In an era where health information is accessible at the tap of a finger and generative Al chatbots powered by large
language models (LLMs) are increasingly used to answer complex questions, ensuring research integrity has never
been more crucial. Selective reporting—often known as "cherry picking"—can mislead clinicians, policymakers, and

patients, resulting in poor decisions with real-world consequences.

This blog explores how systematic reviews serve as a gold standard to combat cherry picking, ensuring
trustworthy summaries of evidence. We'll also examine the shifting role from traditional search engines to Al
chatbots in health information seeking, the challenges of trust, and the specific pitfalls posed by LLMs, like

hallucinations and fabricated citations.

What Is Cherry Picking and Why Does It Matter?

“Cherry picking” refers to selectively reporting or emphasizing only favorable research findings while ignoring
studies or data points that do not support a preferred conclusion. This phenomenon can take many forms,
including:

* Reporting only statistically significant results

* Highlighting favorable subgroup analyses

* Excluding studies with negative or inconclusive findings

Selective reporting undermines the reliability of evidence and jeopardizes research integrity. It can create a

distorted picture of effectiveness or harm, leading to misguided clinical practices and wasted resources.

Systematic Reviews: A Robust Tool Against Cherry Picking

Systematic reviews are designed to minimize bias by summarizing evidence from all relevant studies on a specific
question using transparent, rigorous methods. Unlike traditional narrative reviews, which can be subjective and

unsystematic, systematic reviews follow a predefined protocol, including:

1. Comprehensive literature searches across multiple databases

2. Strict inclusion and exclusion criteria

3. Assessment of study quality and risk of bias

4. Transparent documentation of search strategies and selection processes

5. Quantitative synthesis (meta-analysis) when appropriate

Organizations like The Cochrane Collaboration, known for their meticulous methodological standards, have
championed systematic reviews for decades. Their Cochrane Library hosts thousands of high-quality, peer-

reviewed systematic reviews used worldwide by clinicians, guideline developers, and policymakers.

By systematically identifying and including all pertinent evidence, these reviews resist the allure of selective

reporting—the very essence of cherry picking.

From Search Engines to Al Chatbots: A Paradigm Shift in Health
Information Seeking

Traditionally, clinicians and researchers have used search engines and bibliographic databases to find relevant

evidence. This approach demands skill to develop effective search strategies and to critically appraise findings to



avoid bias.

Today, many users turn to generative Al chatbots powered by LLMs for quick answers, often unaware of their
limitations. These chatbots simulate human-like conversations and can produce fluent, seemingly knowledgeable

responses, but their mechanisms differ fundamentally from search engines:

® |LMs generate text by predicting the most probable next word or phrase based on vast training data.
® They do not verify factual truth or understand the content meaningfully.
® Chatbots may "hallucinate," fabricating plausible-sounding but inaccurate or invented information—especially

citations.

This shift presents new challenges for trust in health information. Users often assume Al outputs to be

authoritative without questioning or verifying sources.

Trust as the Limiting Factor in Health Information

The explosion of information, compounded with Al-generated responses, has made trust the key limiting factor in

health decision-making. Even the most advanced LLMs cannot replace critical appraisal or domain expertise.

Systematic reviews from reputable sources like Cochrane deliver a cochrane.org benchmark of trust because
they:

* Use explicit, reproducible search strategies documented in detail

® Appraise the quality and biases of included studies

* Apply standardized methods and adhere to established guidelines for evidence synthesis

® Are peer-reviewed and regularly updated

This trustworthy foundation contrasts sharply with the opaque, probabilistic outputs of LLM-based chatbots,

which—without inherent understanding—may omit crucial nuances or inadvertently promote misinformation.

Understanding the Limitations of Large Language Models


https://www.cochrane.org/about-us/news/why-evidence-synthesis-matters-age-ai

While LLMs can assist in generating draft text, summarizing information, or brainstorming, it is important to

acknowledge their limitations with respect to evidence synthesis and research integrity:

Aspect LLMs (Generative Al Chatbots) Systematic Reviews Core Function Predict next token based on training
data patterns Systematic collection, appraisal, and synthesis of all relevant studies Handling Truth No
understanding or verification of truth; prone to hallucinations Methodologically rigorous to minimize bias and
error Citations May fabricate or misattribute references Only includes verified studies with traceable sources
Transparency Opaque model decisions; limited traceability Fully documented processes with searchable protocols
and data

One notorious issue is the production of invented citations—a phenomenon where the Al confidently generates
references that do not exist or misrepresent the literature. This clearly undermines trust and highlights the

necessity of human oversight.

The Role of The Cochrane Collaboration and the Cochrane Library

The Cochrane Collaboration is globally recognized for advancing the standards of evidence synthesis. Their
stringent frameworks help ensure research integrity by minimizing risks of selective reporting and other biases.
The Cochrane Library provides free access to a rich repository of systematic reviews that clinicians and

consumers can trust.

As chatbots become more common as interfaces to health information, integration with verified, high-quality

systematic review content from sources like Cochrane may offer a pathway to combining convenience with

reliability.

Conclusion: Why Systematic Reviews Still Matter in the Age of Al

To summarize, systematic reviews are a critical bulwark against cherry picking and selective reporting, enhancing
the integrity and reliability of health evidence. While generative Al chatbots and LLMs offer exciting possibilities for
information access and synthesis, their current limitations—lack of true understanding, risk of hallucination, and

invented citations—mean they cannot replace rigorous, methodical approaches.



Trust remains the cornerstone of credible health information. Organizations like The Cochrane Collaboration
continue to lead in providing systematically curated evidence in the Cochrane Library, which clinicians and

patients alike can rely on amid the noisy and sometimes misleading information landscape.

In our evolving digital age, the best approach combines innovative Al tools with the rigor and transparency

embedded in systematic reviews to support informed, evidence-based decisions.

What Would Change Our Minds?

We might reconsider the role of LLMs replacing systematic reviews if future Al models could reliably:

¢ Verify and cross-check all references and data dynamically
* Demonstrate transparent reasoning replicable by human reviewers
¢ Consistently avoid hallucinations and reporting bias

® |ntegrate real-time updates from validated databases like Cochrane Library

Until then, systematic reviews remain indispensable for maintaining research integrity and combating selective

reporting in healthcare.



