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Abstract  

Systematic literature reviews (SLRs) have become an increasingly 

common methodological approach in higher education research, 

particularly within the Journal of University Teaching and Learning 

Practice (JUTLP). However, despite their popularity, a significant 

proportion of submitted SLR manuscripts are desk-rejected prior to 

peer review. This Commentary critically examines recurring 

methodological shortcomings that often undermine the credibility and 

rigour of these submissions. Drawing on best practices in evidence 

synthesis, this study highlights five core areas where authors 

frequently fall short: (1) the formulation of research questions that are 

appropriately scoped, answerable, and aligned with review goals; (2) 

the development of transparent, valid, and replicable search strategies using Boolean logic, 

truncation, and multiple databases; (3) the implementation of systematic screening and selection 

processes, including use of PRISMA flow diagrams and clear inclusion/exclusion criteria; (4) the 

use of trustworthy and replicable methods of data extraction and synthesis, including quality 

appraisal of included studies; and (5) the articulation of meaningful implications that extend 

beyond descriptive summaries to offer theoretical, empirical, and practical contributions for an 

international readership. Through these insights, this Commentary seeks to provide constructive 

guidance for researchers and reviewers, with the aim of enhancing methodological integrity and 

increasing the acceptance rate of SLR submissions. By strengthening methodological 

transparency, reliability, and relevance, SLRs can serve as powerful tools to synthesise evidence, 

guide pedagogical innovation, and inform higher education policy. 

Practitioner Notes 

1. Systematic reviews are increasingly popular but commonly rejected. 

2. Systematic literature reviews should start with a clear and compelling research question. 

3. Authors must adopt a valid and replicable search strategy. 

4. Systematic literature reviews need to carefully consider initial and full-text screening decisions. 
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Introduction 

The volume of systematic literature review submissions to the Journal of University Teaching and 

Learning Practice (JUTLP) has risen considerably in recent years. Prima facie, this may seem 

strange for a practice-based journal, especially considering most studies published in JUTLP are 

empirical assessments of some learning and teaching innovation or practice in local and global 

contexts.  The business of a journal is never to dictate methods, but rather to assess the relevance 

of a manuscript to the aims and scope the journal sets for its contribution to knowledge.  JUTLP 

Editors assess manuscripts for disseminating improvements to learning and teaching practice 

and it is difficult for purely theoretical studies to establish a direct connection to practice. However, 

as Editor-in-Chief, it has been my view that well-designed systematic literature reviews, and meta-

analyses oriented around practices and practical outcomes, are well suited to achieving change 

in international learning and teaching.  

Systematic literature reviews offer a mechanism to organise what is known about the practical 

matters of curriculum, assessment, student experience, education leadership and education 

technologies in ways that are replicable, valid, and clear. Yet, and increasingly, published reviews 

often present a description of knowledge contained in the sample of studies as based on a robust 

process because they are reviews, despite being poorly framed or methodologically flawed. As a 

scholar, I appreciate clarity, rigour and transparency in a systematic literature review. In this 

paper, I outline the elements I look for that define a rigorous systematic literature review. I set out 

the key concepts and decision processes that lead to well-designed systematic literature reviews. 

I advocate for a focus on designing systematic reviews for impact rather than aiming for a lengthy 

section that summarises what is currently known and makes recommendations for future research 

(although this is important too). 

For each systematic literature review JUTLP accepts for publication, ten to twenty are rejected 

due to fundamental design issues, including poor search strategies, transparent screening 

protocol, poor analysis and low impact conclusions and recommendations. This Commentary is 

a synthesis of the advice I provide authors of systematic literature reviews whose papers I rejected 

within minutes of reading their methods section. The design advice is distilled from the hundreds 

of rejection letters I have written and, because I appreciate how dense discussing methodology 

can be, I use song lyrics at each of the signposted points.   

Robust Research Questions 

Oasis, while not the first band to ask, “What’s your story, morning glory?” follows with “I need a 

little time to wake up, wake up”. I find this apt for designing good systematic literature reviews. 

