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The systematic review follows rigid rules to find the best scientific evidence.  This kind of publi-
cation aims to bring evidence together to answer a pre-defined research question. The research needs to 
make a search in all available databases. Systematic reviews should include a synthesis of the data that 
have been found. Data synthesis can involve summarizing quantitative and/or qualitative findings (1). 
Systematic reviews of quantitative data may include meta-analysis.  The analysis of quantitative data 
in meta-analysis is the key to interpret the results of the study (1). In this comment we show the most 
important topics in the Forest plot interpretation.

When studying we must be familiar with the various types of graphs used in a meta-analysis. 
In the left column of a quantitative data the author’s name of the studies included in meta-analysis are 
registered (Figure-1) (2).

In the right column of the figure 2 we can observe the confidence intervals (CI) registered in the 
quantitative data of a meta-analysis.  Some forest plots may also provide information about the weights 
assigned to each study or independent variable in the analysis (Figure-2). These weights can be represen-
ted by the size of the “boxes” on the plot or by a number associated with each study.  In some situations, 
the authors can include the values of the mean, standard deviation (SD) and the mean difference assigned 
to each group studied in meta-analysis in the center of the graphic (Figure-3) (3).

The vertical axis of the forest plot typically represents the independent variables or individual 
studies included in the analysis. Each study or independent variable is represented by a line on the plot 
(Figure-4). The horizontal axis usually represents the outcome measure or estimated effect. It can be a 
measure of risk, such as odds ratio or hazard ratio, or a measure of difference, such as mean difference 
or proportion difference (Figure-4). The vertical lines represent the confidence intervals for each study or 
independent variable. The length of the line indicates the precision of the estimate. The longer the line, 
the less precise the estimate. The central line in each “box” represents the point estimate for each study or 
independent variable. It can be the point estimate or the weighted average of the studies (Figure 4).  If the 
confidence intervals of different lines do not overlap, it suggests that there is a statistically significant 
difference between the represented studies or independent variables. If the lines cross the null vertical 
line (typically a vertical line at a value of 1 or 0), it indicates that there is no statistically significant 
difference between the compared interventions or independent variables (Figure-4).
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Figure 1 - The fi gure shows the quantitative data in a meta-analysis.  In the left column (red square) we can observe the 
author’s name of the studies included in meta-analysis.

Figure 2 - The fi gure shows the quantitative data in a meta-analysis. In the right column (red square) we can observe the 
confi dence intervals (CI) and the weights assigned to each study.

The value of each study depends on the 
sample size and precision, which will receive wei-
ght values. These weight values will be evaluated 
to compound the diamond represent the fi nal re-
sult. Diamond size determined by 95% CI if not 

touching the vertical line represents that the fi -
nal result is statistically signifi cant (left – better 
intervention/ Right – better control group) If the 
diamond touches the line represents the studies do 
not have statistical signifi cance (Figure-5).
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Figure 4 - The figure shows the quantitative data in a meta-analysis – the Forest plot.  In the column highlighted by the 
red square we can observe the vertical axis of the forest plot (independent variables or individual studies included in the 
analysis) and the horizontal axis (represents the outcome measure or estimated effect). The vertical lines represent the 
confidence intervals for each study or independent variable. The central line in each “box” represents the point estimate 
for each study or independent variable. If the confidence intervals of different lines do not overlap, it suggests that there 
is a statistically significant difference between the represented studies or independent variables. If the lines cross the null 
vertical line (typically a vertical line at a value of 1 or 0), it indicates that there is no statistically significant difference 
between the compared interventions or independent variables (2).

Figure 3 - The figure shows the quantitative data in a meta-analysis. In column highlighted by the red square we can observe 
the mean, standard deviation (SD) and the mean difference assigned to each group studied in meta-analysis (2).
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The legends and annotations in the plot may 
provide additional information about the studies or 
independent variables included in the analysis, the 
outcome measures used, and other relevant statis-
tics. Remember that the precise interpretation of the 
forest plot may depend on the specifi c context of 
the study or analysis. If you have any doubts about 
a specifi c forest plot, it’s always advisable to con-
sult the cited references or seek the assistance of an 
expert in the fi eld.
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