HOW TO WRITE A LITERATURE REVIEW FOR A SYSTEMATIC
REVIEW

HOW TO WRITE A LITERATURE REVIEW FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW REQUIRES A METICULOUS AND STRUCTURED APPROACH, FAR
BEYOND THAT OF A TRADITIONAL NARRATIVE REVIEW. THIS COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE WILL ILLUMINATE THE ESSENTIAL STEPS AND
BEST PRACTICES FOR CRAFTING A ROBUST LITERATURE REVIEW THAT FORMS THE BEDROCK OF A HIGH-QUALITY SYSTEMATIC
REVIEW. FROM DEFINING A CLEAR RESEARCH QUESTION AND DEVELOPING A RIGOROUS PROTOCOL TO EXECUTING SYSTEMATIC
SEARCHES, CRITICALLY APPRAISING EVIDENCE, AND SYNTHESIZING FINDINGS, EACH STAGE DEMANDS PRECISION AND ADHERENCE TO
ESTABLISHED METHODOLOGICAL STANDARDS. UNDERSTANDING THESE INTRICACIES IS CRUCIAL FOR PRODUCING A REVIEW THAT IS
TRANSPARENT, REPRODUCIBLE, AND PROVIDES UNBIASED ANSWERS TO SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTIONS. THIS ARTICLE WILL DELVE
INTO THE CRITICAL PHASES, OFFERING ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS FOR RESEARCHERS AIMING TO CONTRIBUTE VALUABLE, EVIDENCE-
BASED KNOWLEDGE TO THEIR RESPECTIVE FIELDS.
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UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW AND ITS LITERATURE COMPONENT

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW IS A TYPE OF LITERATURE REVIEW THAT COLLECTS AND CRITICALLY ANALYZES MULTIPLE RESEARCH
STUDIES OR PAPERS, USING RIGOROUS, PREDEFINED METHODS TO MINIMIZE BIAS AND PROVIDE MORE RELIABLE FINDINGS. UNLIKE
TRADITIONAL NARRATIVE REVIEWS, WHICH CAN BE SELECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE, A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ADHERES TO A STRICT
PROTOCOL, MAKING ITS PROCESS TRANSPARENT AND REPRODUCIBLE. THE LITERATURE REVIEW COMPONENT WITHIN A
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW IS NOT A FREESTANDING PIECE BUT AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE OVERALL METHODOLOGY, METICULOUSLY
DETAILING THE EVIDENCE IDENTIFIED AND ANALYZED.

THE PRIMARY PURPOSE OF A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW IS TO ANSWER A SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTION BY IDENTIFYING, APPRAISING,
AND SYNTHESIZING ALL EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE THAT MEETS PRE-SPECIFIED ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA. THIS ROBUST APPROACH HELPS IN
MAKING INFORMED DECISIONS, IDENTIFYING GAPS IN CURRENT KNOWLEDGE, AND PROVIDING A COMPREHENSIVE UNDERSTANDING OF A
PARTICULAR TOPIC. CONSEQUENTLY, THE LITERATURE REVIEW WITHIN THIS CONTEXT SERVES AS THE STRUCTURED
DOCUMENTATION OF THE ENTIRE EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS PROCESS, FROM INITIAL SEARCH TO FINAL SYNTHESIS.



FORMULATING A CLEAR RESEARCH QUESTION AND PROTOCOL DEVELOPMENT

THE FOUNDATION OF ANY SUCCESSFUL SYSTEMATIC REVIEW, AND BY EXTENSION ITS LITERATURE REVIEW, IS A WELL-DEFINED
AND FOCUSED RESEARCH QUESTION. A POORLY FORMULATED QUESTION CAN LEAD TO AN UNFOCUSED SEARCH, IRRELEVANT
RESULTS, AND AN ULTIMATELY INCONCLUSIVE REVIEW. THE PICO FRAMEWORK (POPULATION, INTERVENTION, COMPARATOR,
OUTCOME) IS WIDELY RECOMMENDED FOR CLINICAL QUESTIONS, WHILE OTHER FRAMEWORKS LIkE PECO (PoPULATION,
Exposure, COMPARATOR, OUTCOME) orR SPIDER (SAMPLE, PHENOMENON OF INTEREST, DESIGN, EVALUATION, RESEARCH
TYPE) MAY BE MORE SUITABLE FOR QUALITATIVE OR MIXED-METHODS REVIEWS.

