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Synopsis

Objective: It has been criticized that reports of original research do not always provide summaries of the existing evidence (Chalmers and Glasziou 2009).  The same problem could exist for meta-analysis. We therefore present a systematic review on the question whether newest pharmacological meta-analyses published in best medical journals take other meta-analyses and systematic reviews on the same topic into account.
Type of review: systematic overview
Study selection: recent pharmacological meta-analyses published in leading medical journals
Search strategy: a broad search looking for meta-analyses published in NEJM, Lancet, BMJ, JAMA, Plos Medicine and Annals of Internal Medicine using the single search term “meta-analysis”. Other relevant articles about the same topic will be found using key-word search.
Quality assessment: A random 20%-sample of extracted and entered data will be checked by an independent reviewer. Doubts will be resolved in a discussion with a third reviewer.
Data analysis: Quoting habits will be analyses in terms of frequency of events, while taking several criteria into account (e.g. overall similarity of the reviews based on the PICO questions, review type, similarity of the results, AMSTAR score, impact factor, medical discipline and scope of the reviews).
Detailed description:
In order to prepare a representative sample of recent meta-analyses we will perform a search using the Web of Knowledge (WOK) search engine (all databases), with a simple search term combining names of six medical journals with the highest impact factor (New England Journal of Medicine, The Lancet, JAMA, Ann Intern Med, Plos Med, British Medical Journal; based on Journal Citation Records, 2013) and “meta-analysis” as a publication type. The search will be restricted to articles published between January 2012 and March 2013. Only pharmacological meta-analyses will be included.
After identifying the “benchmark” meta-analyses another search for each individual article will be performed to identify other relevant meta-analyses and systematic reviews about the same topic. In order to systematize this search a simple procedure will be followed where, again, the search engine of WOK will be employed. The key words provided within the article will be used for the search.
A random 20%-sample of extracted and entered data will be checked by an independent reviewer. Doubts will be resolved by consensus in a discussion with a third reviewer.

A number of criteria will be used for selecting other relevant articles about the same topic. We decided not to include material published more than 10 years ago from the time of publication of the benchmark-meta-analysis, and less than 1 year ago (unless it was quoted in the benchmark study). Thanks to this criterion we are sure that we are not analysing an outdated material and, on the other hand, we acknowledge the fact that the publication process might take a long time. In addition to that, we will exclude any narrative reviews and overviews of reviews. 
In order to assess the similarity of the included studies to the benchmark-meta-analyses we will reconstruct the PICO questions for each study and calculate a simple similarity score based on that. When any of the four items in PICO (participants, intervention, comparator, outcomes) will be identical to the benchmark article 0,5 point will be awarded. When the scope will be broader or narrower, but still overlapping 0 points will be given. Where any of the PICO items will be non-overlapping, we will consider that to be a reason for exclusion of the study. Thus, the PICO -based similarity score could be between 0 and 2, with two indicating very high level of similarity and 0 a lower, but still relevant, level of similarity. 
The analysis will also include the AMSTAR score for each included benchmark study, the impact factor of all included studies, results, review type and scope of the review. The latter will be established, again, based on the PICO questions. Each of four PICO items can typically be classified as being a sub- or a superset in relation to the PICO in the benchmark article (for example people with a first episode of psychosis are a subset of all schizophrenic patients). If more PICO questions will be broader then narrower for a given article, the whole study will be classified as broader in scope (analogically for the narrower scope). Additionally, articles will be classified according to medical disciplines. 

The final analysis will ask not only whether any of the benchmark studies merely quoted the other relevant articles, but also whether the results of the cited article were in any way described or compared with results and conclusions from the benchmark study.
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