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CONNECTING PUZZLE PIECES:
SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW METHOD

IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

Slaganje puzzli:
Metoda sustavnog pregleda literature 

u društvenim znanostima

ABSTRACT: A systematic literature review is a desk-based research method that 
sums up the best available research on a specific question using a rigorous and 
verifiable methodology. This paper aims to discuss and analyse stages of conducting 
SLR in the social sciences, from a formulation of a research question, protocol 
development, literature search, screening, quality assessment, data extraction and 
synthesis to writing review findings. Research in the social sciences differs from 
research in biomedicine and the author makes the necessary adjustments to make 
this method more closely suited to the particularities of the social sciences.
KEYWORDS:  systematic literature review, literature review, synthesis, meta-

analysis, meta-synthesis, research methods

APSTRAKT: Sustavni pregled literature je metoda koja sažima najbolja dostupna 
istraživanja o određenom pitanju koristeći rigoroznu i provjerljivu metodologiju. 
Namjera ovog rada je raspraviti i proanalizirati sve faze sustavnog pregleda 
literature u društvenim znanostima, počevši od formuliranja istraživačkog pitanja, 
izrade protokola, pretrage literature, skrininga, procjene kvalitete, ekstrakcije i 
sinteze podataka pa do pisanja završnog izvješća. S obzirom da se istraživanja 
u društvenim znanostima razlikuju od onih u biomedicini i zdravstvu, u radu 
će se poduzeti potrebne prilagodbe kako bi ova metoda pobliže odgovarala 
specifičnostima društvenih znanosti.
KLJUČNE RIJEČI: sustavni pregled literature, pregled literature, meta-analiza, 

meta-sinteza, metode istraživanja
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Introduction

Every research, regardless if qualitative or quantitative, starts with the most 
basic step – a review of the relevant literature. This is what both approaches, 
which are seemingly at odds with each other, have in common. Although these 
two styles of research may seem irreconcilable social scientists agree that the 
same underlying logic provides the framework for each research approach. King, 
Keohane and Verba (1994) argue that these perceived differences are mainly 
ones of style and specific technique and that the differences between them are 
methodologically and substantively unimportant. Ignjatović (2020) argues that 
qualitative research is increasingly being used as a source of primary data and 
for legitimizing public policy programs, social interventions, and initiatives. The 
same is true for a systematic literature review. Politicians and policymakers want 
their decisions based on evidence and to justify policy outcomes by reference to 
the existing knowledge on the topic. For them systematic literature reviews can 
provide trustworthy summaries of the existing evidence (Patticrew and Roberts, 
2006:11). This is the crucial significance of the systematic literature review: to 
inform dynamics between research, policy and practice (Torgerson, 2003:15). 
Mitrović (2021) (correctly) asserts that we live in an age of scientific positivism 
and methodological particularism, and he advocates a multidisciplinary 
approach to research through the cooperation of all scientific fields. Vidicki and 
Stojšin (2020) recently discussed overcoming “methodological dogmatism” – the 
researcher’s conviction of the superiority of only one approach and the complete 
illegitimacy of the opposite. Authors Vidicki and Stojšin (2020) propose the 
three most prevalent approaches for overcoming this dogmatism: triangulation, 
multimethod and mixed methods.

This paper seeks to build on the previous discussions by proposing, 
analysing, and discussing the fourth possible approach – a systematic literature 
review method (henceforth SLR). The popularity of this type of methodology is 
increasing in social sciences and it has proven to be useful not only in empirical 
research but also in theoretical works (Mangas-Vega et. al., 2018:1–2). Hence, this 
paper aims to discuss and explain the stages of conducting an SLR in the social 
sciences. Research in the social sciences differs from research in biomedicine 
and it is necessary to adapt the process of an SLR to the specifics of the social 
sciences. This primarily refers to giving equal status to qualitative research, 
conducting meta-synthesis, and considering non-randomized study designs. I 
also offer a version of the PRISMA 2020 flowchart adapted to the specifics of 
the social sciences. We may think of an SLR as building a jigsaw puzzle. Each 
puzzle piece represents a different study that provides detailed information on a 
particular phenomenon, but it can’t in itself constitute a whole. Hence an SLR is 
like assembling puzzle pieces. If all the pieces of the puzzle are a perfect fit, then 
reviewers can see how the results of the different studies are interrelated and 
bring evidence-based conclusions. They can then move on to other puzzles, i.e., 
to point the direction of future research. If some puzzle pieces are misfits, then 
this may indicate that the data may be inconclusive, or the included studies have 
conflicting results. In this case, reviewers can recommend the course of action.
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Literature Review(s)

