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Of 541 overviews included, 169 (31%) overlapped 
across similar PICO, fell within 20 WHO ICD-10 
medical classifications, and 62 subtopics (Table 1 and 
Figure 2).6 148/169 (88%) overlapping overviews 
were broad in scope. Of the 169 overviews: 
• 15 (9%) were classified as having nearly identical 

overlap ;  
• 123 (73%) partial overlap; and  
• 31 (18%) subsumed others.  

 
Of 11 Cochrane overviews identified, 91% were 
partially overlapping with non-Cochrane overviews. 

• To the best of our knowledge, this is the 
first study to examine overlap across 
overviews.  

• Observed overlap can be legitimately 
justified for several reasons:  

(i) out-of-dateness;  
(ii) when an older overview used 
inappropriate or invalid methods, or was 
of low methodological quality;  
(iii) broader, more comprehensive 
overviews may be warranted if existing 
overviews are narrow in focus.; and  
(iv) replication of research by 
independent and conflict-free academics 
to obtain the same (or similar) results. 

• A multiplicity of overviews on the same 
topic adds to the ongoing waste of 
research resources, time and effort.  

• Overlapping overviews, without warranted 
rationale, represent wasted efforts on the 
part of investigators and can confuse and 
mislead clinicians and policymakers. 
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Table 1: Highest ranking WHO ICD-10 medical 
classifications (n=169) 
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Figure 2: Bubble chart of WHO ICD-10 Medical Classifications and overview frequency 

Overview topics % 

Factors influencing health status and 
contact with health services 

17 

Diseases of the musculoskeletal system 
and connective tissue 

12 

Mental and behavioural disorders 10 

Diseases of the circulatory system 8 

Neoplasms 6 

Diseases of the nervous system 5 

MAs: meta-analyses; SRs: systematic reviews 

Overviews synthetize the results of multiple 
systematic reviews and help inform evidence-based 
clinical practice. Overviews are growing in number 
and popularity, and our study of the prevalence of 
overviews found an 8-fold increase in the number 
of overviews published between 2009 (n = 25) and 
2020 (n = 332).1 
 
Overviews have the potential for overlap because 
many are broad in scope, thus covering several 
individual topics. These broad overviews often 
address less specific research questions than their 
constituent systematic reviews, including a wider 
range of study populations and conditions, 
interventions, and contexts (e.g. 2). Overviews may 
alternatively aim to answer narrow, focused clinical 
questions.   
 
Conflicting results or conclusions across systematic 
reviews on the same topic can confuse or create 
uncertainty for policymakers and clinicians who are 
required to choose among all competing 
treatments, and may impact and delay clinical 
decision-making. 
  
 

Date: May 2022  

Searching and eligibility criteria 
MEDLINE, Epistemonikos and the Cochrane 
Database of SRs were searched for overviews that: 
synthesised reviews of health interventions and 
conducted systematic searches. Overviews were 
eligible if their primary aim was to synthesise 
results of SRs or MAs (but may also have included 
primary studies).  
 
Coding and extraction  
Overlap was defined as: duplication of PICO 
eligibility criteria, and not reported as an update 
nor a replication. We categorised overview topics 
according to 22 WHO ICD-10 medical classifications, 
overviews as broad or narrow in scope, and overlap 
as identical, nearly identical, partial, or subsumed. 
Subsummation was defined as when broad 
overviews subsumed the populations, interventions 
and at least one outcome of another overview. 
 
Data analysis 
Descriptive summary statistics were presented 
using frequencies and percentages. The distribution 
of total overviews by medical classification was 
plotted in a bubble chart using Excel.  

Methods 

Figure 1. Example of three partially overlapping overviews 

Objective 
Determine if the overviews overlapped in eligibility 
criteria according to their populations and 
interventions and at least one outcome, henceforth 
referred to as overlapping overviews. In a post hoc 
analysis we also aimed to categorise overviews as 
being narrow or broad in scope, and classify the 
overlap into four categories: partial, nearly 
identical, identical, or subsumed. 
  
 

Legend: Bubble chart depicts the ICD-10 Medical Classifications by colour, the y axis is the number of overviews, the x axis is the 20 WHO ICD-
10 Medical Classifications, and the size of the bubble (third variable) represents the cumulative number of systematic reviews included in the 
overviews. For example, the most prominent bubble is dark blue in the top center covering the most frequent ICD-10 classification “Factors 
influencing health status and contact with health services” (92/541 [17%]). 

Legend: Wu 3 (Overview A)  addressed any type of acupuncture for cancer 
patients receiving palliative care. Towler 4 (Overview B) addressed a narrower 

intervention; acupuncture excluding any acupressure therapy, for a slightly 
broader population of cancer patients receiving palliative or supportive care. 

Ezzo 5 (Overview C) had an even narrower targeted intervention of 
acupuncture on needle point P6, and investigated multiple populations 

including cancer patients with chemotherapy-induced nausea and vomiting, 
post-operative nausea and vomiting, and pregnancy-related nausea and 

vomiting. Nausea and vomiting were outcomes common to all three 
overviews. 


