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Systematic reviews: Fake data to patient care pipeline
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Attempt to identify all 
studies on the review topic

• Problematic trials will be 
included

Critically appraise study 
methodology, include in 

meta-analysis

• Assess risk of bias

• But do not consider 
authenticity

• Many (not all) fake trials 
report sound methods

Make conclusions, 
recommendations, on 

basis of evidence

• SRs seen as gold 
standard

• Included in guidelines

• Influence patient care
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• Do not include problematic studies in a systematic review.
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• Do not include problematic studies in a systematic review.

• But how do we identify problematic studies in the first place?

https://bit.ly/3SsJO9F


Can’t we just use retraction status?

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2025.111918

It typically takes a long time for problematic studies 
to be retracted

Many are never retracted

Example (left): outcome 5 years after reporting 172 
problematic clinical trials from one research group

So we cannot rely on retraction status alone as an 
indicator of trustworthiness

Systematic reviewers may be the first to notice 
problems!

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2025.111918


• INSPECT-SR is a tool for assessing trustworthiness 
of randomised trials in reviews

• Developed using empirical evidence and 
consensus methods

• An editable template and detailed guidance 
document are provided: https://osf.io/b74wj/files  

https://osf.io/b74wj/files
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Inspecting post-publication notices

Does the study have an associated retraction?

This study has recently been retracted.



Does consideration of other studies from members of the research 
team highlight causes for concern?

Search on last author on Retraction Watch database: http://retractiondatabase.org/

http://retractiondatabase.org/


Does consideration of other studies from members of the research 
team highlight causes for concern?

Search on last author on Retraction Watch database: http://retractiondatabase.org/
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Inspecting results in the study
Are the means and variances of integer data impossible?



• Apgar score is a variable which only takes integer values (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10).

• The highlighted values cannot occur for the group sizes in the study (GRIM, 
GRIMMER).

Inspecting results in the study
Are the means and variances of integer data impossible?



Hypertensive disorders

Caesarian deliveries

• Karamali 2018 is another 
trial from same group.

• Almost identical risk ratios in 
the two studies (2 here, 
several other outcomes have 
identical effect estimates).

Are any outcome data, 
including estimated 
treatment effects, 

implausible?



Domain Check Result

Inspecting post-publication notices Does the study have an associated retraction? Yes, this article has been retracted

Do other studies by the research team highlight 
causes for concern? 

Yes, the senior author has more than 50 
notices on Retraction Watch

Inspecting conduct, governance, and 
transparency

Are there important inconsistencies between the 
publication and the registration documents?

Yes, various discrepancies, including 
recruitment dates and description of 
control intervention

Inspecting text and figures Is there evidence of manipulation or duplication 
of figures?

NA, no figures in the manuscript

Inspecting results in the study Are the means and variances of integer data 
impossible?

Yes, there are impossible means and 
variances for Apgar scores

Are any outcome data, including estimated 
treatment effects, implausible?

Yes, results essentially identical in another 
RCT from this team, across multiple 
measures

Applying the draft INSPECT-SR tool would lead to serious concerns about the study’s trustworthiness.



Key points
• Reviewers look to see whether a study is retracted/ has expression of concern when deciding whether to 

include in a systematic review

• So it is crucial that these notices are prompt and visible: expressions of concern when investigations are 
underway – need for clarity and consistency in these notices

• Because retraction status is not reliable, reviewers need to assess trustworthiness using other markers

• Assessing trustworthiness takes time – funders need to recognise this and allow additional time/ resource

• Systematic reviews offer a good opportunity to identify problems – can compare across studies

• Systematic reviewers can report concerns to journals/ publishers – (Cochrane guidance, templates)
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