Creating Evidence Based Digests : some general principles

Introduction

Evidence based digests are brief summaries of the evidence on a particular topic. They aim to highlight the important clinical messages from high quality evidence sources. In addition to their main focus on clinical effectiveness they also aim to cover the following related aspects:

· the size of the clinical problem (brief figures on prevalence, incidence, occurrence etc.)

· the likely cost consequences (averages, ranges or total costs)

· any obvious management issues or aspects relating to staff, carers or patients’ views etc.

Principles of Evidence Based Digests

There are obviously dangers implicit in the process of summarising clinical information. These can be minimised by the following precautions:

· try to use the exact wording from the source material wherever possible.

· read the immediate context of the item to be extracted to ensure that you understand what is being said.

· look for caveats, cautions, qualifications, footnotes and appendices, particularly in connection with statistics or cost information.

· refer back to original sources wherever possible and avoid lifting secondary quotations.

· reference every statement of fact that you make in the Digest. If the overall message of the source material is too complex just add a reference to the publication itself.

Evidence types and categories

Different types of evidence will be required to cover different aspects of the question. Obviously you will be more discriminating when you are trying to establish clinical effectiveness (randomized controlled trials, systematic reviews etc.) than you will when you are trying to collect information on patients’ or  staff views or attitudes. Table 1 lists the types of evidence that you might consider for each of the dimensions mentioned above.

Table 1 Dimensions, types and sources of evidence

Dimension
Type of evidence
Sources

Clinical effectiveness
Systematic Reviews; Clinical Trials
Cochrane Library; Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness (DARE); Getting Easier Access to Reviews (GEARS); MEDLINE filters; PubMed

Epidemiology
Official statistics; government reports
Guide to Official Statistics; NUKOP; Health of the Nation Key Area Handbooks; Health Needs Assessment Reviews

Economics
Economic evaluations; cost studies
NHS Economic Evaluation Database (NEED); MEDLINE; Audit Commission Reports; OHE Compendium; OHE Reports

Management issues
Health management and policy literature
HEALTH-CD; Health Management Information Consortium (HMIC); DoH Website; HEALTHSTAR

Patient & Staff attitudes
Surveys
HMIC; HEALTHSTAR; MEDLINE

Seeking the Evidence : a protocol.

The following outlines the stages by which evidence can be accumulated for Evidence Based digests such as those found in Journal of Clinical Effectiveness.

Step 1 MEDLINE Search

There are two alternative methods of filtering the evidence from MEDLINE:

1. Conduct a search as usual and then limit the retrieval set to Review* in PT (for reviews); Clinical-Trial in PT (for clinical trials); /economics subheading or explode costs-and-cost-analysis (for economic studies); explode attitudes (for patient, staff or carer perspectives). [HOME]

Use the PubMed version of MEDLINE (the Clinical queries interface). Select the type of question that you require (eg. diagnosis or therapy). Then indicate whether you wish to cast the methodological net wide (sensitivity) or to have a narrow focus (specificity).  If you retrieve little in the way of high quality evidence choose the most relevant looking reference and select “See Related Articles” http://www4.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/PubMed/clinical.html 


Step 2 Cochrane Library 

Potentially, all materials on the Cochrane Library can be included in the digest. Even review protocols can be referred to as research on the horizon. Eventual selection will depend on the volume of retrieved materials. Reviews will take precedence over trials providing they cover the question. Abstracts only of Cochrane reviews are available at: http://www.cochrane.co.uk/abstracts/abidx.htm  

The Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness [DARE] component  of the Cochrane Library is searchable on the World Wide Web at: http://nhscrd.york.ac.uk/

Step 3 Best Evidence CD-ROM

This covers critical appraisal summaries for ACP Journal Club and Evidence Based Medicine articles. If you don’t have the CD-ROM you can access details of the articles via the IDEA, TRIP or DARE databases (see individual entries). 
Step 4 Healthstar & HTA sites

This database of health technology assessment provides access to reports of health technology agencies from other countries and provides a grey-literature based complement to MEDLINE’s more mainstream journal coverage:- http://igm.nlm.nih.gov/ 


International Network of Agencies for Health Technology Assessment (INAHTA) projects in progress are available at: http://nzhta.chmeds.ac.nz/inahta/inahta.htm 

Step 5 NHS Economic Evaluation Database [NEED]

The Centre for Reviews and Dissemination’s specialist database of economic materials of relevance to the NHS:- http://nhscrd.york.ac.uk/


Step 6 TRIP Database

This new database indexes 18 databases of evidence based information and provides links to pages on the Internet where appropriate:- http://www.gwent.nhs.gov.uk/trip/test-search.html

Step 7 Internet Database of Evidence Based Abstracts and Articles (IDEA)

Similar to TRIP in its coverage this resource indexes evidence based resources under their principal MeSH terms and provides pointers to sources such as individual artiles from Bandolier, AHCPR Guidelines, South and West DEC Reports etcetera. It also provides access to critically appraised topics from evidence based journal clubs e.g. Journal of Family Practice:- http://www.ohsu.edu/bicc-informatics/ebm/ebm_topics.htm

Step 8 Cliniweb & Medical World Search

These World Wide Web Resources provide broad coverage of health-related topics but endeavour to identify higher quality materials. Cliniweb is organised by MeSH heading: http://www.ohsu.edu/cliniweb/

and Medical World Search is organised by the Unified Medical Language System:-

http://www.mwsearch.poly.edu/


Step 9 Lists of topics covered by Evidence Based Information Units 

Chances are that if you’ve been asked for a topic some other information professional may have been asked for it too. Three organisations that record their own evidence seeking strategies are the Aggressive Research Intelligence Unit (ARIF): http://www.hsrc.org.uk/links/arif/enqs.htm

the Ask TRIP To Rapidly Alleviate Confused Thoughts (ATTRACT) service: http://www.gwent.nhs.gov.uk/trip/attract.html 


and the New Zealand-based Health Technology Assessment Clearing House: http://nzhta.chmeds.ac.nz/nzhtainfo/enqs.htm

Step 10 UK Academic Institutions, Government & quasi-government reports

This strategy involves checking the Web-based publications lists for major evidence producers such as the Health Care Evaluation Unit (Bristol), Health Economics Research Unit (Aberdeen), Centre for Health Economics (York) etcetera as well as the Health Needs Assessment Reports produced by Raftery & Stevens and the work of the Trent Working Group on Acute Purchasing. Grey literature databases such as SIGLE and HMIC will prove invaluable. However on the World Wide Web you will probably want to check the following:

Belinda ('Buckinghamshire Easy to Learn Local and National Database') is the database of the Buckinghamshire Health Authority Library. It holds references to circulars, books and reports held in the library: http://strauss.ihs.ox.ac.uk/belinda.html

The Oxford Region Union Catalogue:

http://strauss.ihs.ox.ac.uk/region.html

or the North Thames Region Union Catalogue:

http://www.nthames-health.tpmde.ac.uk/cgi-bin/libsearch