ONCE THE RESEARCH QUESTION IS ESTABLISHED, DEVELOPING A COMPREHENSIVE PROTOCOL IS THE NEXT CRITICAL STEP. A
PROTOCOL SERVES AS A DETAILED ROADMAP FOR THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW , OUTLINING EVERY STEP OF THE PROCESS BEFORE
ANY STUDIES ARE IDENTIFIED. THIS PRE-REGISTRATION OF THE PROTOCOL ENHANCES TRANSPARENCY AND MINIMIZES THE RISK OF
REPORTING BIAS. PROTOCOLS SHOULD BE REGISTERED WITH PLATFORMS SUCH AS PROSPERO TO ENSURE PUBLIC ACCESS AND
PREVENT DUPLICATION OF EFFORTS.

KEY ELEMENTS TO INCLUDE IN YOUR SYSTEMATIC REVIEW PROTOCOL:

® BACKGROUND: BRIEFLY STATE WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT THE TOPIC AND WHY THE REVIEW IS NEEDED.

e OBJECTIVES: CLEARLY ARTICULATE THE PRIMARY AND SECONDARY OBJECTIVES OF THE REVIEW, DIRECTLY LINKED TO THE
RESEARCH QUESTION.

o ELiGBILITY CRITERIA: DEFINE INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION CRITERIA FOR STUDIES BASED ON PARTICIPANTS,
INTERVENTIONS, COMPARATORS, OUTCOMES, STUDY DESIGNS, AND TIMEFRAMES.

¢ SEARCH STRATEGY: DETAIL THE DATABASES TO BE SEARCHED, KEYWORDS, AND SEARCH SYNTAX.

e STUDY SELECTION: DESCRIBE THE SCREENING PROCESS (E.G., TITLE/ABSTRACT SCREENING, FULL-TEXT REVIE\X/) AND HOW
CONFLICTS WILL BE RESOLVED.

e DATA EXTRACTION: SPECIFY WHAT DATA WILL BE EXTRACTED FROM ELIGIBLE STUDIES AND THE TOOL/FORM TO BE
USED.

® Risk oF BIAS ASSESSMENT: OUTLINE THE TOOLS AND METHODS FOR ASSESSING THE METHODOLOGICAL QUALITY OR
RISK OF BIAS IN INCLUDED STUDIES.

o DATA SYNTHESIS: EXPLAIN HOW THE FINDINGS WILL BE SYNTHESIZED (E.G., NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS, META‘ANALYSIS) AND
HOW HETEROGENEITY WILL BE ADDRESSED.

* REPORTING: INDICATE ADHERENCE TO REPORTING GUIDELINES LIKE PRISMA.

SYSTEMATIC SEARCH STRATEGY DEVELOPMENT

A THOROUGH AND REPRODUCIBLE SEARCH STRATEGY IS PARAMOUNT TO IDENTIFYING ALL RELEVANT STUDIES AND MINIMIZING
PUBLICATION BIAS. THIS INVOLVES IDENTIFYING APPROPRIATE DATABASES, SELECTING RELEVANT KEYWORDS, AND
CONSTRUCTING SOPHISTICATED SEARCH STRINGS. THE GOAL IS TO CAST A WIDE NET WITHOUT BEING OVERWHELMED BY
IRRELEVANT RESULTS. COLLABORATION WITH AN EXPERIENCED LIBRARIAN OR INFORMATION SPECIALIST IS HIGHLY RECOMMENDED
AT THIS STAGE TO OPTIMIZE THE SEARCH.

THE SEARCH STRATEGY MUST BE EXPLICITLY DOCUMENTED WITHIN THE LITERATURE REVIEW SECTION OF YOUR SYSTEMATIC
REVIEW. THIS INCLUDES THE NAMES OF ALL DATABASES SEARCHED (£.G., PUBMeD, EMeASE, CINAHL, \Wes oF ScCIENCE), THE
FULL SEARCH STRINGS USED FOR EACH DATABASE, ANY LIMITS APPLIED (E.G., DATE RANGES, LANGUAGE), AND THE DATE THE
SEARCHES WERE CONDUCTED. |T IS ALSO GOOD PRACTICE TO SEARCH GREY LITERATURE (E.G., CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS,
DISSERTATIONS, GOVERNMENT REPORTS) AND REFERENCE LISTS OF INCLUDED STUDIES TO ENSURE COMPREHENSIVENESS.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR DEVELOPING A ROBUST SEARCH STRATEGY:



o DATABASE SELECTION: CHOOSE DATABASES RELEVANT TO YOUR FIELD AND RESEARCH QUESTION.

o KEYWORDS AND SYNONYMS: BRAINSTORM A COMPREHENSIVE LIST OF KEYWORDS, INCLUDING MESH TerMS (MEDICAL
SuBJECT HEADINGS), ENTRY TERMS, AND FREE-TEXT TERMS. CONSIDER DIFFERENT SPELLINGS (E.G., BRITISH VS. AMERICAN
ENGLISH) AND ACRONYMS.