The reader of the review needs a clear understanding of why this work is relevant in the first place 

and what problem it seeks to solve. A clear problem statement should be framed inside of practice 

and research. Too often, however, problem statements in systematic reviews are often left blank 

or include tautological arguments like ‘not enough is known about this field’ or ‘the knowledge is 

disparate and needs organising’. While these have some general merit, it is the role of the 

researcher to articulate that a field of inquiry is worthy of the effort required to do a literature 

review. I can imagine that little is known about the link between the personality traits of sheep and 

their propensity to complete tertiary qualifications, but I lack the interest in exploring that topic 

systematically. In Crawford et al. (2024), we test a critical appraisal tool for theoretical and 

literature-based studies – the Quality Assessment Tool for Theory-Based and Literature Review 



 

 

Studies (QATTL) – and propose this statement to measure the robustness of a systematic 

literature review’s research question: the research question(s) are justified and clear. The IDEA-

ARC model for developing and communicating research questions is another useful framework 

for assuring a good research question (see Purvis et al., 2024). In the 'IDEA’ stage, Purvis and 

colleagues encourage researchers to: Identify a clear problem; Draft background information; 

Explore diverse approaches to addressing the question; and Develop agreement on a question. 

The 'ARC’ stage includes: Applying the question; Reflecting on the impact of the research on 

addressing the question; and Communicating the outcomes of the original questions. In this next 

section, I focus primarily on the IDEA stage from a practice and a research perspective. 

Practical problems  

Practical problems (e.g., a group of students are struggling to belong) are harder to define than 

theoretical problems (e.g., we lack insight into student belonging, generally), particularly when 

seeking practical knowledge from theoretical studies such as a systematic literature review. 

However, a systematic literature review can offer an effective pathway by critically consolidating 

the literature guided by an underlying aim to inform and improve practice.  

Take the daily experience of a Deputy Vice Chancellor (Education) in leading the policy, strategy, 

and practice of learning and teaching in their university. They have limited time and often find that 

most published studies on a given topic are single institutional studies or practice reflections with 

limited assurance of successful application to their context. So, instead of adopting new practices, 

they opt for a more conservative option. That is until a well-crafted systematic literature review 

with clearly defined focus comes across their desk. In an hour or two they have caught up with 

the latest literature in an organised fashion and can see a myriad of opportunities where the review 

findings can be applied into their context. While systematic literature reviews can advance 

disciplinary fields and theory, they are most useful for JUTLP if they are clearly situated to address 

a problem in practice.  

Good systematic reviews require positioning and clarity to clearly frame the search strategy to 

come. When designing a systematic literature review, it can be easy to conceive a generally 

targeted audience such that, this paper will be useful to educators, policymakers, and higher 

education leaders. For example, a systematic literature review on GenAI in learning and teaching 

– currently a popular submission in JUTLP – can be framed as an educational technology review 

focused on the technical aspects of GenAI, an educational psychology review emphasising the 

benefits and consequences of GenAI on the student or educator, or a curriculum review framed 

to inform GenAI policy. All of these are noble pursuits if clearly defined, but ‘GenAI in learning and 

teaching’ is too broad to be meaningful to future practice. A large-scale review may only serve as 

a catalogue of studies, rather than an attempt to influence the innovation of practice.  

In the same line, to offer a generalist articulation of a wicked problem or broad issue without 

clearly explaining the conceptual justification for it being the focus of a review is unlikely to be 

materially useful. I frequently reject systematic reviews that describe a general issue such as an 

'increase in student cheating' and argue, therefore, a systematic literature review is the solution. 

Instead, the problem formulation could be distilled further to constitute a more specific and applied 

examination of that broad concern. For example: a review of student behavioural intentions to 

cheat; motivations to cheat; assessments more prone to cheating; character and cheating; 

detection techniques; contract cheating access; or institutional response strategies. The general 



 

 

formulation does not offer the level of specificity required to design an effective search strategy, 

which can lead to a well organised corpus of knowledge aligned to the review’s purpose that can 

inform changes to practice. Identifying subsets of the core issue – e.g., student cheating – offers 

a more tangible set of solutions for educators or policy makers to specifically tackle a subset of 

student cheating in their institutions.  

Research and theory problems and answers 

Strong research – particularly systematic literature reviews – offer a pathway forward for practical 

problems and extend to clearly evidencing a research agenda for the future. A key benefit of a 

review is to identify what is known, where the knowledge is contested, and where there are gaps 

in knowledge. While the use of the large-scale claims of single sample studies using a local 

dataset without replication or re-testing is typically considered academic overreach, the 

systematic literature review identifies a sample of associated studies and generates claims using 

the whole corpus.  

