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Online Resources

SAGE online resources

Doing a Systematic Review is supported by a wealth of online resources for both
students and lecturers to aid study and support teaching, which are available at:
https://study.sagepub.com/doingasystematicreview2e

e WATCH ... A FAQ video series, in which the editors address the most common
systematic review challenges. Your very own team of supervisors is on hand to
provide advice on everything from writing a protocol and conducting scoping
searches to data extraction and meta-analysis.

e EXPLORE ... the Links Library, which gives you a host of online resources to help
you tackle the systematic review process. Including links to organizations that
specialise in conducting systematic reviews, software that can help you organize
your own project and additional video. The editors have scoured the internet and
carefully curated this tool kit of useful resources just for you.

e READ... examplereviews, journal articles and further guidance on the review process.
These resources will allow you to see what a systematic review looks like in practice
and provide you with a more in-depth understanding of the method generally.
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Foreword

Conducting a systematic review is a ‘journey [where] you want a companion who
knows what they are talking about’. In my Foreword to the first edition of this
ground-breaking text, I borrowed the authors’ extended journey analogy to explain
what my students, and myself as their supervisor, need from such a practical guide. I
am delighted to report that this expanded pool of authors for the second edition has,
if anything, surpassed itself in delivering this revised, updated and extended version.

For my students, I want a text that is both readable and practical; a source of
know-how to which they can turn when seeking to add some colour and detail to my
monotones on ‘what to do’. This text is populated with tables, figures and frequently
asked questions that will help my students to consolidate and extend my advice from
supervision meetings, delivered in a vibrant, energetic and, above all, convivial style.

But why would [, as a supervisor, the driver of a juggernaut referenced in the ‘Further
Reading and Resources’ sections of this book, want to ‘swap vehicles’ for the company
of this University of Liverpool-based team? Quite simply — to enjoy the view! Placing
myself in the capable hands of this trusted guide allows me to draw on their practi-
cal tips and concise explanations without the nagging fear that I've missed something.
While a guide of this sort can’t necessarily have all the answers, the authors have col-
lectively done a marvellous job in identifying all the junctions, landmarks and potential
pitfalls. In their preface, the editorial team states that they have enhanced their meta-
phorical truck with the addition of a trailer: namely the multiple tools that populate the
different chapters of the book. From the sample filing system of Chapter 2 to the ‘What
an examiner is looking for in your thesis’ features that conclude most chapters, I found
myself continually making mental notes for future reference. If you want to be able to
travel light, unencumbered by unnecessary baggage, making steady progress to success-
fully complete your own personal unique review journey, then climb on board!

Andrew Booth

Reader in Evidence-Based Information Practice
School of Health and Related Research (SCHARR)
University of Sheffield
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Preface

Welcome to the second edition of Doing A Systematic Review: A Student’s Guide! It
strikes us as odd that the preface to the second edition of a book usually assumes
that the reader is familiar with the first edition. We don’t want to start our preface
by launching into what is different in this edition compared with the first edition.
Instead, we want to be different! So, with that in mind, we want to first welcome
you to this book, and give you a bit of history about Doing a Systematic Review: A
Student’s Guide.

Why did we write this book?

There are a variety of excellent books written by systematic review experts that pro-
vide the ‘How to...” of carrying out a systematic review. Why, then, in 2013, did we
think it was necessary to write a new one for students? Well, we wrote the first edition
of this book for two reasons.

First, we have long held a strong conviction that carrying out a systematic review
as a postgraduate research project can yield excellent learning opportunities for stu-
dents. Increasingly, academic and scientific communities are also acknowledging
the value of this research activity. Conducting such a review requires insight into
the fundamentals of research. Students learn to develop research questions, critique
research findings and, most importantly, synthesize findings and make recommenda-
tions regarding how to use results in professional practice. These are valuable skills for
students to learn, no matter what their academic or professional discipline.

Second, we wanted to reflect on the systematic review process from the viewpoint
of a student working independently (most likely at Master’s level, but perhaps at
undergraduate or doctoral level) to undertake a systematic review as part of their

academic programme. Even though the ‘How to..." books are useful to students, they
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frequently don’t focus on the ‘But what do I do when...?’ type questions that so often
arise during the review process. These are the questions that students need to know
the answers to more or less immediately so that they can move forward with their
theses. While we wanted the first edition of our book to provide a comprehensive
guide to carrying out a systematic review, we decided to focus more on the practicali-
ties of systematic reviewing rather than on the theory underpinning it. We pitched
the first edition of this book at students carrying out a systematic review, not simply
learning about them.