Science is cumulative and “conducting effective literature reviews is essential 
to advance the knowledge and understand the breadth of the research on a 
topic of interest, synthesize the empirical evidence, develop theories or provide 
a conceptual background for subsequent research, and identify the topics or 
research domains that require more investigation” (Paré et. al., 2014:1). As Milić 
(1965:22) argues: “The most prolific new scientific research is moving in those 
areas where the most prolific hypotheses exist”. Literature review is, broadly 
understood, a “written, descriptive, [critical] appraisal of the existing knowledge 
on the topic with no specific methodology”  (Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 
2011:10). It gives an appropriate summary of previous works with researcher’s 
interpretation as added scientific value (Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler, 
2005). The main focus of this “traditional” literature review is describing and 
then coherently organizing existing works and building on the ideas of other 
researchers. This requires a description of previously published studies and 
marshalling the information in a relevant and critical way (Jankowitz, 2005:161). 
Milić (1965:22) considers these features of a literature review to be constitutive of 
the scientific method. Some of the key characteristics of the traditional literature 
review are: flexibility in exploring ideas, can be undertaken by one person, 
subjectivity is implicit; there is no (selection) protocol  and it doesn’t allow 
comparability according to any criteria2  (Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011:73).

An SLR is an alternative that may be used in certain cases. SLR includes and 
presents both positive and negative studies (to reduce potential selection bias) 
so that readers can draw their conclusions. It should be emphasized that SLR 
and traditional literature review are not two mutually exclusive types of literature 
review. Rather one can think of them as the starting and finishing point on 
the continuum of literature review where other types of literature reviews are 
arranged ranging from traditional to systematic review (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 Literature review continuum
Traditional review ——————————— Systematic review
No defined method ——————————— Rigorous method

Exploratory/creative ——————————— Transparent/replicable
Source: Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011:103

2 In evidence-based medicine researchers use P.I.C.O.(T.)(S.) model in finding clinically 
relevant evidence in the literature. P.I.C.O.(T.)(S.) is an acronym for four features of the 
studies:

 P – population: people with a disease or of a particular age or vulnerability, 
 I – intervention: the treatment being studied, 
 C – control: the comparison group 
 O – outcome: the variable used to measure and compare the treatment and control groups 
 T – time 
 S – study type
 This formulation sets the scope of literature for a review, ensuring that the qualifying 

boundaries align with research question (Purssell and McCrae, 2020:21).



546 SOCIOLOGIJA, Vol. LXIV (2022), N° 4

Among SLR proponents, there is a tendency to overestimate the value of 
SLR while dismissing traditional literature review as biased, unreliable, non-
reproducible, unsubstantiated, and tailored to fit the view of a researcher 
(Dijkers, 2009; Davies, 2000:367; Petticrew and Roberts, 2006; Torgerson, 2003; 
Chalmers, Enkin and Kriese, 1993; Young et. al., 2002; Jesson, Matheson and 
Lacey, 2011; Wright et. al., 2007; Akobeng, 2005). Methodological dogmatism 
must be avoided and the arguments concerning the “superiority” of the SLR in 
the social sciences should be dismissed. Traditional literature review or “thematic 
reference literature review” and SLR should not be viewed as competitors. Rather, 
both reviews are equally important in the social sciences. When engaging in a 
discussion with certain ideas and arguments it is unnecessary (and it would be 
a waste of time and resources) to conduct SLR. In this case, researchers usually 
choose the papers with which they want to engage in polemics. Which literature 
review to use should be determined on a case-by-case basis. An SLR should be 
used to answer the question “what works” or to measure the effect. A traditional 
review should be used to generate a theory by answering the question of “why” 
something works. Hence, SLR in the social sciences (and humanities) can’t 
replace traditional review. Because both reviews provide distinct value, it may 
be appropriate to combine them, as (Victor, 2008:41) suggest, to get the best of 
both worlds.

According to Paré et. al. (2014), we can distinguish nine (theoretical) 
literature review types according to the overreaching goal, scope of questions, 
search strategy, nature of primary sources, study selection, quality check and 
methods for synthesizing and analysing data (see Table 1). We can see from 
the grey colour highlight that the three main types of SLR are: meta-analyses, 
qualitative systematic reviews, and realist reviews.3 SLR and meta-analysis aim to 
aggregate or integrate prior data. They are often jointly used to combine results 
across studies and to determine the overall effect.

3 Meta-analysis use data extraction techniques and statistical methods to generate measurable 
data from two or more comparably similar studies. It has four main goals: 1) to evaluate the 
consistency of the results, 2) to investigate, explain and improve scientific understanding, 3) 
to calculate a summary effect size and 4) to assess the robustness of data and potential sources 
of bias. Qualitative systematic reviews attempt to address four main questions: What is: 1) 
the direction of the effect? 2) the size of effect? 3) the strength of the evidence of the effect? 
And 4) Is the effect consistent across the included studies? Realist reviews are theory driven 
explanatory reviews that are often used to supplement conventional SLR. The search process 
is iterative and purposive. They can provide strong evidence on the one side no evidence at 
all on another. Main drawback is that realist reviews are conceptually and methodologically 
challenging (Paré et. al., 2014:5–7).
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Table 1 Typology of literature review types 
with the three main types of SLR (my highlight)