Claims arising from a review can be as simple as stating consistent issues of the field. For 

example, Day and colleagues (2024) comment in a 25-year review on leadership development 

that “a significant obstacle to advancing scholarly interest in leader and leadership development 

over the years can be traced to methodological and analytical issues” (p. 77) and go onto highlight 

key issues and responses related to methodology. They offer a research proposition for improving 

the future of their concept – leadership development – alongside offering a review of the 

underlying theories driving the field. Similarly, in a recent systematic literature review of teacher 

pedagogical competencies, Moreira et al. (2023) argue that the competency of  

Collaboration is still present [in the research], although not highly valued for defining 

quality for the teaching profession in this context, contrary to what is advocated for non-

tertiary teaching. Therefore, teaching in higher education seems to be a more solitary 

professional activity than teaching at other education levels (p. 111).  

 A systematic literature review should highlight what is established as known about the 

phenomenon of interest and, as much as possible, offer a consolidated description and evaluation 

of the concept. For example, in a recent review, Hattie and O’Leary (2025) examine 17 meta-

analyses that evaluate the relationship between achievement and learning styles. By drawing 

systematically on this abbreviated sample, their review highlights seven research confounders 

and raises an important question, “... why does the belief in the discredited concept of learning 

styles persist?” (p. 31). Given their claim based on the analysis, they then offer some alternatives, 

that  

The persistence of learning styles as a concept in educational discourse and research is 

paradoxical, given the overwhelming evidence discrediting the matching hypothesis, the 

notion that aligning teaching methods with students’ preferred learning styles enhances 

achievement (p. 31).  

Authors of systematic literature reviews can pay lip service to the goal of advancing knowledge 

through future research agendas by generating star-sign styled statements that will generally be 

true like ‘more research is needed’. For example, a recent review published on ChatGPT and 

student engagement offers an important summary of how this specific generative AI tool is used 

to enhance and hinder student engagement (Lo et al., 2024). The review also promises a future 



 

 

research agenda, but falls short of meeting quality criterion (e.g., QATTL) in practice. Starting with 

a clear research and theoretical problem allows big questions to be asked of future research or 

perhaps to be answered in the context of the review itself.  

Search strategy 

The endpoint of a process of comprehensive literature reading and reviewing with a focus on a 

practice-relevant topic is hopefully a research question, which is evidence that “I still haven’t found 

what I’m looking for” (U2). That is, the attempt to disprove the need for a systematic literature 

review on the specific topic failed. The next step is to design a search strategy. I argue that search 

strategy is the most important step to do correctly; failure at the search strategy stage almost 

invariably requires restarting the full review process. I empathise with authors when I send a 

rejection letter pointing out there is a search term they have not included in their initial search 

strategy or a Boolean configuration that misses a simple variation to their terms. For this section, 

I use a worked example (designed to be problematic) based on the following question: What is 

known about business students’ use of generative AI tools and their academic achievement?  

Develop robust search phrases  

The robustness of a systematic literature review depends in part on its capacity to assure and 

validate that all the relevant publications that ought to be considered are included in the initial 

results. I have observed many approaches to effectively determining the fields of inquiry and 

attending to their intersections. In Figure 1, I identify four key frames associated with the example 

question. The goal of a search strategy is to find those studies that meet the middle point X, or 

those studies that have something in them that relates to all elements of the broader search. 

However, using these search term words alone in a search (e.g., business AND student AND 

GenAI use AND achievement) is not likely to yield a robust search outcome – the reasoning for 

which is simple: not all papers use the exact terms that we wish they did. For example, if the study 

was on accounting students and never referred to business in the abstract, it would be ineligible 

despite its relevance so the search needs to be extrapolated.  



 

 

Figure 1 

Search strategy Venn diagram 

 

Where possible, it can be useful to rely on historical searches that have been successful. In Table 

1, I identify three similar searches and their differences and make a recommendation for the 

search I would have conducted. To further evidence this, I run a title or abstract search on Web 

of Science English articles with a data range from 2000-2024. 