¢ BooLeaN OperATORS: Use AND, OR, NOT EFFECTIVELY TO COMBINE SEARCH TERMS.
® TRUNCATION AND W/ILDCARDS: EMPLOY SYMBOLS LIKE OR P TO CAPTURE VARIATIONS OF WORDS.
® PROXIMITY OPERATORS: USE OPERATORS LIKE NEAR orR ADJ TO SPECIFY THE CLOSENESS OF TERMS.

o PiLoT SEARCH: CONDUCT A PILOT SEARCH TO REFINE YOUR STRATEGY AND ENSURE IT CAPTURES KNOWN RELEVANT
STUDIES WHILE MINIMIZING IRRELEVANT ONES.

SCREENING AND SELECTION OF STUDIES

FOLLOWING THE EXECUTION OF THE SYSTEMATIC SEARCHES ACROSS MULTIPLE DATABASES, A LARGE NUMBER OF POTENTIALLY
RELEVANT STUDIES WILL BE RETRIEVED. T HESE STUDIES MUST THEN UNDERGO A RIGOROUS SCREENING AND SELECTION PROCESS
ACCORDING TO THE PRE-DEFINED ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA OUTLINED IN YOUR PROTOCOL. THIS PHASE TYPICALLY INVOLVES TWO
MAIN STAGES TO ENSURE ACCURACY AND REDUCE HUMAN ERROR.

THE FIRST STAGE INVOLVES SCREENING TITLES AND ABSTRACTS. ALL RETRIEVED RECORDS ARE UPLOADED TO A REFERENCE
MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE OR A SPECIALIZED SYSTEMATIC REVIEW PLATFORM (E‘G., COVIDENCE, RAYYAN) TO REMOVE
DUPLICATES. TWO INDEPENDENT REVIEWERS THEN SCREEN THE REMAINING TITLES AND ABSTRACTS AGAINST THE
INCLUSION/EXCLUSION CRITERIA. EACH REVIEWER DECIDES WHETHER TO INCLUDE, EXCLUDE, OR MARK AS “MAYBE” FOR FULL-
TEXT RETRIEVAL. DISCREPANCIES BETWEEN REVIEWERS ARE RESOLVED THROUGH DISCUSSION, AND IF NECESSARY, BY A THIRD
REVIEWER.

THE SECOND STAGE INVOLVES FULL-TEXT REVIEW. ALL STUDIES THAT PASSED THE TITLE AND ABSTRACT SCREENING ARE
RETRIEVED IN FULL. AGAIN, TWO INDEPENDENT REVIEWERS METICULOUSLY READ THE FULL TEXTS OF THESE ARTICLES TO
DETERMINE THEIR ELIGIBILITY FOR INCLUSION IN THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW. THIS STAGE OFTEN LEADS TO FURTHER EXCLUSIONS AS
MORE DETAILED INFORMATION BECOMES AVAILABLE. REASONS FOR EXCLUSION AT THE FULL-TEXT STAGE MUST BE
METICULOUSLY DOCUMENTED AND IDEALLY PRESENTED IN A PRISMA FLOW DIAGRAM, WHICH VISUALLY REPRESENTS THE ENTIRE
STUDY SELECTION PROCESS.

DATA EXTRACTION AND QUALITY APPRAISAL

FOR ALL STUDIES DEEMED ELIGIBLE AND INCLUDED IN THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW, THE NEXT CRUCIAL STEP IS DATA EXTRACTION.
THIS INVOLVES SYSTEMATICALLY COLLECTING RELEVANT INFORMATION FROM EACH STUDY USING A PRE-DESIGNED DATA
EXTRACTION FORM. THIS FORM SHOULD BE PILOTED WITH A FEW STUDIES TO ENSURE ITS COMPREHENSIVENESS AND EASE OF USE.
DATA EXTRACTION SHOULD IDEALLY BE PERFORMED BY TWO INDEPENDENT REVIEWERS TO MINIMIZE ERRORS AND ENSURE
CONSISTENCY.