Overreaching 
goal

Theoretical 
review types

Scope of 
questions Search strategy

Nature of 
primary 
sources

Explicit 
study 
selection

Quality 
appraisal

Methods for 
synthesizing/ 
analysing 
findings

Summarization 
of prior 
knowledge

Narrative 
review Broad Usually 

selective

Conceptual 
and 
empirical

No No Narrative 
summary

Descriptive 
review Broad Representative Empirical Yes No

Content 
analysis/ 
frequency 
analysis

Scoping 
review Broad Comprehensive

Conceptual 
and 
empirical

Yes Not 
essential

Content or 
thematic 
analysis

Data 
aggregation or 
integration

[Quantitative 
systematic 
review] 
Meta-analysis

Narrow Comprehensive
Empirical 
(quantitative 
only)

Yes Yes

Statistical 
methods 
(meta-analytic 
techniques)

Qualitative 
systematic 
review

Narrow Comprehensive
Empirical 
(quantitative 
only)

Yes Yes Narrative 
synthesis

Umbrella 
review Narrow Comprehensive Systematic 

reviews Yes Yes Narrative 
synthesis

Explanation
building

Theoretical 
review Broad Comprehensive

Conceptual 
and 
empirical

Yes No

Content 
analysis or 
interpretive 
methods

Realist review Narrow Iterative and 
purposive

Conceptual 
and
empirical

Yes Yes
Mixed-
methods 
approach

Critical 
assessment of 
extant literature

Critical review Broad Selective or 
representative

Conceptual 
and 
empirical

Yes or no Not 
essential

Content 
analysis 
or critical 
interpretive 
methods

Source: Paré et.al. (2014:4)

Systematic literature review

Per Campbell collaboration for SLR of social interventions, an SLR is: “... an 
academic research paper, also called a report, that uses a method called ’evidence 
synthesis’ to look for answers to a pre-defined question [whose] purpose (...) 
is, to sum up, the best available research on that specific question. A systematic 
review uses transparent procedures to find, evaluate and synthesize the results 
of relevant research. Procedures are explicitly defined in advance, to ensure that 
the exercise is transparent and can be replicated. This practice is also designed to 
minimize bias”.4 Cochrane collaboration for SLR of health care defines SLR as: “... 

4 https://www.campbellcollaboration.org/what-is-a-systematic-review.html (accessed: 03.02.2022.)



548 SOCIOLOGIJA, Vol. LXIV (2022), N° 4

an attempt to collate all the empirical evidence that fits pre-specified eligibility 
criteria to answer a specific research question. It uses explicit, systematic 
methods that are selected to minimize bias, thus providing more reliable findings 
from which conclusions can be drawn and decisions made (Antman et. al. 1992, 
Oxman and Guyatt 1993, cited in Lasserson and Higgins, 2021).

 SLR is a desk-based research method that summarizes reports on specific 
questions using a rigorous and verifiable methodology similar to that used in 
other forms of research work. By summarizing all the studies on a certain topic 
SLR can enable an evidence-based decision-making process and even inform the 
practice (Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 2016:115; Akobeng, 2005:845) A SLR 
has strictly prescribed features that include:

– Clear eligibility criteria (inclusion/exclusion) and clearly stated set of 
objectives

– An explicit search strategy and reproducible method
– Systematic coding and analysis of included studies
– Meta-analysis (quantitative studies) or meta-synthesis (qualitative studies)
– Assessment of validity of the included studies (e.g., risk of bias)
– Systematic presentation and synthesis of the findings of included studies 

(Campbell collaboration 2021; McKenzie et. al., 2019; Franić, Dokuzović 
and Petrak, 2016:115; Petticrew and Roberts, 2006)

Due to its formally prescribed rigorous features that, among other things, 
require constant (independent) assessment of the quality of included studies (as 
well as those excluded) SLR is an endeavour that can’t be done independently but 
requires teamwork.5 SLR can take two forms: 1) it can be done as a precursor 
to empirical research or 2) as independent stand-alone research (Templier and 
Paré, 2015:113; Xiao and Watson, 2019:94). As a rule of thumb, an SLR should 
be conducted before empirical research and the results from the SLR that are 
related to the empirical research can be used as a background review (Xiao and 
Watson, 2019:94).

Benefits and Challenges

SLR can be written and presented as a full-fledged paper.6 As it provides a 
comprehensive analysis of a certain topic, it is useful for experienced researchers 

5 Review protocol (or research plan) needs to be validated before execution (Okoli and 
Schabram, 2010; Brereton et al., 2007). Protocols (research plan) in biomedicine are subjected 
to external peer review (Kitchenham and Charters, 2007). Whenever possible research teams 
should contract external reviewers for validating their protocols (research plans) (Xiao and 
Watson, 2019).

