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What is Evidence-Based Medicine?

“Evidence-based medicine is the integration of 
best research evidence with clinical expertise 
and patient values”

Sackett DL, Rosenberg WMC, Gray JAM, Haynes 
RB, Richardson WS: Evidence based medicine: 
what it is and what it isn’t. BMJ 1996;312:71-2.



Evidence-Based Medicine (EBM) Triad



But, what is the best evidence

• Not all evidence in 
medicine is the same

• Evidence hierarchy – a 
pyramid that tells us 
which evidence we can 
trust more

• And which evidence we 
should first look for

• Higher in the hierarchy 
– less bias



Evidence from research

• The key to look for the best evidence

• Is to look for research evidence – studies that have been conducted 
and (hopefully) published

• But not all studies are the same

• When looking for research evidence
• First, we have to find the studies (know where to look for)

• But also, to have critical appraisal skills
• To assess their rigor and whether we can trust the study



And the most important message: not all 
evidence is the same

• Beware of anecdotal evidence
• Somebody has an interesting story? It could be only a story

• Individual case reports in the literature
• One or few cases? May not be generalizable

• Expert opinion?
• People are very subjective

• Confirmation bias – people look for confirmation of what they believe in



Typical example of „anecdotal evidence”

• Weight-loss photos: before and after

• Myriad such photos in advertisements
• Despite the miraculous solutions offered, humanity is gaining more and more 

weight



Global prevalence of obesity

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41574-020-00411-y



“A 21st century clinician who 
cannot critically read a study is 

as unprepared as one who 
cannot take a blood pressure 
or examine the cardiovascular 

system.”
BMJ 2008:337:704-705



Advice can also be deadly

• Dr. Benjamin Spock: Baby and Child Care
• 1946-
• Described once as: “second only to the Bible 

in popularity” 
• Advice for sleeping: face down (sleeping on 

tummy; prone position)
• But we now know that this practice – which 

was never rigorously evaluated – led to tens 
of thousands of avoidable cot deaths

• SIDS: Sudden Infant Death Syndrome
• Public health campaign “Back to sleep”







• 1970-ih there was sufficient evidence that the 
prone position is worse



We need evidence synthesis – the best 
evidence

• Evidence syntheses – summaries of the existing knowledge
• Are now considered as the best evidence for decision-making
• Systematic reviews – top of the hierarchy of evidence
• Type of research (study design) that rigorously searches for and evaluates 

all available evidence (systematic) on a given clinical question



Cochrane reviews

• Cochrane: global organization, trying to make healthcare decisions get 
better

• Goal 1: Producing trusted evidence
• There are now over 7,500 Cochrane Systematic Reviews published in the 

Cochrane Library

• Goal 2: Advocating for evidence

• Goal 3: Informing health and care decisions



Cochrane library



Plain language summaries of Cochrane 
reviews

• Each Cochrane review has both a scientific abstract 
and a plain language summary

• The main message of the review written in a simple 
language

• Plain language summaries are translated in 15 
languages

• Aimed towards consumers, i.e. patients









The main take-away message

• There are many quacks and frauds
• People who only want to make money on desperation of other people
• Western medicine does not have an answer to all questions
• People live longer and better, with chronic diseases, they want solutions (and

want them fast)
• They are an easy prey of fraudsters

• When we want to make decisions about health

• We should be informed by high-quality research evidence – research 
studies that are preferably higher in the evidence hierarchy

• Always look first for systematic reviews – rigorous evidence synthesis
• Don’t trust good stories – ask for evidence



Merci
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