DATA TO BE EXTRACTED TYPICALLY INCLUDES:

STupY CHARACTERISTICS: AUTHOR, YEAR OF PUBLICATION, COUNTRY, STUDY DESIGN, AIMS/OBJECTIVES.

¢ PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS: SAMPLE SIZE, DEMOGRAPHICS (AGE, GENDER, ETHNICITY ), HEALTH CONDITIONS.

INTERVENTION/EXPOSURE DETAILS: TYPE, DURATION, DOSAGE, DELIVERY METHOD.

CoMPARATOR DETAILS: NATURE OF THE CONTROL OR COMPARISON GROUP.

OuUTCOME MEASURES: SPECIFIC OUTCOMES ASSESSED, MEASUREMENT TOOLS, UNITS, TIME POINTS.



¢ Key FINDINGS: QUANTITATIVE DATA (E.G., MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, EFFECT SIZES) OR QUALITATIVE THEMES.

SIMULTANEOUSLY WITH DATA EXTRACTION, OR IMMEDIATELY THEREAFTER, A CRITICAL APPRAISAL OF THE INCLUDED STUDIES’
METHODOLOGICAL QUALITY OR RISK OF BIAS MUST BE CONDUCTED. THIS STEP IS VITAL FOR UNDERSTANDING THE
TRUSTWORTHINESS AND RELIABILITY OF THE EVIDENCE. V ARIOUS VALIDATED TOOLS ARE AV AILABLE DEPENDING ON THE STUDY
DESIGN. FOR RANDOMIZED CONTROLLED TRIALS, THE COCHRANE RISk OF BIAS TOOL IS COMMONLY USED. FOR OBSERVATIONAL
STUDIES, TOOLS LIKE ROBINS-| or THE NEWCASTLE-OTTAWA SCALE ARE APPROPRIATE. QUALITATIVE STUDIES MIGHT USE
TooLs LIkE CASP CHECKLISTS.

INDEPENDENT ASSESSMENT BY TWO REVIEWERS IS CRUCIAL FOR QUALITY APPRAISAL, WITH DISCREPANCIES RESOLVED THROUGH
DISCUSSION OR BY A THIRD REVIEWER. T HE FINDINGS FROM THE QUALITY APPRAISAL WILL INFORM THE SYNTHESIS AND
INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS, POTENTIALLY INFLUENCING THE STRENGTH OF THE RECOMMENDATIONS DERIVED FROM THE
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW.

SYNTHESIZING AND PRESENTING FINDINGS

ONCE DATA HAS BEEN EXTRACTED AND CRITICALLY APPRAISED, THE NEXT MAJOR CHALLENGE IS TO SYNTHESIZE THE FINDINGS
FROM DIVERSE STUDIES INTO A COHERENT AND MEANINGFUL WHOLE. THE METHOD OF SYNTHESIS DEPENDS HEAVILY ON THE
NATURE OF THE INCLUDED STUDIES AND THE RESEARCH QUESTION. IF STUDIES ARE SUFFICIENTLY HOMOGENOUS IN TERMS OF
POPULATION, INTERVENTION, COMPARATOR, AND OUTCOME, AND THEIR DATA ALLOW, A META-ANALYSIS MAY BE CONDUCTED.
THIS STATISTICAL TECHNIQUE COMBINES RESULTS FROM MULTIPLE STUDIES TO PRODUCE A SINGLE POOLED ESTIMATE OF EFFECT.

HO\X/EVER, IF STUDIES ARE TOO DIVERSE (HETEROGENEOUS) FOR A META-ANALYSIS, A NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS OR QUALITATIVE
SYNTHESIS APPROACH IS OFTEN EMPLOYED. A NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS SYSTEMATICALLY DESCRIBES AND SUMMARIZES THE
FINDINGS OF THE INCLUDED STUDIES, IDENTIFYING PATTERNS, CONSISTENCIES, AND INCONSISTENCIES ACROSS STUDIES. THIS
INVOLVES GROUPING STUDIES BY THEMES, INTERVENTIONS, OR OUTCOMES AND DISCUSSING THEIR MAIN CONTRIBUTIONS. TABLES
AND FIGURES ARE INVALUABLE AT THIS STAGE FOR PRESENTING KEY CHARACTERISTICS AND FINDINGS OF INDIVIDUAL STUDIES IN
AN ACCESSIBLE FORMAT.