6 See, for example, Mirosavljević and Bognar (2019), who published SLR as a paper on the 
characteristics of effective professional training of natural science teachers. Čehulić (2021) 
conducted SLR in an attempt to identify the meaning(s) of the term “legal culture” and also 
published her findings as a paper. Živković (2022) conducted SLR in an attempt to develop 
an integrative framework focused on leadership competencies for digital transformation. 
However, the aforementioned authors limited their literature search to Scopus and Web of 
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and beginners. However, the increasing popularity of SLR has a hyper production 
of reviews as a negative consequence. The growth rate of SLRs has outpaced the 
number of studies and this results in redundancy. A study published by Siontis et. 
al. (2013) found that of 73 randomly selected meta-analyses published in 2010, 49 
had at least one other overlapping meta-analysis. In 17 topics at least one author 
was involved in at least two of the overlapping meta-analyses. These results speak 
about the negative side of (ab)using SLR in medicine from which social scientists 
should learn not to let themselves be taken by the SLR hype and should try not to 
overuse SLRs. Oftentimes traditional literature review is sufficient.

Like every other literature review, SLR has its advantages and disadvantages. 
Pros of SLR are: collection from a broad range of sources, aids interdisciplinarity, 
increased transparency and replicability, and reduced bias. On the cons side SLR 
could limit creativity (Easterby-Smith et. al., 2012:109). This is where traditional 
 or “thematic reference literature review” is at its strongest. Articles in social 
sciences (and humanities) are often written as “involved [polemic] between 
ideas and evidence” (Ragin, 1994). To do this, creativity must be unimpeded 
and, therefore, the chosen literature includes works worth discussing fruitfully. 
Furthermore, SLR can overlook “grey literature”, relies on the quality of abstract 
(a researcher has to trust that the abstract accurately summarises the content of 
the paper), and relies on databases that support keyword search (Easterby-Smith 
et. al., 2012:109) and is time and resource consuming. Apart from these general 
pros and cons, researchers face some additional challenges. These include time 
and “money” resources, access, skills, and “language confusion”.7 Conducting 
SLR is “pricey”. It takes time but also requires access to a range of databases and 
journals, some of which are subscription-based. Hence, an SLR may not be the 
best option for non-academic researchers and those whose institutions work on 
a tight budget. SLR requires advanced reviewing skills (Gough et. al., 2012:11) 
and this may prove challenging especially for novice researchers as these skills 
take time and practice to develop.8 Another challenge is the lack of agreed 
terminology and ambiguity of terms (Gough et. al., 2012:10–11). Čehulić (2021) 
faced this problem when she attempted to operationalize the term “legal culture” 
using an SLR. The results indicate differences in the definition of the term and 
inconsistency in understanding and applying it (Čehulić, 2021). Sometimes 
SLR in social sciences fails to produce the desired outcome. For example, 
Čehulić (2021) wasn’t able to discern a coherent and homogeneous meaning of 

Science databases, leaving out relevant domestic databases such as doiSerbia, SCIndeks and 
Hrčak. A literature search in the social sciences should include domestic databases since 
research in the social sciences sometimes deals with context-specific issues and English may 
not be as dominant as in other sciences.

7 For other challenges from personal experience of conducting SLRs see Mallet et. al. 2012, pp. 
448–450.

 For examples of factors that may influence the results of SLR in the social sciences see the 
Mangas-Vega et. al. 2018 case study.

8 Practice makes it perfect. Nakano and Muniz Jr. (2018:5) suggest young researchers to 
practice on small number of papers (8–10), often consulting with supervisors and seasoned 
researchers.
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the term “legal culture”. Mallet et.al. (2012) SLR findings were too broad and 
incomparable and therefore incapable of generating policy recommendations. 
There is also a misconception that SLR represents an empiricist (or positivists) 
research paradigm and that the whole process is mechanical and ignores 
meanings (Gough et. al., 2012:12; Oakley 2000). However, in the social sciences, 
as previously mentioned, quantitative and qualitative approaches are equally 
important and the logic of SLR can be applied to both qualitative and quantitative 
studies respectively.9

Building jigsaw puzzle: 
stages of a systematic literature review

SLR is conducted in eight consecutive stages.

Stage 1:  formulate the research question and draft the protocol (a.k.a. 
research plan) that includes: the research question(s), the objectives, the scope 
of the review and the methods for searching and screening, data extraction and 
evaluation, and finally synthesis ( Torgerson, 2003:24). It is advisable to first 
conduct a preliminary review of the literature beforehand so that the research 
question(s) can be more precisely formulated. The research question(s) should 
not be posed too narrowly as it may result in finding a small number of relevant 
(primary) studies. However, it should not be posed too broadly either as it would 
be hard to synthesise and offer a grounded conclusion ( Franić, Dokuzović and 
Petrak, 2016:115). Focused question(s) make the search easier for the reviewer 
and offer a clear conclusion for the reader. However, they require further 
comparative study. The main advantage of broad question(s) is that they allow 
for the synthesis of more diverse outcomes and a wider range of participants. But 
implied heterogeneity opens them to criticism of mixing “apples and oranges” 
(Keenan, 2021). For clarity and reliability, the results of the preliminary literature 
search can be documented as shown in Table 2.