Understandably, we were a bit nervous about how the first edition of this book
would be received. Luckily, there was no need for nerves. Response proved what
we believed: that there was a need for an easy-to-read handbook to guide students
through their systematic review journey. Fortunately, our publishers agreed, and, in

2016, we began work on the second edition of our book.

What does the second edition of this
book contain?

The second edition of this book contains 12 chapters. The first chapter explains why
we think systematic reviews are important, how they came about and why they pro-
vide an excellent learning opportunity for students. The remaining chapters focus on
the actual systematic review process and offer methodological and practical advice on
conducting and reporting this type of research within the format of a postgraduate
thesis. As in the first edition, each chapter ends with a ‘Frequently Asked Questions’
section. These questions have been taken from actual student supervision meetings
and highlight the most common challenges encountered during the review process.
They include not only the ‘What do I do?’ types of questions but also the ‘Why do
I do this?” and the ‘What are my options?’ types of questions. Our answers set out
practical approaches to help students deal with these issues. We know that a lot of
students turn to the Internet for further resources, so our publishers have designed a
purpose-built website (https://study.sagepub.com/doingasystematicreview2e) which
contains resources to complement the material in this book; any student can browse
our online systematic review materials and search for information that is relevant to
their own review. In addition, we have included references to supporting web links
and web pages at relevant points throughout this book. Common sense will tell you
that these links have a tendency to go out of date quickly — we have tried to reference
only well-established organizations, pages and resources, so that if the links no longer
work, they can still be accessed via a quick Internet search.

We have drawn on our own extensive experiences of carrying out systematic reviews

when writing this book. This means that the book relies heavily on the systematic
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review of healthcare interventions using quantitative methods. However, the princi-
ples covered in this book are also relevant to students in other disciplines, such as
social work or education, where there is encouragement to systematically review cur-
rent research or practice. We know that there is more than quantitative data to review
so we have included introductions to reviewing qualitative data and health economics
data, both of which are currently exciting, controversial and evolving areas of research.
We acknowledge that these two sections only offer students a starting point for their
review journey, but hope they will inspire students to read more widely around these
methodological areas.

What does this book have to offer you?

We had to make some general assumptions regarding the typical reader of this book.
We thought long and hard about the research skills and resources postgraduate stu-
dents might have at this point in their academic journey. Based on this, we have

assumed that you, the typical reader of this book, will:

e be carrying out a systematic review as part of your postgraduate study;

e have access to a computer;

e Dbe able to search the Internet;

e have word-processing skills and not be afraid to use them;

e have your own learning objectives relating to either professional practice or to
the research process;

e have a specific research area in mind;

e be working (mainly) independently;

e need to meet a set-in-stone deadline.

As with the first edition, we’ve tried to make the contents of this book useful and easy
to read. We've assumed that you want a no-frills approach and each chapter is written
with this in mind. The basics of systematic review methods are delivered in bite-sized
chunks so that you are not overwhelmed by the enormity of your project. Students
tell us that they are happiest (and most productive) when they are in control of their
own research and are not reliant on others for data or direction. This book is there-
fore written to guide you as you take control of your review. We are confident that it
will help you move forward at your own pace, particularly when used in conjunction
with the digital materials and resources on our website (https://study.sagepub.com/
doingasystematicreview2e). We know that you will want to excel in your studies so, at
the end of most chapters, we have also set out a section on what an examiner might

be looking for in the final thesis.
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What’s new in this second edition?

One of the most obvious changes to our second edition is the front cover! In keep-
ing with our journey analogy, we have added a trailer to our much-loved truck. This
symbolizes the addition of the many extra tools and resources contained both within
this book and within our new website (which we are delighted to say is now hosted
by our publishers, Sage Publishing).

Within the book itself, there are several significant changes — thank you to our
reviewers and readers for their constructive feedback and suggestions. We have
rearranged the structure of the book, and have rewritten certain sections to make
them easier to understand. Specifically, we have:

e moved the positioning of the ‘Planning and Managing My Review’ chapter to
much earlier in the book, because feedback on our first edition indicated that
students valued the advice and information contained within this chapter and
felt that it was far too important to be the final chapter;

e split the ‘Developing My Search Strategy and Applying Inclusion Criteria’ chapter
into two chapters, and have included more ‘step-by-step’ instructions for each
activity so as to make the two activities easier to understand and conduct;

