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Context

• Increasing volume of primary evidence 
(75 trials a day)

• Substantial time to produce SRs 
(mean 20 months) 

• Traditional reviews non-responsive
(median time publication to inclusion in SR:   
2.5 – 6.5 years) 

• SRs quickly become obsolete 
(median 5.4 years before conclusions change) 



Elliott 2014 PLoS Med 11(2)



What is a living systematic review?

Elliott 2017 J Clin Epi 
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What is a living systematic review?

A living SR is: 

incorporates new evidence 

• What is new evidence?

• New data on existing trials?

• Grey literature (pre-prints)?

• Completely new drug? 





Features of Cochrane LSR approach
• Applies to any review type (e.g. RCTs, qualitative)

• Retains core systematic review methods

• LSR-specific methods pre-specified in protocol

• Explicit and a priori commitment to frequent search & updating

• Starts with a standard ‘baseline’ review

• Searches = monthly

• Tell reader ‘what’s happening’ = monthly

• Re-publish the review = informed by the evidence



LSR Publication model





Basic LSR process

Run searches 
and screen

NO new 
evidence found

Update review

NEW evidence 
found

Integrate LATER Integrate NOW

Data extraction, risk 
of bias, synthesis

When does the cycle stop ?

When is ‘enough’ data ?



Cochrane’s LSR outputs (BC) 

Review title Authors CRG Publicat’n

Three LSR on prevention and 
treatment on VTE 

Elie Akl,
(Lebanon)

GNOC 2017-2018

Delayed antibiotics in respiratory 
infections 

Geoffrey Spurling
(Australia)

ARI Sept 2017

Interventions to increase fruit and 
vegetable consumption in children

Rebecca Hodder, 
(Australia)

Heart Sept-Oct 
2017

Systemic pharmacological 
treatments for chronic plaque 
psoriasis: a network meta‐analysis

Emilie Sbidian
(France)

Skin 2020

Conservative treatments for 
osteoarthritis (2 x protcols)

R Buchbinder

Chemotherapy for NSCLC R Ferrara 



Homework



Learning from LSRs so far 

• Different work-load (frequent, small tasks) 

• Different work-flows                                                 

(need for excellent project management) 

• Different academic credits, author recognition  

• Different publishing models 

• Different funding options 
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• Difficult work-load (frequent, small tasks) 

• Difficult work-flows                                                 
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• Difficult academic credits, author recognition  

• Difficult publishing models 
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When to consider an LSR

Could or should all SRs become living? 

✓ The review question is a priority for decision making

✓ Certainty in the existing evidence is low or very low

✓ There is likely to be new research evidence

✓ (In pilots = Capacity and resources within author and 
editorial team to maintain an LSR) 

Adapted from Garner 2016. BMJ



Further reading 

Elliott JH et al. (2014) Living Systematic Reviews: An
Emerging Opportunity to Narrow the Evidence-Practice Gap. PLOS Medicine 11(2): 
e1001603. doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001603

Mendeley library on Living Systematic Reviews: 
https://www.mendeley.com/community/living-systematic-reviews-interest-group/

Cochrane LSR community:
https://community.cochrane.org/review-production/production-resources/living-
systematic-reviews
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