THE PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS SHOULD BE STRUCTURED LOGICALLY, OFTEN FOLLOWING THE ORDER OF THE OUTCOMES
IDENTIFIED IN THE RESEARCH QUESTION. IT IS IMPORTANT TO TRANSPARENTLY REPORT THE RESULTS OF THE QUALITY
APPRAISAL, HIGHLIGHTING ANY STUDIES WITH A HIGH RISK OF BIAS AND DISCUSSING HOW THIS MIGHT AFFECT THE OVERALL
CONCLUSIONS. THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW'S LITERATURE COMPONENT ACTS AS THE NARRATIVE SPACE WHERE THESE COMPLEX
FINDINGS ARE DISTILLED AND EXPLAINED.

STRUCTURING THE LITERATURE REVIEW FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

W/HEN WRITING THE LITERATURE REVIEW FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW, THE STRUCTURE DIFFERS SIGNIFICANTLY FROM A
TRADITIONAL ESSAY. IT'S NOT MERELY AN OVERVIEW OF EXISTING KNOWLEDGE, BUT A DETAILED ACCOUNT OF THE SYSTEMATIC
PROCESS AND ITS OUTCOMES. THE OVERALL SYSTEMATIC REVIEW DOCUMENT ITSELF CONTAINS WHAT WOULD TRADITIONALLY
BE CONSIDERED A “LITERATURE REVIEW” WITHIN ITS METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS SECTIONS, CONTEXTUALIZED BY A BRIEF
INTRODUCTION.

THE INTRODUCTION SECTION OF THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW SETS THE STAGE, PROVIDING BACKGROUND ON THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
AND THE RATIONALE FOR CONDUCTING THE REVIEW. |T CULMINATES IN STATING THE PRECISE RESEARCH QUESTION. THE
METHODOLOGY SECTION THEN BECOMES THE HEART OF THE “LITERATURE REVIEW” IN A SYSTEMATIC CONTEXT, DETAILING EVERY
STEP TAKEN TO IDENTIFY AND SYNTHESIZE THE EVIDENCE.

W ITHIN THE METHODOLOGY, YOU WILL DESCRIBE:

¢ SEARCH STRATEGY: THE DATABASES, KEYWORDS, AND SEARCH STRINGS USED.
¢ STUDY SELECTION PROCESS: HOW STUDIES WERE SCREENED AND REASONS FOR EXCLUSION.
® DATA EXTRACTION: THE PROCESS AND VARIABLES EXTRACTED.

® QUALITY APPRAISAL: THE TOOLS USED AND HOW BIAS WAS ASSESSED.



o DATA SYNTHESIS: THE METHODS EMPLOYED TO COMBINE OR SUMMARIZE FINDINGS.

THE RESULTS SECTION THEN PRESENTS THE FINDINGS SYSTEMATICALLY. THIS INCLUDES THE PRISMA FLOW DIAGRAM,
CHARACTERISTICS OF INCLUDED STUDIES (OFTEN IN TABLES), THE RISK OF BIAS ASSESSMENT FOR EACH STUDY, AND THE
SYNTHESIZED RESULTS, WHETHER THROUGH META-ANALYSIS OR NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS. THIS CLEAR, STEP-BY-STEP REPORTING
ENSURES TRANSPARENCY AND REPRODUCIBILITY, WHICH ARE CORE TENETS OF SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS.

CRrRAFTING A CoHESIVE AND IMPACTFUL NARRATIVE

DESPITE THE RIGID STRUCTURE AND METHODOLOGICAL PRECISION REQUIRED, THE LITERATURE REVIEW COMPONENT OF A
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW STILL NEEDS TO TELL A COHESIVE AND IMPACTFUL STORY. THE GOAL IS NOT JUST TO PRESENT DATA BUT
TO INTERPRET IT MEANINGFULLY IN RESPONSE TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION. THE DISCUSSION SECTION IS WHERE THIS NARRATIVE
TRULY COMES TO LIFE.

