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Best Practices for Extracting Data

Overview

Several studies have documented the fact that extraction errors in systematic reviews are very
common, with extraction error rates ranging from 8% to 63% (Mathes et al., 2017). Unfortunately, no
universal recommendations exist regarding how to best extract data. For instance, recommendations
vary as to whether data extraction should be conducted by at least two different people (Buchter et
al., 2020).

Configuring Data Elements

Before extracting any data, the variables that will be collected must be defined as either continuous,
dichotomous, or categorical.

Generally, gender is classified as a dichotomous variable (male or female) as well as patient
characteristics such as hypertension or diabetes (yes or no). Age is classified as a continuous
variable.

A note about Continuous Variables

The way in which continuous variables will be extracted needs to be determined. This can be done by
choosing a central tendency measure (mean or median) and a dispersion measure (standard
deviation, median, or range).

There are four options that are typically reported: mean (SD), mean (range), median (range), median
(IQR).

The mean/median or the SD/range/IQR may not be present in all studies included for extraction. If
this is the case, leave blank/empty. Do not enter the mean as the median or vice versa.
Standard Error Versus Standard Deviation - a common mistake in the extraction of continuous
outcome data is the use of the standard error instead of the standard deviation (Harris et al., 2019).
The standard deviation can be obtained by multiplying the standard error of the mean by the square
root of the sample size.

Check Reported Outcomes Carefully

Check units of data elements to ensure that they are reported in a consistent way. Make sure
that elements are being extracted at the same time point (for instance, 7-day versus 28-day
mortality) and that the wording of the study is consistent with what is being collected.
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Papers will sometimes report outcomes in ways that are close but not exactly the same. For
instance, while the majority of studies may report cardiovascular disease, other studies may
report coronary artery disease. Because coronary artery disease is a type of coronary heart
disease, it would typically be fine to extract coronary artery disease into a data element called
cardiovascular disease.

Best Practices for Data Extraction: NK Software

Please refer to the AutoLit section that reviews the steps for data extraction.
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