
Trusted evidence.
Informed decisions.
Better health.

Planning your review at 
protocol stage: recent 
developments in 
methods



Background reading
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The first step

Formulate your review question by specifying your PICO in 
advance. PICO stands for Population, Interventions, 
Comparators and Outcomes. 

OR

Tell us what you want to know 



How to formulate a FINER 
question

Feasible 

Interesting 

Novel 

Ethical

Relevant



People have suggested that 
keeping active might help 

people who have osteoarthritis 
Could this be true? What 

benefits could it have?



o
For people with osteoarthritis of the knee, what is the 
effect of exercise compared to no exercise on pain, 
physical and psychosocial function, and quality of 
life?

Population: osteoarthritis of the knee

Intervention: exercise (any type – static or dynamic, 
weight bearing or non-weight bearing, aerobic or non-
aerobic, low or high force; any mode of delivery; any 
duration, frequency or intensity) 

Comparator: no exercise (placebo, usual care, no 
intervention, wait list) 

Outcome: any health outcome



https://training.cochrane.org/considering-scope-at-review-planning-stage



The second step

Specify your Population, Intervention, Comparator and 
Outcome for each synthesis that you are planning. By 
synthesis we mean either a meta-analysis, or another type 
of synthesis where the data are not amenable to meta-
analysis.

OR

Tell us how you will break your question down



The population



The intervention and comparators



The outcomes



Broad synthesis questions



Broad groupings

What is the effect of any type of exercise versus no exercise 
on pain for people of all ages?

What is the effect of Mental Health First Aid versus no 
intervention on mental well-being in all settings?

What is the effect of medical/surgical masks versus no 
masks on the prevention of all viral illnesses?



Narrower groupings



Narrower groupings

What is the effect of any type of exercise versus no exercise 
on pain in people over 75?

What is the effect of Mental Health First Aid on anxiety 
when delivered in education settings?

What is the effect of medical/surgical masks versus no 
masks for the prevention of influenza?



Plan your time points!

At longest follow-up?

At end of the intervention?

At 6 months, one year, two years after 
randomization?

How will you deal with multiple time-
points within one ‘window?



Why plan syntheses in advance?

Prevents ad-hoc decision making after searches have been 
completed

Helps to formulate a search strategy

Ensures that you only extract data that will be relevant

Helps to formulate plans for analysis and any subgroup 
analyses, but be careful!
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