IN THE DISCUSSION, YOU SHOULD:

o SUMMARIZE MAIN FINDINGS: BRIEFLY REITERATE THE MOST IMPORTANT RESULTS RELATED TO YOUR RESEARCH QUESTION.

o INTERPRET FINDINGS: EXPLAIN WHAT YOUR RESULTS MEAN IN THE CONTEXT OF EXISTING LITERATURE. DO THEY CONFIRM,
CONTRADICT, OR EXTEND PREVIOUS RESEARCH?

¢ Discuss STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS: ACKNOWLEDGE THE STRENGTHS OF YOUR SYSTEMATIC REVIEW (E.G.,
COMPREHENSIVENESS OF SEARCH, RIGOROUS METHODOLOGY) AND ITS LIMITATIONS (E.G., QUALITY OF INCLUDED
STUDIES, POTENTIAL FOR PUBLICATION BIAS).

¢ CoNsIDeR CLINICAL OR PoLICY IMPLICATIONS: DISCUSS HOW YOUR FINDINGS MIGHT IMPACT PRACTICE OR POLICY.

® SUGGEST FUTURE RESEARCH: IDENTIFY GAPS IN THE LITERATURE THAT YOUR REVIEW UNCOVERED AND PROPOSE
DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES.

THE CONCLUSION SHOULD PROVIDE A CONCISE SUMMARY OF THE PRIMARY FINDINGS AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE. MAINTAIN A
PROFESSIONAL AND OBJECTIVE TONE THROUGHOUT, ENSURING THAT THE NARRATIVE FLOWS LOGICALLY FROM ONE SECTION TO
THE NEXT, BUILDING A CLEAR AND CONVINCING ARGUMENT BASED ON THE SYNTHESIZED EVIDENCE. VISUAL AIDS SUCH AS FOREST
PLOTS FOR META-ANALYSES OR SUMMARY TABLES FOR NARRATIVE SYNTHESES CAN SIGNIFICANTLY ENHANCE THE CLARITY AND
IMPACT OF YOUR NARRATIVE.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND REPORTING STANDARDS

ETHICAL CONDUCT IS PARAMOUNT IN ALL RESEARCH, INCLUDING SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS. THIS PRIMARILY INVOLVES ENSURING
TRANSPARENCY, AVOIDING PLAGIARISM, AND ACKNOWLEDGING ALL SOURCES APPROPRIATELY. W/HILE SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS
TYPICALLY DO NOT INVOLVE DIRECT HUMAN OR ANIMAL SUBJECTS, ADHERING TO ETHICAL PRINCIPLES ENSURES THE INTEGRITY
AND TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE SYNTHESIZED EVIDENCE.

ADHERENCE TO ESTABLISHED REPORTING STANDARDS IS CRUCIAL FOR ENHANCING THE TRANSPARENCY, COMPLETENESS, AND
REPRODUCIBILITY OF YOUR SYSTEMATIC REVIEW. THE PRISMA (PREFERRED REPORTING ITEMS FOR SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS AND
META-ANALYSES) STATEMENT IS THE WIDELY ACCEPTED GUIDELINE FOR REPORTING SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS. USING THE PRISMA
CHECKLIST HELPS ENSURE THAT ALL ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS, FROM THE ABSTRACT TO THE DISCUSSION, ARE ADEQUATELY
ADDRESSED. SIMILARLY, THE PRISMA FLOW DIAGRAM IS INDISPENSABLE FOR ILLUSTRATING THE FLOW OF STUDIES THROUGH THE
REVIEW PROCESS.

OTHER ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS INCLUDE PROPER CITATION OF ALL SOURCES, GIVING CREDIT TO ORIGINAL AUTHORS, AND
TRANSPARENTLY REPORTING ANY CONFLICTS OF INTEREST. THE GOAL IS TO PRODUCE A REVIEW THAT IS NOT ONLY
METHODOLOGICALLY SOUND BUT ALSO ETHICALLY RESPONSIBLE, CONTRIBUTING TO THE COLLECTIVE SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE IN
A CREDIBLE MANNER.



REFINEMENT AND REVISION

THE PROCESS OF WRITING A LITERATURE REVIEW FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW IS ITERATIVE, INVOLVING MULTIPLE ROUNDS OF
REFINEMENT AND REVISION. AFTER COMPLETING THE INITIAL DRAFT, IT IS HIGHLY BENEFICIAL TO SEEK FEEDBACK FROM CO-
AUTHORS, SUPERVISORS, AND POTENTIALLY EXTERNAL EXPERTS. A FRESH PAIR OF EYES CAN OFTEN SPOT INCONSISTENCIES,
AMBIGUITIES, OR AREAS WHERE CLARITY CAN BE IMPROVED.

