hard to 

imagine any research not 

evidence-based. At least it seems 

impossible to imagine that articles 

published in journals with a high 

impact factor do not relate to 

earlier research… 

(Norwegian Agency for Quality 

Assurance in Education, 2014) 





Robinson 2011 Papers from 5 

high-impact 

medical journals 

Subset of RCTs 

included in meta-

analyses 

published in 2004 

97% 73%              82%             56%             49% 

Using SRs to justify research and set results in context 

Citation of prior research in RCT reports  
(Robinson et al. 2011) 



Citation of prior research in RCT reports 
(Robinson et al. 2011) 



Citation network analysis 
(Greenberg et al. 2009)  

Risk of bias from selective referencing 



SRs used to plan new research 

 
Habré et al. 2014  

 



After 1994: 

>2,500 patients 

included in new 

trials on aprotinin 

Trials testing aprotinin 

in cardiac surgery  
(Fergusson et al. 2005)  

Risk of harm to patients from unnecessary research (and 

potentially from underuse of an effective treatment) 



Issues raised include 

• Size and reach of the problem 

• Impact on patients and health systems from 
research waste and over/underused interventions 
and resources 

• Role of research funders, regulators, publishers 

• Effective and efficient solutions for all stakeholder 
groups 

• Appropriate methods of EBR 

• Awareness building and communication 

• Dissemination of information and materials 

• Etc etc etc 



Evidence-Based Research 
(Robinson 2009) 

 

Using evidence to inform research so that it 

is addressing questions that matter in a 

valid, efficient and accessible manner. 
 



- Complicit with other 

sources of waste 

 

- Disproportionate to 

the risks of research 

 

- Regulatory and 

management 

processes are 

burdensome and 

inconsistent 

Are research 

decisions based on 

questions relevant to 

users of research? 

Appropriate 

research design, 

methods and 

analysis? 

Fully accessible 

research 

information? 

Unbiased and usable 

research reports? 

- Low priority 

questions addressed 

 

- Important outcomes 

not assessed 

 

- More than 50% 

studies designed 

without reference to 

systematic reviews of 

evidence 

- Adequate steps to 

reduce bias not taken 

in more than 50% of 

studies 

 

- Inadequate 

statistical power 

 

- Inadequate 

replication of initial 

findings 

- More than 50% of 

studies never fully 

reported 

 

- Biased 

underreporting of 

studies with 

disappointing results 

 

- Biased reporting of 

data within studies 

- More than 30% of 

trial interventions not 

sufficiently described 

 

- More than 50% of 

planned study 

outcomes not 

reported 

 

- Most new research 

not interpreted in the 

context of systematic  

assessment of other 

relevant evidence 

RESEARCH WASTE 

Avoidable waste or inefficiency in biomedical research 
(Macleod 2014) 

Efficient research 

regulation and 

management? 



Launched  

1-2 December 2014  

in Bergen, Norway 

 

ebrnetwork.org 



Principles: 

 
Reduce waste in research by promoting: 

1. No new studies without prior 
systematic review of existing 
evidence 

2. Efficient production, updating and 
dissemination of systematic 
reviews 

 



Actions 

1. Clarifying and promoting the concept of EBR 

2. Reviewing the evidence for current 
penetration, effects of EBR and impact from 
its absence 

3. Creating a multidisciplinary forum for 
discussion and sharing of experiences 

4. Developing resources including a website, 
social media presence, publications 

5. Promoting efficient production/updating of 
systematic reviews, such as through 
facilitation of efforts to automate specific 
phases of the process 

 



Sign up at ebrnetwork.org 

Contribute to the research – call for appraisers!  

Help us secure funding 



kbrunnhuber@bmj.com 