Table 1 

Student Search Phrases 

Citation Search phrase Results 

Arulkadacham 

et al. (2022) 

“tertiary” OR “higher education” OR “university” OR “college” 943,207 

Blair and van 

der Sluis (2022) 

“university” OR “college” OR “higher education” OR “HE” OR “post-

compulsory education” 

1,003,695 

Fadlemula and 

Qadhi (2024) 

“higher education”, “university”, “undergrad”, “college”, “tertiary” OR 

“post-secondary education” 

943,955 

Recommended 

search 

“higher education” OR university OR undergrad* OR postgrad* OR 

college OR tertiary OR post-secondary 

1,039,726 

There is variance in the search term selection, and there are other important distinctions in relation 

to phrase search, Boolean operators, truncation, and proximity.  



 

 

Table 2  

Search term variations 

Term Definition Example 

Phrase 

search 

The ability to search 

for individual words or 

specific sequences of 

words. 

“higher education” versus higher education yield different 

results. 

Boolean 

operators 

Use of logic 

parameters to help 

refine to what output is 

desired. 

AND = terms on the left and right are both required. 

OR = either term on left or right are required. 

NOT = the term following NOT should not be present in the 

papers. 

Truncation Wildcard options 

available to select 

partial words. 

* = specifies a root word that has variation. student* will allow 

for student or students in the search. 

? = allows for the replacement of a single letter. Organi?ation 

may allow for US and UK spelling. 

$ = allows replacement of zero or one character. Colo$r allows 

for US and UK spelling. 

Proximity Allows for two words to 

be selected within a 

certain closeness of 

each other. 

NEAR/x = searches for two words within x words of each other, 

in either order.  

Student NEAR/3 engagement = searches for any combination 

of student engagement within three words, such as 

“engagement of students”. 

 

The goal of a good search phrase is to ensure all the necessary combinations are included by 

clearly defining the levels of a search. There are robust examples of multi-frame searches (e.g., 

Allen et al., 2024). To develop a search phrase for ‘What is known about business students use 

of generative AI tools and their academic achievement?’ the goal is to be comprehensive. The 

process I recommend ensuring the robustness of the search terms is iterative searches. The first 

iteration involves running a sample test and reviewing possible results, such as running an English 

article Web of Science search and reading abstracts until saturation is met, including looking for 

keywords in those abstracts that may add depth to the subsequent searches. For example, after 

noting that a paper on management students classifies some individuals as leadership students, 

adding ‘leadership’ to the first search phrase will ensure that related studies are included. For the 

purposes of this example, I am using an adapted multi-frame search derived from Broadbent and 

Poon (2015) for academic achievement and Law (2024) for GenAI:  

(Management OR accounting OR finance OR business OR economic* OR marketing) 

AND (“higher education” OR university OR undergrad* OR postgrad* OR college OR 

tertiary OR post-secondary) AND (“academic outcome” OR “academic attainment” OR 

“academic accomplishment” OR achievement OR score OR mark* OR rank* OR GPA OR 

grade* OR success OR performance) AND (“generative artificial intelligence” OR 

“generative AI” OR "GenAI" OR “ChatGPT” OR “Chat GPT”). 



 

 

The second step is to run the full search iteratively, deleting one of the search frames for each 

iteration. For example, including the first three frames from above, and iterating to only include 

“generative artificial intelligence”, with a second search using “generative AI” and so on. This 

allows assurance that each keyword has relevance to the search and yields at least one result. 

With that, an effectively defined search phrase is articulated and validated. There may likewise 

be value in considering manual re-searching to ensure no items are missed or, in the event of a 

micro-sample, reviewing at a journal-level may be helpful (e.g., Ashton-Hay, 2025).  

Where should I search? Databases, types, and search selection 

With the search phrase in hand, a decision is needed as to which databases are appropriate, 

which type of documents will be included, and which filters are to be used in refining the search.  

Some authors choose to include method-related keywords to limit their search, however a 

significant issue with incorporating method-based keywords into a search is that including method 

terms in the title or inside the abstract is not consistent, and searching for a method across a full-

text will still yield substantial inconsistencies. For example, a paper referring to an experiment in 

their literature would be included in a search requiring experimental methodological language.   