Table 2 Results of the preliminary literature search

Database Author(s)

Title 
of the 

publica-
tion

Abstract Keywords

Publisher 
and place 
of publi-

cation

Year 
and 

pages

Type of 
research 

(quantita-
tive/qua-
litative)

Research 
objective(s)

Sample/ 
variables

Stati-
stical 

method 
used

Main 
conclusion(s)

List 
keywords 
from all 
articles 
here and 
remove 
duplicates

Source: author

9 See footnote 5.
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Stage 2: develop the protocol (a.k.a. research plan) and determine eligibility 
criteria.10 In this stage, the researcher specifies which (primary) studies will be 
included in the SLR, defines a literature search strategy, and clearly states the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. For example, the protocol may specify that only 
field trials, laboratory studies, or experiments will be included. Any exclusion 
must be justified. Protocols and research plans are necessary for the critical 
evaluation of the SLR and are usually published before the research itself so that 
peer reviewers can make suggestions for improving the methodology and further 
reducing bias (Torgerson, 2003:28–29;  Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 2016:115). 
This is a distinct feature of the SLR. Per Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Review: 
“One of the features that distinguish a systematic review from a narrative review 
is the pre-specification of criteria for including and excluding studies in the 
review [eligibility criteria]” (McKenzie et. al., 2021). Eligibility criteria must fit 
the logic and aim of the study. Clearly stated eligibility criteria should be written 
immediately following the aims and the objectives of the review (Purssell and 
McCrae, 2020:24). In medicine primary studies eligible for inclusion are those 
that can yield reliable data.11 There is no mixing or combining of different types 
of studies or samples (e.g., non-randomized samples with randomized samples) 
(Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 2016:115;  Davies et. al., 2014:4). In the social 
sciences, it is difficult to strictly adhere to this principle. SLR in social sciences 
is usually confronted with a non-randomized sample or study design (Davies 
et. al., 2014:4). Sampson (2010:490–492) attempted to demystify randomization 
by arguing that social inquiry should adopt more flexible inclusion criteria. 
There is also an ethical and legal side to be considered. Baunach (1980:438) and 
Jamison (2019:2–3) argue that it is not ethical and even legal to randomly assign 
participants to treatment or control groups in social science experiments as this 
implies that participants in the control group will be deprived of the presumed 
benefits. Hence, SLR in the social sciences may deal with different types of 
primary studies, and researchers should follow “best available” inclusion criteria 
and include sources that investigate the problem using multiple methodologies 
and also include conclusions from qualitative studies (Davies et. al., 2014:4–5).

Stage 3: literature search. This is the most important part because the 
collected literature determines the quality of the SLR12 (Xiao and Watson, 2019; 
Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 2016:115). Search should be comprehensive and 
target five major sources: 1) electronic databases, 2) backwards searching, 3) 
forward searching (  Xiao and Watson, 2019:103; Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 

10 A review protocol is a document that sets out the reviewers’ intentions with regard to (a) 
the topic and (b) the methods to be used in carrying out a proposed review (Campbell 
collaboration, 2001).

11 Most prominently randomized control trial (hereafter RCT) that are considered the gold 
standard for research of the effectiveness of a new intervention or treatment. Randomization 
is used to randomly allocate participants into control or intervention groups. This way bias is 
lowered as every participant has equal chances of receiving intervention or standard therapy.

12 Presuming that the research question is clearly stated and the protocol passed the reviewing 
process.
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2016:115; Torgerson, 2003:34), 4) other searches and “grey literature”13, and 5) 
libraries and archives. One thing to note is that no matter how comprehensive 
and inclusive a search strategy is, it will never be perfect and the reviewers 
may never be fully satisfied (Purssell and McCrae, 2020:31). Electronic 
databases are usually the first stop in the literature search and are least liable to 
selection bias. Because no database is exhaustive the search should draw from 
multiple databases (Xiao and Watson, 2019:103; Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 
2016:115; Torgerson, 2003:34; Purssell and McCrae, 2020:34–35). Failing to do 
so can undermine the integrity of the evidence base used in the review and 
may affect the overall quality of an SLR (Sampson and McGowan, 2006:1057). 
Prominent databases that index high-quality journals are: Scopus, Web of 
Science, PubMed, MEDLINE, doiSerbia, SCIndeks, Hrčak, CEEOL, EBSCO, 
ProQuest, ERIH PLUS, URLICHS WEB, DOAJ, EconLit.14 The literature 
search should start first with domestic databases (doiSerbia, SCIndeks, and 
Hrčak) because English is not as dominant as in other sciences. Research in 
the social sciences (and humanities) often deals with local and regional issues 
and phenomena and is thus mostly written in the author(s’) mother tongue. 
There are also online scientific networks worth checking such as Academia.edu 
and ResearchGate.15 Scientists upload their articles to these networks and make 
them available to other members of the scientific community. Google Scholar 
is a powerful database where one can find journal articles and “grey literature” 
as well16 ( Xiao and Watson, 2019:103; Purssell and McCrae, 2020:32). Libraries 
and archives should also be checked if hard copies of the literature are not 
digitalized, indexed in online databases or were published before the age of the 
Internet. Once a researcher identifies key literature, they can start backward 
and forward17 reference searching. Backward reference searching involves 
identifying and examining the references or works cited or paraphrased in an 
article. A second-tier backward reference search is when a researcher examines 
sources cited in the list of references. Forward reference searching is when a 
researcher identifies articles that cite an original article after publication. It can 
also be done to trace a particular author. This allows a researcher to review an 

