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Reporting of systematic reviews (SRs)

Users of SRs need to know what authors did and what they found

Clear reporting of SRs enables:

• Replication of SR methods

• Assessment of the trustworthiness of SR findings

• Assessment of the applicability of findings

Reporting versus conduct (see ROBIS and AMSTAR-2 for tools to assess 
conduct)





PRISMA statement

PRISMA stands for Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses

Minimum set of 27 items for reporting

Published in 2009, cited >60,000 times

Endorsed by >400 journals

16 extensions 

Moher et al. BMJ 2009;339:b2535.



Rationale for updating PRISMA

Several changes over the last 10 years in:

• Methods available for SRs (e.g. automation, alternative synthesis methods, 
risk of bias tools)

• Terminology 

• Avenues for disseminating SR reports and their materials 

Poor reporting of several items persists (Page 2016 PLoS Med)

Rearranging layout and rephrasing items may increase clarity



Literature review

Selective review of 60 guidance documents

• PRISMA checklist, E&E and all extensions

• Other reporting guidelines for SRs

• Conduct manuals for SRs

• Tools for assessing quality/risk of bias in SRs

• Tailored checklists to evaluate reporting 
quality of SRs

Collated 221 unique reporting items

Page et al. J Clin Epidemiol 2020;118:60-68.



Number of items not captured by PRISMA 2009 



Survey

110 respondents from 22 countries

>66% recommended:

• keeping 6 existing items as they are

• modifying 15 existing items

• including 5 of 12 potential new items

Total of 150 pages of free-text comments



PRISMA 2020 Consensus Meeting

Held 13-14 September 2018 in Edinburgh, UK

21 attendees from 7 countries

Presented data from literature 
review and survey

Discussed as a full group:

• proposed modifications to existing 27 items

• addition of new items

• dissemination and implementation 



Drafting PRISMA 2020

Initial draft of checklist, E&E and flow                                                            
diagram in Dec 2018

6 rounds of feedback from co-authors                                                     
in 2019 and 2020

15 review authors provided feedback 
on the beta version in Apr 2020

Preprints uploaded to MetaArXiv
in Sep 2020



PRISMA 2020 papers



Overview of PRISMA 2020



PRISMA 2020 overview

Section No. items

Title 1

Abstract 1

Introduction 2

Methods 11

Results 7

Discussion 1

Other Information 4

7 sections
27 items 

(some have 

sub-items)



Key changes in PRISMA 2020

All checklist items have undergone some revision 

• Use of more inclusive wording re different methods 

• Re-ordering of some items for better flow

• Splitting of some current long items into sub-items

A small number of new items have been introduced 

Elaboration extensively revised (new examples sought)

New PRISMA flow diagram templates



Key changes in PRISMA 2020

More explicit request to report:

• full search strategies for all databases, registers, websites

• automation tools used (e.g. for study selection)

• how outcomes were defined and which results were sought

• characteristics and risk of bias among studies contributing to 
each synthesis

• protocol amendments

• conflicts of interest of review authors



Key changes in PRISMA 2020

New items (and sub-items) on:

• synthesis of results:

• criteria and processes used to group studies

• methods to prepare data for synthesis

• tabulation and visual display methods

• meta-analysis and other statistical synthesis methods

• assessing certainty in the body of evidence

• availability of data, statistical code and other materials



prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement







Layout of E&E

Explanation of why the 
item should be reported

List of reporting 
recommendations

Exemplar



PRISMA 2020 items
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Item 16a Flow diagram



Item 6

INFORMATION SOURCES

Specify all databases, registers, websites, organisations, reference lists, and other 
sources searched or consulted to identify studies. Specify the date when each source was 
last searched or consulted.

• allows readers to assess the completeness and currency of the systematic review

• facilitates updating

What’s new

➢ more explicit about the “what” and “when” of each source searched

➢ for cited or citing reference searches, specify the bibliographic details of the reports to 
which citation searching was applied, the citation index or platform used and the date the 
citation searching was done.



Item 7

SEARCH STRATEGY

Present the full search strategies for all databases, registers, and websites, including any 
filters and limits used

What’s new

➢ report all search strategies report the search terms used to search any sources other than 
bibliographic databases (e.g. trials registers, the web)

➢ description of the search strategy development process (e.g. text mining tools to identify 
keywords, etc.), or any processes used to validate (e.g. capture-recapture) or peer review 
the search strategies (e.g. PRESS checklist)

➢ report if tools were used to automatically translate search strings for one database to 
another (e.g. Polyglot Search Translator)

➢ description of conceptual structure of search if not based on PICO-style approach



Item 8

STUDY SELECTION PROCESS

Specify the methods used to decide whether a study met the inclusion criteria of the review, 

including how many reviewers screened each record and each report retrieved, whether 

they worked independently, and, if applicable, details of automation tools used in the 

process.

Reviewer screening Priority screening Machine classifiers Crowdsourcing



Essential elements for systematic reviews regardless of the selection processes used

• report how many reviewers screened each record (title/abstract) and each report retrieved

• whether multiple reviewers worked independently (that is, were unaware of each other’s 
decisions) at each stage of screening or not (for example, records screened by one 
reviewer and exclusions verified by another)

• processes used to resolve disagreements between screeners (for example, referral to a 
third reviewer or by consensus).

• Report any processes used to obtain or confirm relevant information from study 
investigators.

• If abstracts or articles required translation into another language to determine their 
eligibility, report how these were translated (for example, by asking a native speaker or by 
using software programs).



Essential elements for systematic reviews using automation tools in the selection process

• Report how automation tools were integrated within the overall study selection process

• Externally derived machine learning classifiers

• reference or URL to the version used

• report the number eliminated in the PRISMA flow diagram as “Records marked as ineligible by 
automation tools.”

• Internally derived classifiers: how trained (any validation) and how applied

• Priority screening: state the software used and provide details of any screening rules applied







Item 16a

PRISMA Flow diagram

Describe the results of the search and selection process, from the number of records identified 
in the search to the number of studies included in the review, ideally using a flow diagram

• improve replication 

• help estimate resource requirements for updates

What’s new

➢ specify number of records yielded per database

➢ exclusion before screening (duplicates, machine classifiers)

➢ reports that were not retrievable

➢ separation of databases/registers from other sources

➢ ongoing studies

➢ separate box to handle SR updates













Concluding remarks

• Purpose of PRISMA 2020 is to ensure transparency and optimal reproducibility

• not a tool to guide conduct or assess the quality of a search

• Sets out information required that should make the process of reporting the search easier

• Role of librarians/information specialists critical to both the conduct of high-quality SRs and 
to their reporting

• Important that contribution is appropriately recognised (authorship, acknowledgement)  

Implications and opportunities for IS



Take home message

• PRISMA 2020 replaces the PRISMA 2009 statement, and 
includes new reporting guidance that reflects advances in 
methods to identify, select, appraise and synthesise studies

• See http://www.prisma-statement.org/ for latest versions of Word 
checklists and flow diagrams to download

• Contact me at matthew.page@monash.edu or @mjpages for 
more information 

http://www.prisma-statement.org/
mailto:matthew.page@monash.edu