On databases, it is useful to consider the database section reported in a systematic literature 

review published in a top journal in the field. A reuse of a well-selected suite of databases is an 

efficient practice, particularly in citing the original source. Web of Science and Scopus appear to 

be now fundamental in all search strategies when journal articles are in mind, given these offer 

the most comprehensive list of quality manuscripts available. In addition to Web of Science and 

Scopus, discipline specific options are recommended such as PsycInfo and PubMed for health 

and psychology, ERIC for education, ProQuest for dissertations, and Google Scholar for 

secondary searching. In higher education and most social sciences, a combination of Web of 

Science, Scopus, PsycInfo, and PubMed with a secondary manual search in Google Scholar 

appears to be generally robust (Yang et al., 2025). In the case of manual searches, some authors 

choose to conduct a manual reading of a specific journal particularly relevant to the topic. 

However, manual searches are becoming less common as databases continue to build 

robustness and breadth.  

Selection of document types such as peer-reviewed research articles, conference proceeding 

papers, book chapters, datasets, and grey literature, is an important decision point for authors. 

Peer reviewed article-only systematic literature reviews are common, given the quality of a peer 

reviewed paper can be generally assured; noting that retracted papers, withdrawn articles, 

publications with expressions of concern, and those where peer review is not assured should be 

removed from the sample. The aspiration in selecting document types is to consider the rigour of 

each study that has been identified by the search terms as likely to address the research question. 

Although the least reliable, grey literature may be useful if the aim is to review consumer or 

community sentiment. Conference papers may be considered for emergent topics where much of 

the literature may not have yet been published in top tier journals (e.g., scoping reviews on 

ChatGPT in early 2023). Where a topic already has considerable depth, theses and dissertations 

may also add value.  

Year range requires careful justification and design. In the selection of years, a range that is too 

large can make for an impossible task for the research team. Alternatively, a year range that is 

set a year too short could make a study redundant. To decide on the appropriate timeframe, a 



 

 

practical logic is useful. For example, Figure 2 shows the results by year of a search for the higher 

education search frame in Table 1 AND ‘Facebook’ and including articles and proceedings. In the 

first 10 years of studies since the release of Facebook, the high proportion of conference papers 

makes sense, especially given  practice and innovation dissemination in conferences is high. After 

2019, with increasing maturity of the field, conference papers decline, and the volume of peer 

reviewed articles rises and then falls. Studies relating to sustainable development goals as 

released by the United Nations practically begin their search from the day of the Millennium 

Development Goals on 1 January 2016, and those involving questions about the Bologna 

Declaration may be linked to the 1999 date of signing.  

Figure 2 

Articles and proceedings papers on Facebook in higher education 

 

Snowball sampling or chain-referral-sampling is a supplementary practice that draws on non-

literature review sampling techniques to assure papers related to a final sample are included. In 

this method, authors review by title alone the reference lists of the final papers to be included to 

check for any possible papers that may be worthy of considering for analysis. This method can 

offer a mechanism to further quality assure the original search – if many articles are identified it 

signals that at least one keyword is missing from the search terms. Snowballing is most useful in 

contexts where access to the right studies is difficult to locate, such as when keywords are 

naturally ambiguous (e.g., reviewing a broad-concept curriculum change). 

Is it enough papers? 

At the conclusion of the search strategy, the research team should have a large corpus of 

manuscripts far greater than the volume of studies expected for final inclusion. It is common for 

scholars at this stage to ask, "Is it enough?" Indeed, I ponder this with frequency.  How many 

papers are required for a robust systematic literature review depends highly on the maturity of the 

research topic and the constraints placed on the search strategy. Systematic literature reviews 

can be conducted by individuals who are new to the field (i.e., developing expertise through 

review) or highly experienced (i.e., reflecting on the field with a systematic approach). The latter 

individuals likely have a good sense of the extent of research currently on a topic, with refined 

research questions likely to lead to narrow results and low volume. The former need to bridge the 

gap in their understanding of the field to support a robust assessment of whether the search 

strategy has yielded sufficient possible papers to lend itself to an effective review. Having now 



 

 

published, edited, and reviewed systematic literature reviews with small (< 10) and enormous (> 

1,000) samples, in my judgement, a corpus of final papers less than 20 is too small to yield the 

kinds of systematic analyses that make a study interesting and insightful to the field. 

