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Goals: At the end of this workshop, you will:

• Know the terminology of literature reviews, and be able to 
differentiate among their many forms.

• Understand the public value in taking a systematic approach to a 
review article.

• Understand the process for collecting and producing replicable and 
generalizable knowledge in a review article.

• Understand how to organize and execute a literature review following 
systematic methods for collecting and analyzing the data.



Why should we care?

• Rising number of scientific publications increases the      
need for summaries of research fields.

• Review articles have high scientific impact.
• Confusion about how to do it right. 
• Breaking news: Review articles can be biased!
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Consider this scenario: A scholar produces a “review of the 
literature” on a topic by scanning only the top-ranked journals in 
their field. Advantages? Disadvantages?



Approaches to summarizing research 
• Literature review: The general term for a section of a research article in which 

the author summarizes earlier literature prior to setting up a new research 
question, new data and analysis, etc. AKA “Traditional or Narrative Literature 
Review”

• Systematic review: A rule-based synthesis of prior scholarship with the goal of 
providing a replicable, reliable, and robust analysis of the state of research field 

• Meta-analysis: A quantitative, statistical analysis of prior data drawn from many 
studies to produce a summary of prior findings, such as pooled estimates of 
effect sizes.

• Bibliometric analysis: The study of bibliographic material of published research 
in order to describe general patterns of scientific production and interaction 

• Meta-review: A cross-study “review of reviews” where the interest is in 
summarizing/analyzing only content from other review articles to produce new 
knowledge.



All share a goal of describing the 
“state of a field” and all rely on 
secondary publications as the 
research object …

…but vary significantly in terms of the research design and question. 



Traditional social science literature review
• Organization

• Thematic
• Linear

• Use of secondary literature
• Rhetorical persuasion
• Gap identification 

• Heuristics
• Synthesis over summarization
• Acknowledge related knowledge

• Goals
• Contextualize the research area
• Motivate the research question



A move towards empiricism: RIC



Systematic literature reviews

• Organization
• Analytic
• Structured

• Use of secondary literature
• Research objects
• Sample

• Heuristics
• Search criteria
• Selection criteria
• Coding criteria

• Goals
• Replicable and reliable
• Answer a research question  



Meta analysis

Data from the secondary studies, 
rather than the studies themselves, 
serve as the objects of study.

• Should be done in the context of a 
systematic review.

• Should have sufficient, comparable, 
data. 

• Output is new statistical analysis. 



Bibliometric studies

Metadata from the secondary studies, 
rather than the studies themselves, 
serve as the objects of study.

• Sampling/selection should be systematic
• Statistical analysis



The most meta of them all: meta-reviews 



Empirical analysis of secondary research 
META-ANALYSIS

BIBLIOMETRICS

LITERATURE 
REVIEWS SYSTEMATIC 

REVIEWS

M
ETA REVIEW
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What are the limitations of a traditional literature review?
When might it be useful to do a systematic review? 
Why use a systematic review instead of another type of review? 



The traditional literature review is by far the 
most common tool, but it has risks:

• Credibility: Does the reader know if the lit review truly reflects the 
state of a field or just the author’s own viewpoint?

• Bias: Search may have been limited to the author’s discipline, or to a 
certain time period, or part of the world….

• Non-generalizability: Search may not have been exhaustive
• Non-replicability: The search method is rarely captured and reported



So where do we find this 
secondary literature?

And what tools can help us make our searching more systematic?



Exponential growth of journals

R² = 0.9465
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Bibliographic databases

WEB OF SCIENCE
13K JOURNALS

SCOPUS
23K JOURNALS

PUBMED
16k (medical)

GOOGLE SCHOLAR
ALL ONLINE 

Indexed: highly structured data with complete metadata
Coverage: must have breadth of disciplines, years, countries
Retrieval: designed for research selection



Coverage of journals
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Scopus WoS

Number of journals

Field Ulrich Scopus WoS
NSE 17,213 6,730 5,810
BM 13,232 6,271 3,732
SS 22,519 5,682 2,893
AH 9,559 1,781 1,172



Overlap between Scopus and WoS
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Language coverage
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Disciplinary differences in knowledge base
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Mostly journal articles, but…

WEB OF SCIENCE
160k conference proceedings
68k books

SCOPUS
6.4M conference proceedings
40k books



Growth of Google Scholar
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Google Scholar



PubMed



Downloading from Web of Science
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Think about your discipline or research question. What would 
be the best source of data for you? Why?



Alright, I’m convinced. I want to 
do a systematic literature review.

So what do I next?



Systematic literature review (SLR)

• Sometimes referred to as a research synthesis.
• Prior scholarship is the focus of inquiry, contents of publications 

become the data (ex: year in which an article was published, region of 
world, size of a study’s sample, nature of its findings, etc.)

• Goal is replicable, reliable, and robust conclusion about the full state of 
a research field.

• Method is a rigorous, rules-driven approach to the analysis of the prior 
scholarship, which has in turn been produced using explicit selection 
criteria.



