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Executive summary

Background:

Cochrane reviews are widely seen as trustworthy and informed by rigorous and evidence-based
methods. However, these methods have historically been developed with a focus on reviews of
treatments. Cochrane has been criticized for publishing reviews or using methods that are not optimal
for public health questions. The complexity, scope, source of evidence and relevant outcomes of these
public health questions pose significant challenges for authors and CRGs. They often have to use
relatively new methods. Our prioritisation exercise suggested that author support tools that are
pragmatic (user friendly, with examples) which help to clarify and connect various sources of guidance
are critical to facilitate the production of high quality, timely and relevant public health reviews.

Aim:
Improve the content, quality and relevance of the Cochrane Library by providing user-friendly author
resources to optimise our reviews for public health-relevant questions

Key deliverables:

1. Asuite of author resources with illustrative best practice examples. This includes a series of flow
charts to guide framing of questions, and deciding what study designs are appropriate for the
perspective, context and PICO of the review question

2. Mapping of existing Cochrane author resources to the newly developed flow charts to existing
Cochrane author resources/methodological guidance

All the resources developed in this project will be available for all.

Strategy:

This project will build on the existing resources, methodology and expertise. We aim to connect and
clarify existing methods rather than producing new ones. Subgroups, which consist of content and
methodology experts from various Cochrane CRGs, Fields and Methods Groups, especially the Non-
Randomised Studies (NRS) will examine the key issues and relevant resources before making
recommendations on the author support resources/tools. The resources developed will be piloted and
made available for comments within and outside the PHHS network.

The work of these subgroups will be supported by the NSF, AE and SE of the PHHS network. Additional
assistance and specialist knowledge from a research assistant, information scientists and visual
presentation specialists will be critical to the completion of the scope of this project.

Significance of Project:

This project builds on the existing wealth of expertise to address our current challenges and plan for the
future. We will look at the existing methodology and facilitate the sharing of experience and expertise of
people across Cochrane to ensure that Cochrane public health reviews meet the needs of stakeholders.
We will focus on the current needs for author resources for framing the question(s) and selection of the
best type of study design(s). These author resources will also link the decision-making steps in reviews to
methodological guidance/resources and this would facilitate the efficient production of high quality and
relevant reviews. This would also improve author experience and harmonise the methodology across
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groups. In the longer term, the findings of this project can be used to identify potential gaps in
methodological guidance or authors resources for public health reviews that should be prioritised for
future development.
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Project Plan

Purpose/ organisational need

Cochrane reviews have a reputation for being trustworthy and informed by rigorous and evidence-based
methods, but these rigorous methods have been developed and optimized for conducting systematic
reviews of clinical interventions. Cochrane has been criticized for publishing reviews or using methods
that are not optimal for public health questions, such as those that deal with exposures (rather than
interventions), harms or protection from harms (prevention), policy evaluation and/or implementation
or interventions that are implemented at population level. For example, a recent anecdote from a public
health guideline producer described how a Cochrane review could not be used for the guideline in
question because it did not assess the outcomes that were rated as highest priority by the guideline
development group. The guideline developer commissioned a review outside of Cochrane.
Furthermore, as many of the reviews of public health questions have a high impact on policy making and
affect many people, they are often high profile and have a risk of generating controversy.

The PHHS Network has particular expertise with these public health relevance issues. We conduct many
reviews on prevention, harms, and exposures and assess effects of interventions, which have significant
impact on public health. There are a number of challenges that affect the production, quality and
relevance or applicability of the reviews:

9 Firstly, many of the issues or ‘interventions’ addressed are complex, and multiple factors could affect
the observed ‘effectiveness’ (Petticrew2019, Craig 2008). Therefore, questions need to be framed
carefully to achieve a balance of comprehensiveness versus the pragmatism of being able to address
the scope of the review within available resources and a reasonable timeframe.

1 Secondly, the population(s) impacted by the interventions or measures evaluated in these reviews
are often not ‘patients’ who are actively seeking or requiring ‘treatment’ for a health problem faced;
they are health systems, policy makers, members of the public, healthcare professionals, carers and
people who are at risk of certain conditions, or undiagnosed.

91 Thirdly, evidence from RCTs are often insufficient, and RCTs are sometimes not the best type of
design to address the issues of interest. Therefore, many reviews within the network included non-
randomised studies (NRS). Qualitative evidence is also increasingly incorporated to gain a deeper
understanding of the public health context and to answer the ‘why’ component of questions.

9 Fourth, true clinical or health outcomes, such as reduction in incidence of cancer, may take decades
to achieve, so process outcomes, such as limiting exposure to a carcinogenic agent, or valid
“surrogate” outcomes, such as reduction of the levels of carcinogenic agent detectable in blood may
be the most relevant outcomes for a public health question.

These challenges require authors and editors to look beyond the commonly used methods in Cochrane
and GRADE for evidence synthesis and interpretation. Authors conducting public health-relevant reviews
are often at the forefront of adopting newly introduced methods, or have to work closely with many
methods groups or innovators outside of Cochrane to create new solutions. Very often, they have to
address problems as they surface on a case by case basis. Therefore, authors and the CRGs supporting
them often require extra support and guidance. Although these issues are prominent for reviews
conducted within the public health network, they are also important for public health-relevant reviews
conducted by other networks.

Aims

The overall aim of this project is to improve the content, quality and relevance of the Cochrane Library
by providing resources that can be used across networks to optimize our methods for public health-
relevant questions. We will do this by focusing on the root cause of many of these quality and production
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issue: the framing of questions (see Appendix 2 for Background of project, and Appendix 3 for Scope of
the PHHS relevance project, and
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