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Common mental health problems at work:  
What we now know about successful interventions. A progress review 
 

Review methodology 

Sainsbury Centre has carried out two reviews of the evidence on interventions for working age adults with 
common mental health problems. This paper sets out the detail of the methodology that was used in the 
two reviews. 

The evidence review 2005 
In 2005 we undertook a systematic review of the research literature on workplace interventions for people 
with common mental health problems (Seymour & Grove, 2005) funded and published by the British 
Occupational Health Research Foundation (BOHRF). We included experimental studies as well as cohort 
studies, case studies, participative action research and non-intervention studies. 

We searched the international literature published in English between 1980 and 2004 using key databases 
and a range of search terms (Appendix A). We also agreed inclusion and exclusion criteria that were 
applied to the search process (Appendix B). 
 
After the first round of sifting we reduced the 15,000 identified studies to just over 200, and then finally to 
111 relevant papers, including some follow-on references from the initial papers. Critical appraisal by a 
panel of experts resulted in 31 papers meeting the final criteria  
(Appendix C).  
 

Figure 1: Flow chart for study selection 2005 
 

Total abstracts identified 
n = 204 

 
Abstracts relevant to key questions 

n = 144 
 

Papers relevant to key questions 
n =85 

 
Final number of papers including follow-on 
references and peer reviewer suggestions 

n = 111 
 

Papers meeting critical appraisal criteria 
for inclusion in evidence folder 

n = 31 
 
A recognised grading system, the Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network (SIGN), was used to score 
these papers, and their strength of the evidence was rated using the Royal College of General Practitioners 
(RCGP) three-star system. 
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The 2008 progress review 
We have now updated the 2005 review, with papers published since 2004 until the end of 2008, using the 
same databases and search criteria as in the 2005 review. We identified 129 papers that were of possible 
interest, 28 of which were relevant for the review. An additional 53 references from these studies were 
singled out for follow-up, and of these 16 were relevant to the progress review.   
 

Figure 2: Flow chart for study selection 2008 
 

Total papers identified 
n = 129 

 
Papers relevant to key questions 

n = 28 
 

Follow-on references identified 
n = 53 

 
Final number of papers including 

relevant follow-on references 
n = 44 

 
Papers meeting critical appraisal 

criteria for inclusion in evidence folder 
n = 6 

 
 
Each paper was read and appraised by two reviewers who jointly decided on inclusion, exclusion or referral 
to a different reviewer (Appendix C).  
 
We also approached several academic research groups who were known to be carrying out work in this 
area, to enquire as to the current status of their research studies. Several groups published the results of 
their work outside our timeframe after the end of 2008. These research findings informed the progress 
review discussion (Seymour, 2010). 
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Appendix A: Data bases and search terms 
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Appendix B: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
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Appendix C: Critical appraisal form 

Author, Title etc 

Study Type (tick all that apply) 

Randomised controlled trial   ( ) 

Systematic review    ( ) 

Meta-analysis     ( ) 

Qualitative research    ( ) 

Literature review    ( ) 

Case study     ( ) 

Cohort study     ( ) 

Other      ( ) 

(please describe) 
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SCREENING QUESTIONS 

1. Does the paper have a clearly 

focused aim or research question?  Yes ( )   No ( )      Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider: population studied, interventions delivered, outcomes, relevance of research 

2. Is the chosen method appropriate?  Yes ( )   No ( )       Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider whether: the authors explain their research design, the chosen method addresses the research 

question 

Is it worth continuing?    Yes ( )   No ( ) 

PLEASE EXPLAIN 

DETAILED QUESTIONS 

3. Has the research been conducted rigorously?  

Yes ( )   No ( )       Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider: search strategy described, inclusions and exclusions, more than one researcher, resolving issues of 

bias 

4. Is it clear how data has been analysed? Yes ( )  No ( )       Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider: were study results combined, if so was this reasonable, in-depth description of the analysis 

process, all participants accounted for, contradictory findings explained 

5. Is there a clear statement of findings?     Yes ( )     No ( )     Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider: sufficient evidence to support conclusions, do findings support the research question, precision of 

results, all important variables considered 

6. How are the results presented? 

Consider:  are the results presented numerically, i.e. p-value, OR (odds ratio) are the results presented 
narratively 

7. What is the main result? 

Consider: how large is the size of the result, how meaningful is the result, how would you sum up the 

bottom-line result in one sentence 

8. Are there limitations to the research?         Yes ( )      No ( )     Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider: was the sample size large enough, were all important outcomes considered, was the intervention 

process adequately described, was there any follow-up data, do the authors acknowledge weaknesses 
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9. Can the results be applied to a UK context?      Yes ( )    No ( ) Can’t tell ( ) 

Consider: any discussion on how the findings can be used, findings considered in relation to current practice, 

estimation of benefits and costs 

 

ACCEPT FOR INCLUSION AS EVIDENCE                Yes ( )     No ( )  Can’t tell ( ) 

 

 

REFER FOR FURTHER SCRUTINY       Yes ( )    No ( ) 
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