13 “Grey literature”: conference proceedings, dissertations, book chapters, reports, etc. In social 
sciences it is particularly important not to omit the “grey literature” because the bulk of the 
relevant articles may not appear only in journals but also in other sources. It is therefore 
advisable for the researcher to consult with experts in the field to see if they have some 
relevant (unpublished or non-indexed) evidence (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006:80; Xiao and 
Watson, 2019:104)

14  Mangas-Vega et. al. (2018:3) proved that search options will differ between databases and 
that there will be significant differences in results between databases managed by different 
providers. The best way to address this is to tailor the search to the specifics of each database.

15 There one can find and download free articles that are otherwise charged. Due to the 
networking of scientists with similar research interests, it may also help in identifying a wider 
circle of scientists who deal with a particular topic.

16 Norris, Oppenheim, and Rowland (2008) found that Google and Google scholar 
outperformed all other open access databases and produced three quarters of all open access 
publications relevant for their research.

17 Also known as pearl growing, chain searching, and citation mining.
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author’s current works, and also to identify prominent authors who contribute 
the most to the field (FAU, 2022; Xiao and Watson, 2019:104; Webster and 
Watson 2002; Levy and Ellis 2006). Using keywords to search literature. The 
general rule is that keywords should be derived from the research question ( Xiao 
and Watson, 2019:104). This may, at least while a search is in its early phase, 
give limited search results. Hence a researcher has an option between using 
broader keywords, synonyms, alternative spellings, related and similar terms, or 
more precise ones. This will affect search results. Using broader keywords can 
retrieve more exhaustive results but it will also include irrelevant articles. Using 
more narrow keywords will do the opposite. If there is a dilemma the researcher 
should decide on the former (Xiao and Watson, 2019:104; Jesson, Matheson and 
Lacey, 2011:27). However, the most effective and time-saving strategy would be 
to identify and record the most frequently used keywords that can be extracted 
during the preliminary literature search (see Table 2). Boolean operators18 used 
in a string or correct combination can greatly improve search results. AND is 
used to join main terms or to include articles that contain all search terms, 
OR is used to include synonyms or articles that contain any of the terms, and 
NOT is used to exclude irrelevant terms or articles ( Xiao and Watson, 2019:104; 
Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011:27–28; Purssell and McCrae, 2020:38). Search 
is repeated until no new sources emerge.19

Stage 4: screening. Search results may produce hundreds of articles and some 
of them are remotely or not at all related to the research question(s). Hence, the 
screening process commences. Screening is usually performed on three levels 
with different degrees of attention paid to details. Level 1 is screening articles 
by ti tles. This simple and cursory type of screening largely reduces the number 
of acceptable articles. The second level is a little more detailed and includes 
reading abstracts or conclusions if abstracts are not instructive enough. This will 
further reduce the number of irrelevant articles. The final, third, level is the most 
thorough and includes reading full articles according to the eligibility criteria. 
At this level, the researcher should also assess the origin and authenticity of the 
source and verify the accuracy of the statements (Milić, 1965:448). To minimize 
selection bias many authors (Torgerson, 2003:40; Purssell and McCrae, 2020:47; 
Xiao and Watson, 2019:105; Petticrew and Roberts, 2005:149;  Templier and 
Paré, 2015:126;  Brereton et. al., 2007:578; Wright et.al., 2007:26) suggest that 
screening process should be conducted by two (or more) reviewers who work 
independently. If the reviewers can’t reach a mutual agreement in the assessment 
of the results, the article should be included or the disagreement resolved by a 
third (external if possible) reviewer (Xiao and Watson, 2019:106; Brereton et. 
al., 2007:578; Purssell and McCrae, 2020:48). The screening process is highly 
formalized and for the sake of transparency should follow prescribed flowchart 
known as the PRISMA statement. A diagrammatic display of the complete 

18 AND/OR/NOT
19 The free Zotero application can be used to store the papers (see: https://www.zotero.org/) 
 The free Rayann application can be used for the selection of papers (see: https://www.rayyan.ai/)
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process is given in Figure 2 Adapted PRISMA 2020 flowchart.20 I adapted the 
flowchart to the peculiarities of the social sciences and humanities. Screening 
outcome, i.e., articles eligible for inclusion, should be reported using Table 3 
Eligible articles.

Table 3 Eligible articles
Author(s) Title Type of study Method used Results/findings

Source: author

Figure 2 Adapted PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (my adaptation)

Source: Page, M. J., McKenzie, J. E., Bossuyt, P. M., Boutron, I., Hoffmann, T. C., Mulrow, C. 
D. et al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. 
BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71.

