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STEP 1
Why write a systematic literature review?
Purpose regarding the topic 

✓ Mature topic
• Review, critique, or potential reconceptualization of a vast body of knowledge.

✓ New or emerging topic
• Initial or preliminary conceptualization of the topic (i.e., a new model or framework) - combination of topics 

(i.e. intersection between identity as a research and identity as a woman).

✓ Both
• Identification of gaps, establishment of a research agenda.

Torraco, R.  (2005). Writing integrative literature reviews: Guidelines and examples. Human resource development review, 4, 356-367.



STEP 1
Why write a systematic literature review?
Different purposes and objectives

✓ Theoretical models
• Synthesis, critique, reorganization, etc. of the theories used to explore a given topic.
 New model, classification of the theories, underrepresented dimensions…

✓ (Sub)topic or objectives
• Analysis of the research questions and objectives.
 Under or overexplored issues.

✓ Characteristics of interventions
• Analysis of the models, objectives, tools, formats, participants, duration and pedagogical methodologies used in interventions 

about a given topic.
 New model of intervention, underrepresented methods...

✓ Methods
• Analysis of the methods used to explore a given topic.
Map of the available instruments and combinations, under or overused instruments…

✓ Effects of interventions
• Analysis of the outcomes of interventions, relationship of the outcomes with characteristics of participants or methodologies.
 New model re relationships among variables, characterization of effective modes of intervention.

✓ Generalization of results
• Analysis of the results of the studies conducted on a given topic, detection of common results and differences/contradictions
 New theory or definitions, new understanding of a topic.

Petticrew, M., & Roberts, H. (2008). Systematic reviews in the social sciences: A practical guide. John Wiley & Sons.



STEP 2
Types of reviews (I)

✓ Systematic
• Data collection and analysis guided by well-defined and stable criteria and method (revisable)

✓ Critical analysis of the literature
• Not (only) a summary; (re)organization of the literature, identification of gaps, weaknesses...
• Not everything; selected dimensions, characeristics of the articles included.

✓ Significant contribution to the flied/topic/discipline
• New ways to conceptualise a topic or the research conducted in the field (original conclusions).

✓ Transparency
• Replicable method – clear and transparent report of the process and criteria.

× Summary of the important authors, theories or contributions
• xxxx

Extracted from: Grant, M. J., & Booth, A. (2009). A typology of reviews: an analysis of 14 review types and associated methodologies. Health Information & 
Libraries Journal, 26(2), 91-108.



STEP 2
Types of reviews (II)

✓ Systematic
• Data collection and analysis guided by well-defined and stable criteria and method (revisable)

✓ Critical analysis of the literature
• Not (only) a summary; (re)organization of the literature, identification of gaps, weaknesses...
• Not everything; selected dimensions, characeristics of the articles included.

✓ Significant contribution to the flied/topic/discipline
• New ways to conceptualise a topic or the research conducted in the field (original conclusions).

✓ Transparency
• Replicable method – clear and transparent report of the process and criteria.

× Summary of the important authors, theories or contributions
• xxxx

Extracted from: Grant, M. J., & Booth, A. (2009). A typology of reviews: an analysis of 14 review types and associated methodologies. Health Information & 
Libraries Journal, 26(2), 91-108.



STEP 2
Types of reviews
Systematic literature review

✓ Systematic
• Data collection and analysis guided by well-defined and consistent criteria and method (revisable).

✓ Critical analysis of the literature
• Not (only) a summary; (re)organization of the literature, identification of gaps, weaknesses...
• Not everything; selected dimensions, characteristics of the articles included.

✓ Significant contribution to the flied/topic/discipline
• New ways to conceptualise a topic or the research conducted in the field (original conclusions).

✓ Transparency
• Replicable method – clear and transparent report of the process and criteria.

× Summary of the important authors, theories or contributions

× Position paper

× Dissertation introduction

Gough, D., Thomas, J., & Oliver, S. (2012). Clarifying differences between review designs and methods. Systematic reviews, 1(1), 28.

Objectives??



STEP 3
Keywords

✓ Related to the topic
• Used by important papers and authors in the field.
• Synonyms (cultural/country differences; different theoretical perspectives).
– thousands of results!

✓ Related to the objectives
• Specific context? (e.g. In Europe; intervention studies...)
• Specific participants? (e.g. Primary school students; toddlers; taxi drivers...)
• Other specific research conditions? (e.g. only academic writing; only dialogical argumentation...)
– to refine the search!

✓ Hierarchical organisation
• Defining primary keywords (probably re. topic)
• Defining secondary keywords to filter the search
• Defining terciary keywords (if necessary)
• ...
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Keywords

✓ Related to the topic
• Used by important papers and authors in the field.
• Synonyms (cultural/country differences; different theoretical perspectives).
– thousands of results!
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Primary keywords Secondary keywords

(1) Writing regulation (1) Higher Education

(2) Writing coregulation (2) University

(3) Writing monitoring (3) College

(4) Writing process (4) Undergraduate

(5) Writing processes (5) Graduate

(6) Ph.D *phd

(7) Doctoral

(8) Doctorate

(9) Academic writing

(10) Writing in the Disciplines

(11) Writing Across the Curriculum

(12) Scientific writing

=60 independent searches

Example

Sala-Bubaré, A. & Castelló, M. (2018). Writing regulation processes in higher education: a review of two decades of empirical research. Reading & Writing, 31, 757–777



STEP 4
Search criteria and process

✓ Related to the objectives
• Year span? (e.g. last 20 years; last five years…)
• Discipline filters? (some databases permit filtering by specific discipline, others by domain)
• Types of documents (normally only –research- articles)
• Languages
• Specific journals?