For meta-analyses, McLennan and Perera (2018) argue that analyses using a subset of nine 

studies achieves the same output as the full sample (80% of the time), and Cuijpers et al. (2021) 

suggest that only six studies are required for 80% power. An important distinction in these 

analyses relate to whether subgroup analyses are planned, where 22 is argued as a robust 

minimum (Cuijpers et al., 2021). That is, whether the analyses are planned to be carved out 

among specific types of participants (e.g., gender, age, experience) or outcomes (e.g., separating 

loneliness studies by UCLA and other measurements). Planned systematic literature reviews that 

comprise less than 20 research papers may be better suited to considering scoping review 

methodologies to take the study beyond the screening stage and offer useful insights into a 

nascent and emergent field. A practical screening heuristic may be to consider at minimum of at 

least three papers per year of searching (e.g., a 10-year review of no less than 30 papers) to offer 

sufficient density and temporal relevance to make a meaningful contribution to the literature. 

Initial and Full-Text Screening Decisions 

The search is finished and now there is a large volume of unscreened titles and abstracts 

uploaded into one of the many software options available to manage the screening process of a 

systematic literature review. The next step is to make justified decisions about managing the 

screening, handling conflicts, and considering artificial intelligence applications that now support 

this process. 

Initial title and abstract screening and secondary full-text screening 

Most systematic literature reviews that adopt a Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review 

and Meta Analysis Protocols (PRISMA-P: Moher et al., 2015) or other variations, incorporate two 

phases of screening. The initial title and abstract screening is designed to focused on efficiently 

culling irrelevant manuscripts based on their titles and abstracts. The process is particularly useful 

when some of the keywords used can have known but confounding meanings. For example, in a 

systematic literature review of lectures in universities, a large volume of manuscripts were found 

to be transcripts of distinguished and invited lectures with ‘lecture’ in their titles (Crawford & 

Parsell, 2025). Similarly, in an in-progress meta-analytic review on social connection at work, 

there are many confounding manuscripts that discuss two elements in workplaces being 

connected through a quantitative analysis, but the papers are not actually related to human or 

social connection (Chanko et al., 2025).  

The screening process allows for researchers to make judgements on which manuscripts are 

relevant and acceptable to complete a full review, and which are clearly irrelevant. At this stage, 

a simple version of the inclusion criteria is applied. For the example business student review, 

inclusion may be as straightforward as ensuring it meets the criteria of English, peer-reviewed 

journal, relates to some kind of business student, makes a reference to their academic 

performance, and includes a reference to generative artificial intelligence. Importantly, many 

manuscripts will meet this check without it being clear whether the manuscript will meet the full 

inclusion criteria. At this stage, it is generally okay to include the manuscript for second screening, 

recognising that its exact appropriateness will be determined in a full reading. For example, the 



 

 

abstract may reference student academic achievement, without it being clearly linked to the 

business student’s GenAI use. It could simply be that the abstract was not written for the purpose 

the review intended, so a full reading at the next stage is advisable.  

The full-text screening provides a secondary opportunity to consider the manuscripts that look 

appropriate from a title and abstract reading and ensure that each manuscript meets the full 

inclusion criteria. In the example review, the manuscript must draw a clear link in its findings 

between how business students’ use of GenAI is influencing their performance. If GenAI was part 

of a manuscript’s literature review and discussion but was not a component of the study’s data 

collection and insight, its relevance to the review is only as a secondary citation. Referenced 

papers in their literature review may be relevant studies and, if the search strategy was robust, 

will appear in the final sample.  

Transparency and integrity in the process of full-text screening is key. In manuscripts submitted 

to JUTLP, it is not uncommon to see that authors report they concluded their search at the end of 

the previous year, and have a full manuscript submitted in February or March despite stating that 

the authorship team of three read through 200 full manuscripts in the full-text screening. Editors 

and reviewers are likely to view this with scepticism and require justification. For example, it would 

be more feasible if authors had screened papers prior to and during 2024 and completed an 

updating search in early 2025 prior to completing the full analysis and write-up. At the full-text 

stage, there should be no ‘maybes’ included; the authors should be confident that every 

manuscript that progresses to analysis has strong relevance and meets the inclusion criteria.  