20 The PRISMA statement requires transparent input and output of the whole process from 
start to finish (Moher et. al., 2009). This can be done following adapted PRISMA flow 
diagram (see Figure X). Comprehensive identification should include: 1) official scientific 
databases search and 2) other search methods. These two should be documented separately. 
1) State the total n of articles identified at the top, state the total n of articles identified in 
domestic databases and then state the number of articles from each database. State the 
number of articles removed due to the duplication and then specify how many were removed 
by automation tools and how many for other reasons. State how many articles were excluded 
by automation tools and how many by reviewer decision. State number of eligible articles 
and also number of excluded articles according to the reasons for exclusion and then state 
the total number of excluded articles. State articles included for quantitative and qualitative 
synthesis and then state total articles included for synthesis. Repeat the procedure for 2) 
identification of studies via other search methods.
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Stage 5: quality assessment. Quality assessment or critical appraisal 
is a preparatory stage for data extraction and synthesis. However, there 
is no single definition of quality.21 Some authors argue studies ought to 
be methodologically similar (Okoli and Schabram, 2010; Gates, 2002:549; 
Franić, Dokuzović and Petrak, 2016:116) while others (Liberati et. al., 2009; 
Suri and Clarke, 2009:400–405) argue that excluding studies based on lower 
methodological quality results in selection bias. Stanley (2001:135) does not 
accept the alleged differences as an excuse for exclusion and argues that such 
difference provides the underlying rationale for doing a meta-analysis in the 
first place. However, four criteria can apply to all research when assessing 
quality:

1. the relevance of the research question,
2. internal validity (the degree to which bias is minimized),
3. external validity (the extent to which is possible to generalize findings),
4. the appropriateness of data analysis and presentation (Jadad, 1998:33; 

Petticrew and Roberts, 2005:127).

Some researchers use hierarchy of evidence as a standard for assessing the 
quality, i.e., ranking studies according to the degree to which they are prone to 
bias. This practice comes from biomedicine and sets the standard for the social 
sciences. However, this model is best suited to quantitative studies that provide 
the most reliable evidence such as RCTs that have large samples, and that use 
double-blindness, randomization and allocation concealment as a procedure 
to minimize bias. According to this standard qualitative evidence and research 
are regarded as less valuable and dismissed as anecdotal. The social sciences 
can’t and shouldn’t live up to this standard. As we mentioned before, studies in 
the social sciences use non-randomized samples and study design. Instead of 
blindly applying a clinician’s approach, social scientists should be more like, as 
Sampson (2010:492) argues evolutionary biologists and draw conclusions from 
observational data rather than designing lab-like experiments.22 We mentioned 
before different types of primary studies in the social sciences and therefore an 
SLR in the social sciences shouldn’t be rigid and exclusive as required by the 
RCT paradigm. Ranking of studies in the social sciences can be based on the 
same methodological criteria used for inclusion/exclusion (Okoli and Schabram, 
2010) or using recognized assessment tools and checklists23 (Templier and 

21 Although Brereton et. al. (2007:579) suggest that the quality relates to the minimization of 
bias and maximization of external and internal validity

22 Ignjatović (2020:50) gives a good example of why the results of qualitative research are 
important in the social sciences: “Some interventions, especially in the field of healthcare, 
need to be adapted to the context. For example, in public health policy at the national and 
international level, the problem of vaccination of migrant children in a transit country like 
Serbia has been recognized. It is important to design a health intervention program for this 
population, keeping in mind the threefold context: the beliefs of the migrant population, the 
domestic population and the medical staff ”.

23 For examples of checklists see: Purssell and McCrae, 2020 pp. 56, 143,144; Torgerson, 2003 p. 
60;   Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011 p. 157 and Petticrew and Roberts, 2005 p. 132.
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Paré, 2015:128). The quality assessment procedure is similar to the screening 
procedure (see Stage 4 paragraph).

Stage 6: data extraction. This is an intermediary stage before synthesizing 
obtained data. The process of data extraction involves coding. SLR is teamwork 
and thus it is necessary to conduct an intercoder reliability test to make sure 
that everyone is on the same page and codes paper similarly (Xiao and Watson, 
2019:107). Relevant data from each article is extracted by copy-pasting it into a 
previously created table.