DURING THE REVISION PHASE, PAY CLOSE ATTENTION TO:

e CLARITY AND COHESION: ENSURE THE ARGUMENTS FLOW LOGICALLY AND THE LANGUAGE IS CLEAR AND CONCISE.

® ACCURACY: DOUBLE-CHECK ALL REPORTED DATA, CITATIONS, AND METHODOLOGICAL DETAILS AGAINST THE ORIGINAL
SOURCES.

® ADHERENCE TO PROTOCOL: VERIFY THAT THE FINAL REVIEW ALIGNS WITH THE PRE-REGISTERED PROTOCOL, AND
CLEARLY EXPLAIN ANY DEVIATIONS.

o CoMPLETENESS: CONFIRM THAT ALL SECTIONS REQUIRED BY PRISMA OR OTHER RELEVANT REPORTING GUIDELINES ARE
PRESENT AND ADEQUATELY ADDRESSED.

o GRAMMAR AND STYLE: PROOFREAD CAREFULLY FOR ANY GRAMMATICAL ERRORS, TYPOS, OR AWKW ARD PHRASING.

THIS FINAL STAGE OF REFINEMENT IS CRITICAL FOR POLISHING THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW INTO A PUBLICATION-READY
MANUSCRIPT. A WELL-WRITTEN, THOROUGHLY REVISED, AND RIGOROUSLY PRESENTED LITERATURE REVIEW SIGNIFICANTLY
ENHANCES THE IMPACT AND CREDIBILITY OF YOUR SYSTEMATIC REVIEW , ENSURING ITS CONTRIBUTION TO EVIDENCE-BASED
PRACTICE AND FUTURE RESEARCH.

FAQ SecTioN

QI \WHAT IS THE PRIMARY DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A TRADITIONAL LITERATURE REVIEW
AND ONE FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW?

A: THE PRIMARY DIFFERENCE LIES IN THEIR METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE. A TRADITIONAL LITERATURE REVIEW OFTEN INVOLVES A
NARRATIVE, SUBJECTIVE SUMMARY OF EXISTING LITERATURE, SELECTIVELY CHOOSING STUDIES AND POTENTIALLY REFLECTING
RESEARCHER BIAS. IN CONTRAST, A LITERATURE REVIEW FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW IS HIGHLY STRUCTURED, FOLLOWS A
PREDEFINED PROTOCOL, EMPLOYS SYSTEMATIC SEARCH STRATEGIES, AND CRITICALLY APPRAISES ALL ELIGIBLE EVIDENCE TO
ANSWER A SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTION, MINIMIZING BIAS AND ENSURING REPRODUCIBILITY.

Q: WHY IS A PROTOCOL ESSENTIAL FOR A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW'S LITERATURE
COMPONENT?

A: A PROTOCOL IS ESSENTIAL BECAUSE IT SERVES AS A DETAILED, PRE-SPECIFIED PLAN OUTLINING EVERY STEP OF THE
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW PROCESS BEFORE ANY DATA COLLECTION BEGINS. THIS COMMITMENT TO A PLAN ENHANCES TRANSPARENCY,
MINIMIZES THE RISK OF SELECTIVE REPORTING OR OUTCOME SWITCHING, AND REDUCES BIAS. REGISTERING THE PROTOCOL (E.G.,
wITH PROSPERQ) FURTHER ENSURES PUBLIC ACCESS AND PREVENTS UNINTENTIONAL DUPLICATION OF EFFORTS.

Q: How DO | ENSURE MY SYSTEMATIC SEARCH STRATEGY IS COMPREHENSIVE?

A: To ENSURE COMPREHENSIVENESS, DEVELOP A ROBUST SEARCH STRATEGY THAT INCLUDES SEARCHING MULTIPLE RELEVANT
DATABASES (E.G., PUBMED, EMBASE, CINAHL), UTILIZING A BROAD RANGE OF KEYWORDS AND THEIR SYNONYMS, EMPLOYING



BooLeaN OPERATORS, TRUNCATION, AND PROXIMITY OPERATORS EFFECTIVELY. ADDITIONALLY/ SEARCHING GREY LITERATURE,
HAND-SEARCHING REFERENCE LISTS OF INCLUDED STUDIES, AND CONSULTING WITH AN INFORMATION SPECIALIST ARE CRUCIAL
STEPS.