Generating reliable inclusions: Interrater and intrarater reliability, conflicts, and screening 

teams 

Decisions of who ought to be involved in the screening vary across research projects. The 

aspiration of systematic literature reviews is to be replicable and ensure that individual error or 

bias is minimised as much as is practicable. In a review of systematic literature review methods 

for screening, Waffenschmidt et al. (2019) finds that there is not equivalency between single- and 

double-screened reviews with the former missing substantially more papers (median proportion 

of missed papers ranged between 0.6% to 16.6%: median 5%). On face value, this may indicate 

that single reviews should not be undertaken, but this is not the only possible outcome. Reviewer 

experience and a clear research question was found to be a key distinguishing factor for 

successful (<5% error rate) versus unsuccessful single screenings. The decision factor in many 

studies is balancing workload/funding expectations and robustness of outcomes (Shemilt et al., 

2016).  

In a large study (15,000 abstracts) using a second reviewer for study selection, Stoll and 

colleagues (2019) identified an additional 4.4-5.3% of eligible papers were included (6.6-9.1% in 

initial screening, and 6.6-11.9% in full screening). Where funding and resources do not permit a 

dual screened initial and full-text screening, an approach of sample retesting may be useful, 

although not a direct replacement for two reviewers across the full sample. In this approach, 

authors may have a single reviewer but seek a second reviewer on a small proportion of 

manuscripts (e.g., 5-20%) and conduct interrater reliability testing on this proportion prior to 

completing the final sample as individual(s). The single reviewer could also introduce a delay 

between a first screening and complete an intra-coder retest equivalent to approaches taken in 



 

 

qualitative coding (Roberts et al., 2019). These options are presented in Table 3 in order of 

reliability. 

Table 3 

Types of screening 

Screening Type Definition Reliability Test 

Single screening Reviewer 1 screens all manuscripts without 

any retesting. 

None 

Single screening with 

time-lagged intrarater 

retest 

Reviewer 1 evaluates some manuscripts 

and inserts a time-lagged blind re-

evaluation of the initial sample and 

compares consistency. 

Cohen’s kappa  

Percent agreement 

Intraclass correlation 

Single screening with 

subset interrater retest 

Reviewer 1 evaluates some manuscripts 

and Reviewer 2 completes a blind 

evaluation and compares consistency. 

Cohen’s kappa  

Percent agreement  

Gwet AC1/AC2 

Double screening Reviewers 1 and 2 evaluate all manuscripts 

independently and compare consistency. 

Cohen’s kappa  

Fleiss’ kappa* 

Percent agreement 

Gwet AC1/AC2 

*When more than 2 reviewers are used. 

Cohen’s kappa and percent agreement are reasonably common methods for detecting reliability, 

with the former ideally seeing scores in the moderate (.60-.79), strong (.80-.90), and almost 

perfect (>.90) categories (Landis & Koch, 1977; McHugh, 2012). Percentage agreement is simple 

to calculate, and there are a good deal of Cohen’s κ calculators online that accept an input of raw 

scores and calculations (e.g., Table 4). The Fleiss kappa is more useful when a team of reviewers 

are interchangeably taking on roles of Reviewer 1 or Reviewer 2, i.e. all manuscripts have two 

reviewers, but may comprise different configurations of the team pending how software organises 

them. Gisev et al. (2013) provide a useful worked example of calculating this score. Of relevance 

to the decision-making process is considering temporal points for assessing reliability. From 

observation, this often occurs at the end of the process as a confirmatory measure. That is, simply 

reporting the Cohen’s Kappa was satisfactory at the end is suitable if the data supports it, and it 

can also be used as a formative measure midway through the analysis to pause, assess, and 

make corrections to improve collective agreement. In Table 4, I offer a simple example with mock 

data to highlight calculation methods with a 1 for recommended inclusion, and 0 referencing a 

recommended exclusion.  

 

 



 

 

Table 4 

Sample manuscripts for reliability calculations 

Manuscript ID John Ben Difference   Ben (Y) Ben (N) Total 

1 1 0 1  John (Y) 2 2 4 

2 1 0 1  John (N) 0 1 1 

3 1 1 0  Total 2 3 5 

4 0 0 0      

5 1 1 0      

Zeros   3      

Manuscript n   5      

% Agreement (zeros / n) = 60%      

Should artificial intelligence do the screening? 