Conducting a SLR using Cochrane-Campbell 
protocols
• Establish research questions and keyword search protocols in advance
• Determine eligibility criteria in advance
• Employ a reproducible methodology
• Conduct a systematic search that attempts to identify all studies meeting 

eligibility criteria
• Use independent teams of reviewers to minimize bias in selection or 

interpretation of the literature (Higgins & Green, 2011). 
For those in medical/psychology fields:
• https://campbellcollaboration.org/research-resources/writing-a-campbell-

systematic-review.html
• https://training.cochrane.org/handbook

https://campbellcollaboration.org/research-resources/writing-a-campbell-systematic-review.html
https://training.cochrane.org/handbook


SLR process
1. Define a focused research question

EXAMPLE:
“What research has been generated on nonprofit collaboration in its broadest sense, 
meaning both within and without the nonprofit and civil society literature? 
What disciplines are represented, and what theories have been employed over the full 
timeframe of scholarly activity to understand nonprofit collaborative behavior?
What methods and units of analysis are being employed? 
What is the direction of these empirical and analytical trends?
What can be concluded from this prior research to guide future analysis?”

B. Gazley and C. Guo. 2015. “What do We Know about Nonprofit Collaboration? A Comprehensive Systematic Review of 
the Literature”. Proceedings of the Seventy-fifth Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management. 



SLR process

2. Create a keyword search protocol

Keyword tip: Be conscious of how a term may be used differently across 
cultures and geography

EXAMPLE:
The abstract included any of the words “nonprofit”, “non-profit”, 
“NGO”, “non-governmental”, in combination with the stem 
“collaborat*”

B. Gazley and C. Guo. 2015. “What do We Know about Nonprofit Collaboration? A Comprehensive Systematic 
Review of the Literature”. Proceedings of the Seventy-fifth Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management. 



SLR process

3. Find a source of data 

Google scholar
Indiana University’s Onesearch@IU
Indiana University interlibrary loan service



SLR process

4. Download articles



SLR process

4. Maintain a 
flowchart of results 
(searching, screening 
and assessing for 
eligibility, inclusion 
decisions)

Records 
identified 
through 
database 
searches (n=…)

Additional 
records 
identified 
through other 
sources (n=…)

Duplicates 
removed (n=…)

Records screened 
(n=…)

Records excluded 
(n=…) [reasons?]

Full text articles 
assessed (n=…)

Articles excluded 
(n=…) [reasons?]

Studies included 
in qualitative 
analysis (n=…)

Studies includes 
in quantitative 
analysis (n=…)



SLR process
5. Trained coders extract data from article using open coding 

Categories Variables  Code 

 

Publication 

 

Article ID  

Delete Variable 

1 = Delete article if article fails to meet the three criteria:  
(1) about nonprofits (2) about organizations (3) empirical.  
Keep articles that don’t explicitly use the term “nonprofits” 
but are about nonprofits (e.g. universities). 

Author Name  

Journal  

Article Title  

Publishing Year 
Four digit year, no punctuation, all “na” dates cleaned 
and entered 

Abstract  

Authorship 

First Author 
Affiliation 

 

1. Academic/Research 
2. Government 
3. Nonprofit Organization (NPO) 
4. Other 

 

 

  

  
   
  
    
    
   
    
  
  
  

 

  
 

 

 

    

 

    

   
                 

  

Field 

Field Studied 

1. Multi-field/Non-specific 
2. Disaster Management 
3. Education 
4. Environmental/Natural Resource Management 
5. Health Service Provision 
6. Information Technology 
7. Social Service Provision 
8. Business/Industry 
9. Research 
10. Other 

 

Field Studied 
Other 

 

Specify. 

  

Unit Analysis 

 

Mark all that apply. 

1. Single Organization 
               0=no, 1=yes 

2. Partnership/Network 
               0=no, 1=yes 

3. Individual 
 0=no, 1=yes 

 

  

 

    

  
  

  
  

  
  

 

  
   

  

   
  
  
  
  

  

 
     

 

     



Tips for maintaining quality in open coding 
process
• Group training
• Then two choices: 

1. Have two people code each article, working together to resolve 
disagreements in interpretation, resulting in zero inter-rater 
disagreements. (Slower, but more accurate, but potential bias 
must be managed.)

2. Have two people work independently to code each article, and 
calculate inter-rater reliability. If outside bounds of statistical 
confidence, retrain coders until reliability is within acceptable 
levels. (Faster, but weaker results.) 



Common challenges encountered in SLRs

• Obtaining a comprehensive sample. Example: Collecting data from 
articles outside your known languages, “grey literature”

• Training multiple coders
• Lengthy time frame (an SLR can take 2+ years)
• Bias must still be addressed. Examples: survivorship bias, publication 

bias (studies with null findings less likely to be published).
• Publication challenges (your study may challenge conventional wisdom 

in your field; data may be valuable but mainly descriptive in nature)



Resources:

Steven Jansen. 2017. Bias within systematic and non-systematic literature reviews: 
the case of the Balanced Scorecard. 
https://essay.utwente.nl/73771/1/Jansen_MA_BMS.pdf

Almeida, C.P.B.D. and Goulart, B.N.G.D., 2017. How to avoid bias in systematic 
reviews of observational studies. Revista CEFAC, 19(4), pp.551-555. 
http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1516-
18462017000400551

https://essay.utwente.nl/73771/1/Jansen_MA_BMS.pdf
http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1516-18462017000400551


Thank you!
Questions?
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