✓ Databases
• Normally more than one
• Different options:

• Journal repositories or editorial houses (e.g. Elsevier, etc.)
• Research document databases (e.g. Web of Science, Scopus, EBSCO, PubMed, Google Scholar...)

Make sure you safe all the searches 
in the database platform!



STEP 4
Search criteria and process: Example

✓ Related to the objectives
• Year span? (e.g. last 20 years; last five years…)
• Discipline filters? (some databases permit filtering by specific discipline, others by domain)
• Types of documents (normally only –research- articles)
• Languages
• Specific journals?

✓ Databases
• Normally more than one
• Different options:

• Journal repositories or editorial houses (e.g. Elsevier, etc.)
• Research document databases (e.g. Web of Science, Scopus, EBSCO, PubMed, Google Scholar...)

• (‘Writing regulation’ AND university) OR (‘Writing regulation’ AND ‘higher education’) OR (‘writing regulation’ AND‘college’)… 
(Primary keyword AND secondary keyword) OR (Primary keyword AND secondary keyword)  OR…



STEP 5
Exporting results to a reference manager

✓ Why?
• Merging the results from different databases.
• Eliminating the duplicates.
• Managing the filtering process. 

✓ Where?
• Free options:

• Mendeley
• Endnote web (not desktop version)
• Refworks
• Zotero
• ....
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STEP 5
Exporting results to a reference manager

✓ Why?
• Merging the results from different databases.
• Eliminating the duplicates.
• Managing the filtering process. 

✓ Where?
• Free options:

• Mendeley
• Endnote web (not desktop version)
• Refworks
• Zotero
• ....

✓ How?
• From Scopus, there are many options
• From WoS, not so well depending on the refmanager. 

• Perfect for Endnote
• But Mendeley button does not work

• Export to Endnote online and download
a .bib file that you can drag to 
Mendeley.



STEP 5
Exporting results to a reference manager

✓ Once in Mendeley…
• Create a specific folder for all the papers (this 

folder will remain untouched, need to keep all 
the results in one folder).

• Duplicate the folder (these are the papers you 
are going to filter).

• Create one folder for:
• Each exclusion criteria.
• Papers that meet the inclusion criteria. 
• Papers not related to the topic.



STEP 6
Applying inclusion and exclusion criteria

✓ Filtering process
1. First the papers that are not related at all to the topic (there will probably be many!)
2. Continue with the exclusion criteria (e.g. Primary school if you are looking at university
students).
3. Read the remaining abstracts until they are all classified.
4. Download doubtful papers to check if they fit the criteria.
(depending on the criteria, you might need to download all the potential papers to get the
final decision –e.g. Papers that include a description of their theoretical perspective).

Some tips
• Cut and paste these papers to the new folder (eliminating them from the folder to filtre).
• You may want to use keywords to spot papers that need to be excluded fast (e.g. names of 

other disciplines, or types of participants you are not interested in).
• Check the numbers in all the folders match the number of results.
• You might need to redefine or add criteria (e.g. Does professional identity count as 

researcher identity?)

Objectives??

Keep track of all the steps and all the papers, 
you’ll need to report the numbers later on.

Use a codebook of the criteria to help you 
decide on the doubtful articles.



STEP 7
Analysis of the selected papers

✓ Establishing analysis dimensions in relation to the objectives of the review.
E.g. studies’ theoretical perspective, design and instruments used.

✓ Coding the papers regarding these dimensions. 
Using Excel or qualitative analysis software. 
Top-down or bottom-up coding.

✓ Looking at regularities and differences.
Quantitative (e.g. Chi-square test and frequencies) or/and qualitative analyses. 

✓ Revising the coding system.
✓ Organising the papers in relation to one or more dimension(s).

E.g. groups by theoretical perspective and subgroups by objectives.

Objectives??

Use a codebook of the criteria to help you 
decide on the doubtful codes.

We cannot analyse all the characteristics; we 
are not expected to report everything.



STEP 8
Writing the literature review

✓ Reporting the method.
Exclusion and inclusion criteria.
Search process (keywords, databases, total number of results, *number of papers 
excluded in each criteria, final number of papers included).
Use models of published reviews, especially in the target journal(s) (great variations!).

✓ Organising the results. 
Organisation in relation to the (main) dimensions of analysis.

✓ Discussing the results. 
Characteristics of the literature, but also gaps and unexplored issues.

Objectives??

Many journals do not publish lit reviews. You 
may want to think about what journal you want 
to submit your paper early on in the process.
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