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Several chapter authors have used the AMSTAR 2 tool (https://amstar.ca/Amstar-2.php) for 

appraising the quality of systematic reviews. The AMSTAR 2 tool was originally created for quality 

appraisal of systematic reviews on RCTs and non-randomised studies of interventions (NRSI). Some 

have noted that almost all systematic reviews receive a “critically low” judgment by AMSTAR 2. 

Although this may partly reflect the actual quality of most systematic reviews, the lack of 

discriminating capacity of the tool has also been demonstrated by others (Lorenz et al., 2020).  

However, as explained in the background paper (Shea et al., 2017), the reviewers should agree on 

how AMSTAR 2 should be used. It also emphasize that the “critical” domains are suggestions, and 

that reviewers add or substitute other critical domains. Further, their criteria for overall rating of 

reviews are “advisory”. These aspects are often overlooked.  

Thus, the use of AMSTAR 2 can have been used differently across chapters. To harmonize the quality 

appraisal, we have created a modified version of AMSTAR 2 that conforms better to the research 

questions for NNR 2022, instructions for scoping reviews, as well as the “Handbook” for de novo 

systematic reviews. We have also tried to make it more focussed on sources of bias in the review 

methodology.  

It is now emphasized that this tool also applies to systematic reviews including only observational 

studies. Of major changes, we have removed question 3, “Did the review authors explain their 

selection of the study designs for inclusion in the review?”, while question 12 and 13 have been 

combined into one question (question 11 in this version).   

For the list of “critical” domains, we have changed question 7 (now 6), “Did the review authors 

provide a list of excluded studies and justify the exclusions?” to a non-critical domain, as it does not 

clearly address the internal validity of the review, and as it may have been subject to the journals’ 

space limitations. The Cochrane handbook also states that “The list of excluded studies should be as 

brief as possible”. We do still acknowledge that it is good practice to report excluded studies with 

justifications (and in line with the NNR 2022 “Handbook”), and have therefore not removed the item 

itself.  

Finally, we have developed an “algorithm” for making the overall rating: 

 Critical domains Non-critical domains 

High confidence All YES, and 0-2 NO 

Moderate confidence All YES, and 3 or more NO 

Low confidence 1 NO, and 0-2 NO 

Critically low confidence 1 NO, and 3 or more NO 

Critically low confidence 2 or more NO  

 

Thus, for “high” or “moderate” ratings, all critical domains must be fulfilled. If there are 2 or more 

critical domains lacking, it will receive a “critically low” rating regardless of the number of non-critical 

domains fulfilled.  

https://amstar.ca/Amstar-2.php
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0895435619309679
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7307435/


If the chapter authors choose to apply other rules to rate the overall confidence, or to use other 

criteria, it is important that this is explicitly stated and justified.   


