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Objectives 
• Outline some of the main reasons that the term “living 

systematic review” (LSR) was coined 
• Describe some of the processes for maintaining an LSR 

that are currently being developed 
• Discuss technology “enablers” who seek to make living 

reviews more maintainable 
• Resources and further reading
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What Is a 
Living 
Systematic 
Review? 

Source: UCL Imagestore
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Definitions… 
A systematic review attempts to 
collate all the empirical evidence that 
fits prespecified eligibility criteria in 
order to answer a specific research 
question. It uses explicit, systematic 
methods that are selected with a view 
toward minimizing bias, thus 
providing more reliable findings from 
which conclusions can be drawn and 
decisions made). 

Antman, E., Lau, J., Kupelnick, B., Mosteller, F., & Chalmers, T. (1992). A comparison of results of meta-analyses of randomized 
control trials and recommendations of clinical experts: treatment for myocardial infarction. JAMA, 268, 240–248. 

Oxman, A., & Guyatt, G. (1993). The science of reviewing research. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 703, 125–133.
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Iain Chalmers’ vision 

“. . . a library of trial overviews which will be 
updated when new data become available.” 

Source: Chalmers, I. (1986). Electronic publications for updating controlled trial reviews, The Lancet, 328(8501), 287. 
doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(86)92107-0 7



Systematic reviews can quickly 
become outdated.
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Important to note: 

• Not a new method for doing reviews 
• More an orientation toward updating 

reviews
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Processes for 
Maintaining 
Living 
Systematic 
Reviews 

Source: UCL Imagestore
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In this section… 

• When is an LSR appropriate? 
• Main characteristics of LSRs 
• Specific issues to consider
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When is an LSR appropriate? 

• Like all systematic reviews: 
– It should address an important question. 
– There should be some uncertainty about the 

answer to that question. 
• In addition: 

– Is the evidence base changing rapidly?
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Practical considerations 
• How frequently might the review need to 

be updated? 
• Are there sufficient resources to maintain 

an LSR? 
– Maintaining searches 
– Undertaking analysis/writing report 
– Publication 
– Dissemination/use of findings
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LSR protocols 
• Like all systematic reviews, LSRs should 

have publicly accessible protocols. 
• They should contain standard information 

but also should include: 
– Why a “living” systematic review is needed 
– How frequently it will be updated (and how) 
– How searches and other key processes will be 

maintained 
– How a decision will be made to transition out of 

“living” mode 16



Key characteristics of LSRs 

• Maintain a constant “surveillance” of the 
evidence base. 

• Always start with a “standard” full 
systematic review. 

• Publication is maintained with updates of 
current status.
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Figure 1 from Joanne Brooker, Anneliese Synnot, Steve McDonald, Julian Elliott, and Tari Turner with Rebecca Hodder, Laura 
Weeks, Juliane Ried, Harriet MacLehose, Elie Akl, Lara Kahale, John Hilton, Ella Flemyng, Toby Lasserson, James Thomas, Nicole 
Skoetz, Justin Clark, Robin Featherstone, Anna Noel-Storr, Nicole Martin, Rachel Marshall, Mark Simmonds, Matthew Bagg, Paolo 
Fusar-Poli, Ambrish Singh, Roger Chou, and the Living Evidence Network (2019). Guidance for the production and publication of 
Cochrane living systematic reviews: Cochrane Reviews in living mode. Cochrane.
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If that feels like a lot of effort… 
• It’s because it probably is! 
• Systematic reviews are often time-consuming 

and labor-intensive endeavors. 
• LSRs are no less so, though effort is more 

evenly distributed. 
• It is important to ensure that sufficient resources 

are in place. 
• There is work in progress to help….
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Processes for 
Maintaining 
Living 
Systematic 
Reviews 

Source: UCL Imagestore
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LSR “enablers” 
Three main types of enablers: 

• Breaking review down into “micro-
tasks” 

• Using automation/“AI” 
• Taking certain tasks outside the 

scope of individual reviews 
Chapter 9: Evidence surveillance to 
keep up to date with new research 
(James Thomas, Anna Noel-Storr, and 
Steve McDonald)
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Breaking review into micro-tasks 

• Rather than the same people doing all 
tasks, distribute them across a larger team 

• Opportunity to use crowdsourcing 
• Use task-sharing platforms
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A platform for crowdsourced micro-tasks 
that helps produce high-quality health evidence 

Cochrane crowd 
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The microtask: Is it an RCT? 