Q: WHAT Is THE PRISMA FLOW DIAGRAM, AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

A: THe PRISMA (PREFERRED REPORTING |TEMS FOR SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS AND META-ANALYSES) FLOW DIAGRAM IS A VISUAL
TOOL THAT ILLUSTRATES THE FLOW OF STUDIES THROUGH THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW PROCESS. |T DETAILS THE NUMBER OF
RECORDS IDENTIFIED, SCREENED, ASSESSED FOR ELIGIBILITY, AND FINALLY INCLUDED IN THE REVIEW, ALONG WITH REASONS FOR
EXCLUSION AT EACH STAGE. IT IS IMPORTANT BECAUSE IT PROVIDES A CLEAR, TRANSPARENT, AND REPRODUCIBLE SUMMARY OF
THE STUDY SELECTION PROCESS, ENHANCING THE REVIEW 'S CREDIBILITY AND ALLOWING READERS TO UNDERSTAND HOW STUDIES
\WERE IDENTIFIED AND CHOSEN.

Q: \WHAT IS THE ROLE OF QUALITY APPRAISAL (RISK OF BIAS ASSESSMENT) IN A
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW?

A: QUALITY APPRAISAL, OR RISK OF BIAS ASSESSMENT, EVALUATES THE METHODOLOGICAL RIGOR AND TRUSTWORTHINESS OF
EACH INCLUDED STUDY. T IDENTIFIES POTENTIAL FLAWS IN STUDY DESIGN OR EXECUTION THAT COULD LEAD TO BIASED
RESULTS. THE ROLE IS CRITICAL BECAUSE IT HELPS IN UNDERSTANDING THE RELIABILITY OF THE EVIDENCE, INFORMING THE
SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS, AND INFLUENCING THE STRENGTH OF THE CONCLUSIONS DRAWN FROM THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW. STUDIES
WITH A HIGH RISK OF BIAS MAY LEAD TO LESS CONFIDENT RECOMMENDATIONS.

Q: CAN A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW INCLUDE QUALITATIVE STUDIES , AND HOW WOULD ITS
LITERATURE REVIEW DIFFER?

A: YES, A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW CAN INCLUDE QUALITATIVE STUDIES; THIS IS OFTEN REFERRED TO AS A “QUALITATIVE
SYSTEMATIC REVIE\X/” OR ”META‘SYNTHESIS.” THE LITERATURE REVIEVW COMPONENT WOULD DIFFER PRIMARILY IN ITS DATA
EXTRACTION AND SYNTHESIS METHODS. INSTEAD OF EXTRACTING QUANTITATIVE DATA FOR META-ANALYSIS, THE FOCUS
WOULD BE ON EXTRACTING QUALITATIVE THEMES, CONCEPTS, AND INTERPRETATIONS. SYNTHESIS METHODS LIKE THEMATIC
SYNTHESIS OR META-ETHNOGRAPHY WOULD BE EMPLOYED TO GENERATE NEW CONCEPTUAL UNDERSTANDINGS FROM THE
AGGREGATED QUALITATIVE FINDINGS/ USING APPROPRIATE QUALITY APPRAISAL TOOLS FOR QUALITATIVE RESEARCH (E.G.,
CASP CHECKLISTS).

Q: How DO | HANDLE CONFLICTING FINDINGS AMONG STUDIES IN A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW?

A: HANDLING CONFLICTING FINDINGS IS A COMMON CHALLENGE. IN THE SYNTHESIS SECTION, YOU SHOULD TRANSPARENTLY
REPORT AND DISCUSS THESE INCONSISTENCIES. INVESTIGATE POTENTIAL SOURCES OF HETEROGENEITY, SUCH AS DIFFERENCES IN
STUDY POPULATIONS, INTERVENTIONS, OUTCOME MEASURES, STUDY DESIGNS, OR METHODOLOGICAL QUALITY (RISK OF BIAS).
[T MAY BE APPROPRIATE TO PERFORM SUBGROUP ANALYSES OR SENSITIVITY ANALYSES IF POSSIBLE, OR TO EXPLAIN WHY A
META-ANALYSIS WAS NOT FEASIBLE DUE TO SIGNIFICANT HETEROGENEITY. THE DISCUSSION SHOULD CAREFULLY INTERPRET
CONFLICTING RESULTS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR THE OVERALL CONCLUSIONS.
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