Stage 7: data synthesis: a meta-analysis and meta-synthesis. The most 
commonly used statistical technique for synthesising quantitative data in SLRs 
is meta-analysis.24 Meta-analysis was originally introduced by Glass in the late 
1970s in response to the rapidly growing body of research in the social sciences 
whose data needed to be synthesized. The term refers to: “... the statistical analysis 
of a large collection of analysis results from individual studies to integrate the 
findings. It connotes a rigorous alternative to the casual, narrative discussions of 
research studies which typify our attempts to make sense of the rapidly expanding 
research literature” (Glass, 1976:3). From then on meta-analysis became 
increasingly important in social sciences and preferred statistical technique for 
data synthesis in SLRs (Davis et.al., 2014:1; Roelfs et.al., 2013:75). Petticrew and 
Roberts (2005:193–194) assert that the traditional, narrative, review overlooks 
non-significant results reported in single studies and meta-analysis increases 
statistical power which is important when the effects are small and could be 
easily missed. Furthermore, when confronted with a large number of studies that 
makes it difficult to spot patterns in the data, the traditional, narrative, review 
may reach an uncertain conclusion. This is the situation where meta-analysis 
becomes useful (Petticrew and Roberts, 2005:194; Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 
2011:130). Meta-synthesis is used for summarizing and then interpreting the 
findings of qualitative studies. Before meta-synthesis, it is necessary to make a 
meta-summary, i.e., extraction, separation, abstraction, and grouping of findings 
into a set of statements. After completing the meta summary, meta-synthesis 
can begin. Meta-synthesis produces new concepts and theoretical propositions 
but not necessarily in a congruent way. If there are any contradictions or 
inconsistencies, meta-synthesis should reveal them. The purpose of meta-
synthesis is to produce practical knowledge or to advance the theory (Purssell 
and McCrae, 2020:105–110). Results should be summarized and presented under 
inductively identified topics. Interpretation of the results of qualitative synthesis 
requires a dose of (sociological) imagination and the reviewer must have a strong 
theoretical background. A qualitative synthesis is perhaps more challenging than 
a quantitative one and reviewers should keep in mind that all qualitative studies 
are contextual and that the findings are context-related.

24 Meta-analysis has been preferred statistical method to the extent that the term has become 
interchangeably used with a SLR. Roelfs. et. al. (2013:75) warns of misusage of the terms 
“systematic review” and “meta-analysis” in the social sciences, being treated as synonymous 
with “thorough literature review”. Meta-analysis is statistical procedure for synthesizing 
findings with a weighted effect estimate.
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Stage 8: final preparations for writing review findings. All the processes of 
an SLR must be thoroughly described, explained, and sufficiently reported to 
enable replicability. Reviewers need to keep a detailed record of decisions made 
throughout the review process (Brereton et. al., 2007:580). If everything is done 
properly, other researchers must arrive at the same or similar conclusion or results 
when they repeat the research. This is a feature that distinguishes an SLR from a 
traditional, narrative, literature review, making it more “scientific”. This applies 
in particular to the eligibility criteria and reasons for exclusion which must be 
clearly stated and explained in detail. It is of utmost importance to ensure that 
the whole process throughout the eight stages is transparent and conclusions 
are supported by the data (Xiao and Watson, 2019:108). All discoveries or 
unexpected results should be highlighted. In the conclusion, reviewers should 
point out directions for further research (Okoli and Schabram 2010; Pursell and 
McCrae, 2020:131; Petticrew and Roberts, 2005) or indicate a discrepancy in the 
results of existing studies. For clarity, it is a good option to present results in 
tables and graphs. The protocol (research plan) can also be used as the basis for 
writing a final report.

Concluding remarks

An SLR can serve as preparation before conducting a study or as a separate 
study that connects the results of previous research like a jigsaw puzzle, thus 
enabling evidence-based decision-making and practice. It is especially useful 
for topics that have been extensively researched and are rich in data. By 
summarizing data, an SLR can re-evaluate the existing body of evidence, indicate 
inconsistencies in the existing body of research, and extend theories or direct 
future research. This method can be used for both qualitative and quantitative 
studies in the social sciences. An SLR can also be used when writing graduate 
and doctoral theses, especially when drafting research at the postdoctoral level. 
If a scientific journal has published research on the same or a similar topic, it 
may conduct an SLR to obtain a summary of the topics and results.

The entire process starts with stating a research question and all subsequent 
seven stages should be tailored to answer the research question. Before narrowing 
the research question, it is good to conduct a preliminary literature search 
and record findings in Table 2. Keywords from this table can be later used for 
literature searches. The research plan (or protocol) is the backbone of an SLR. 
It must specify which studies will be considered and include precise eligibility 
criteria. In the social sciences, there are different types of primary studies 
and therefore the inclusion criteria should be flexible enough to include both 
quantitative and qualitative studies. I have described searching the literature in 
detail, arguing that due to the nature of the social sciences, researchers should 
begin by searching domestic databases. Screening should be done in three levels 
and should adhere to the PRISMA 2020 diagram. I offered a version of this 
diagram adapted to the social sciences (see Figure 2). When assessing the quality 
of studies in the social sciences, both qualitative and quantitative studies should 
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be given equal status. Given the equal status of qualitative and quantitative 
research, it is necessary to conduct qualitative and quantitative synthesis, i.e. 
meta-analysis and meta-summary. The whole process should be conducted in a 
transparent and documented manner to minimize bias and enable replicability.

Finally, in the social sciences, SLR cannot be considered a substitute for 
traditional literature review.
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