
 

What is evidence? Where to find it, what to 
do with it?  Lessons from chlamydia

What exactly is evidence, and what is it evidence of? 

What properties should we expect of “evidence-based” 
decision making in an accountable democracy?

Based on examples from a project using evidence 
synthesis to estimate the health consequences of 
chlamydia trachomatis, we ask a series of questions about 
the nature of “evidence”, and look at the implications for 
the practice of Systematic Review and for the Hierarchy of 
Evidence. 

We argue that “literature summary” is a misleading idea, 
and will often lead to meaningless results, because 
evidence can only be used to estimate parameters under 
models of the data generation process, which must 
be explicitly recongised in evidence interpretation and 
synthesis. We show that the Hierarchy of Evidence is 
not necessarily correct, and that it fails to mention some 
important types of evidence. Instead, the value of many 
kinds of evidence in reducing uncertainty about parameters 
often depends on the availability of other kinds of evidence. 
Using all available evidence allows one to check evidence 
consistency and leads to more robust inference.  

Finally, while there is a need for a literature identification 
protocol, based on models, we question the usefulness of 
the extensive trawl through 1000s of journal citations based 
on boolean combinations of search terms, and propose 
alternatives.
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