Cochrane citizen scientists can see a title and an abstract and have to decide 
whether they think the record is describing a randomized trial.
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Using automation 

• While in its infancy for some purposes, is 
ready for use in others. 

• Can help particularly well for study 
identification. 

• Should be seen as a tool that is used in 
conjunction with human effort.
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Take tasks outside individual reviews 

• Many problems encountered are a result 
of poor (global) research curation systems. 

• While we can make individual reviews 
more efficient, we can be even more 
efficient at scale. 

• One example: the Cochrane evidence 
“pipeline”
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Increased capacity for RCT 
identification in Cochrane 
• Illustrates the benefit of 

taking tasks outside 
individual reviews 

• One specific—but 
important—microtask 

• Machine learning and 
human effort combined

28



Summary 

• LSRs are a response to a situation in which it is 
difficult to stay on top of a rapidly changing 
evidence base. 

• They are not a new method but, rather, an 
approach to updating. 

• They need careful planning and resourcing. 
• “Enablers” exist to facilitate their conduct. 
• Resources and support are available.
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Living Evidence Network 
• Facilitated by Cochrane but open to all reviews/domains 
• More than 270 people and organizations involved 
• Purpose: 

– Share ideas, information, and resources 
– Further develop living “evidence” concept and methods 

• Five interest groups: 
– Search 
– Technology 
– Methods 
– Publication 
– Knowledge Translation and Stakeholder Engagement
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Resources and Further Reading 
Akl, E. A., Meerpohl, J. J., Elliott, J., Kahale, L. A., Schünemann, H. J., & Living 

Systematic Review Network. (2017). Living systematic reviews: 4. Living 
guideline recommendations. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, 91, 47–53. 

Antman, E., Lau, J., Kupelnick, B., Mosteller, F., & Chalmers, T. (1992). A 
comparison of results of meta-analyses of randomized control trials and 
recommendations of clinical experts: treatment for myocardial infarction. 
JAMA, 268, 240–248. 

Brooker, J., & the Living Evidence Network. (2019). Guidance for the 
production and publication of Cochrane living systematic reviews: 
Cochrane Reviews in living mode. Cochrane. 

Elliott, J. H., Synnot, A., Turner, T., Simmonds, M., Akl, E. A., McDonald, S., . . . 
Living Systematic Review Network. (2017). Living systematic review: 
1. Introduction—the why, what, when, and how. Journal of Clinical 
Epidemiology, 91, 23–30. 
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Resources and Further Reading
Oxman, A., & Guyatt, G. (1993). The Science of reviewing research. Annals of 

the New York Academy of Sciences, 703, 125–133. 
Simmonds, M., Salanti, G., McKenzie, J., Elliott, J., & Living Systematic Review 

Network. (2017). Living systematic reviews: 3. Statistical methods for 
updating meta-analyses. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, 91, 38–46. 

Thomas, J., Askie, L. M., Berlin, J. A., Elliott, J. H., Ghersi, D., Simmonds, M., 
. . . Higgins, J. P. T. (2019). Chapter 22: Prospective approaches to 
accumulating evidence. In J. P. T. Higgins et al. (Eds.). Cochrane 
Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions version 6.0 (updated 
July 2019). Cochrane. 

Thomas, J., Noel-Storr, A., Marshall, I., Wallace, B., McDonald, S., 
Mavergames, C., . . . Living Systematic Review Network. (2017). Living 
systematic reviews: 2. Combining human and machine effort. Journal of 
Clinical Epidemiology, 91, 31–37. 
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Thank you 
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The contents of this presentation were developed under grant number 
90DPKT0001 from the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, 
and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR). NIDILRR is a Center within the 
Administration for Community Living (ACL), Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS). The contents of this presentation do not 
necessarily represent the policy of NIDILRR, ACL, HHS, and you should 
not assume endorsement by the Federal Government.
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