e swapped around the ‘Quality Assessment: Where Do I Begin’ and the ‘Data
Extraction: Where Do I Begin’ chapters, because we felt that this order better
reflects the order in which many students conduct these activities;

e changed the title of the ‘Understanding and Synthesizing My Numerical Data’
chapter to ‘Understanding and Synthesizing Numerical Data from Intervention
Studies’, and added additional content to help students to better understand the
complex principles discussed in this chapter;

e significantly supplemented the ‘Reviewing Qualitative Evidence’ chapter in order
to provide students conducting systematic reviews of qualitative evidence with a
more comprehensive starting point;

e added more examples from non-health fields and disciplines in order to illustrate
the application of systematic review methodology to a variety of topic areas;

e added a ‘Further Reading and Resources’ section to each chapter to provide

students with a guide to exploring the wider literature base.

There are also several notable additions to this edition, the most significant of which
is a new chapter that focuses on dissemination (i.e. the sharing of research findings
or ideas through avenues such as publication, conference proceedings or academic
social media). In the first edition of this book, aside from some brief recommenda-
tions about dissemination in the Epilogue, we only really focused on the processes

involved in completing a systematic review as part of a Master’s thesis. We realize now
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that this was an important oversight on our part, so we hope that you enjoy this new
addition and that it helps you to recognize the value in disseminating your work.
We pitched the tone of the first edition of this book as an informal, friendly
‘advisor’. However, there was inevitably some assumed knowledge, which may have
made some sections difficult for the novice reader to understand. We have tried to
be mindful of this in our second edition. We haven’t changed our tone, as we believe
that this is one of the strengths of our approach, but have included a Glossary of
terms to give the reader a more in-depth explanation of terms as they arise. Glossary
terms appear in bold type at first mention in the text. If you are unfamiliar with the
vocabulary of systematic reviewing, then we encourage you to consult this Glossary
frequently until you feel able to fully engage with the content of each chapter.

Future partnerships

In the preface to the first edition of this book, we stated that we did not see publication
of the book as the end of our work with students; rather, we saw it as the beginning of
a partnership. We must reiterate this here as we have received so much valuable feed-
back from students since the publication of our first edition. We will continue to build
on the educational resources we have brought together in this book and add to those
we’ve provided on our website. We intend to use our materials to support students
who are interested in the rewards of systematic review methodology. We therefore
encourage both you and your supervisors to submit questions to us via our website
(https://study.sagepub.com/doingasystematicreview2e), and we look forward to
hearing from you about your experiences as systematic reviewers.
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This chapter will help you to...

e Understand the term ‘systematic review’

e Gain an awareness of the historical context and development of
systematic reviewing

o Appreciate the learning experience provided through conducting a
systematic review

e Become familiar with the methods involved in carrying out a
systematic review
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Introduction

In this chapter we introduce you to the concept of systematically reviewing literature.
First, we discuss what systematic reviews are and why we think carrying out a sys-
tematic review is a great learning experience. Second, we give you an overview of the
evolution of systematic review methodology. Third, we introduce the key steps in the
systematic review process and signpost where in the book these are discussed. Finally,
we highlight how systematic reviews differ from other types of literature review.
By the end of the chapter we hope that you will be confident that you have made the
right decision to carry out a systematic review and that you are looking forward to
starting your research.

What is a systematic review?

A systematic review is a literature review that is designed to locate, appraise and syn-
thesize the best available evidence relating to a specific research question in order
to provide informative and evidence-based answers. This information can then be
used in a number of ways. For example, in addition to advancing the field and inform-
ing future practice or research, the information can be combined with professional
judgement to make decisions about how to deliver interventions or to make changes
to policy. Systematic reviews are considered the best (‘gold standard’) way to syn-
thesize the findings of several studies investigating the same questions, whether the
evidence comes from healthcare, education or another discipline. Systematic reviews
follow well-defined and transparent steps and always require the following: definition
of the question or problem, identification and critical appraisal of the available

evidence, synthesis of the findings and the drawing of relevant conclusions.

A systematic review: a research option for
postgraduate students

As a postgraduate student you may be offered the choice of conducting a primary
research study (e.g. an observational study) or a secondary research project
(e.g. a systematic review) as part of your academic accreditation. There are very good
reasons why you are asked to carry out a research project as part of your studies, the
most important being that conducting a research project enables you to both under-
stand the research process and gain research skills.

Systematically reviewing the literature has been accepted as a legitimate research
methodology since the early 1990s. Many Master’s programmes offer instruction in sys-
tematic review methods and encourage students to conduct systematic reviews as part