In recent years, the emergence of robust machine learning technologies has resulted in a swathe 

of tools designed to automate and semi-automate the title, abstract, and full-text screening 

processes. A series of comparisons of some automated screening has been conducted. For 

example, in one study, Research Screener is used to rank manuscripts and provide a shortlist of 

likely papers, identifying that only the top 35% of manuscripts (less in some reviews) needed to 

be reviewed prior to all manually identified papers being included (Chai et al. 2021). In another 

study, an R/Python tool was used with an outcome of a 61% decrease in workload with a five 

percent false negative rate (Kebede et al., 2023). There are opportunities to engage in the use of 

artificial intelligence in the screening process, and usually this is limited to a semi-automatic 

process where the tools are used with reasonable scholarly oversight. That is, the authors must 

be confident that if a similar scholar to themselves – or even themselves – replicated the screening 

process manually that the final included sample would be the same (or ~95% the same). In the 

absence of this level of assurance of equivalence of screening processes, scholars ought to avoid 

the integration of machine learning in their screening process. 

Analysis Decisions 

The decision following data collection and filtering is to determine methods for analysis. Ideally, 

the decision for analysis will be made upfront to enable effective search strategies to be informed 

by the kinds of analysis proposed. In this section, I highlight two common methods – bibliometrics 

and thematic analysis – and specifically exclude meta-analysis discussion. Meta-analyses adopt 

a systematic literature review front-end, but the analysis is too sophisticated to discuss with 

fairness within the scope of this Commentary. Much of the discussion around thematic analysis 

may have application to broader qualitative analyses of the final sample (e.g., a narrative or 

content analysis). I also exclude explicit discussion on the Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA: Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021). 

PRISMA is an expectation most authors of submissions to JUTLP respond to, at least in the 

context of presenting a figure highlighting sample from first search to final inclusion. However, I 

note that often authors lack transparency on the actual items of reporting.  



 

 

Bibliometric Analysis 

Bibliometrics is a burgeoning field, typically publishing more in recent years compared to 

systematic literature reviews. Figure 3 highlights a brief search at the title level for “bibliometric”, 

“meta-analysis OR meta-analytic”, and “systematic review OR systematic literature review”. Aside 

from significant increases in 2024 (possibly an artificial intelligence inflation), bibliometric reviews 

in recent years have been closing the gap with meta-analyses and have outpaced the rate of 

growth of systematic literature reviews.  

Figure 3.  

Comparing titles for bibliometric, meta-analytic, and systematic reviews 

 

 Although their meaning and applications are often misused or misleading, the purpose of a 

bibliometric analysis is to examine the literature for trends: 

Bibliometric analysis is a popular and rigorous method for exploring and analyzing large 

volumes of scientific data. It enables us to unpack the evolutionary nuances of a specific 

field, while shedding light on the emerging areas in that field (Donthu et al. 2021, p. 285). 

Bibliometrics are often conducted to understand a particular field – such as authors, citation 

profiles, demographics of authors or samples, and locations of publication. The goal is often to 

make sense of possible gaps in the types of analysis conducted. For example, Crawford (2025) 

highlights gaps in Australian higher education research in the top twenty publications and points 

to a series of journals that seem to heavily underrepresent Australian-based research. Similarly, 

Madden et al. (2020) examine gender distribution across medical education editorships and 

authorships. These are useful for progressing change in areas where there might be deficiencies 

in the types of research being undertaken, but do not always produce meaningful findings. For 

example, summarising the number of leadership theories used over a decade may be a useful 

introductory remark, but would be much stronger as an integrated framing to a literature review. 

JUTLP rarely publishes bibliometric analyses as, without careful framing and design, they do not 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/agricultural-and-biological-sciences/bibliometric-analysis


 

 

tend to change end-user practice. Their goal is to change practice in the process of publishing 

through enhanced visibility.  

Thematic Analysis 

A deep analysis of samples in systematic literature reviews often lends itself to the application of 

text-based qualitative analyses from thematic analysis to phenomenological analyses. For many, 

this might mean a reference to the original Braun and Clarke (2006) six-step model of thematic 

analysis from familiarising oneself with the data; generating initial codes, searching for themes, 

reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. Given there are 

multiple subsequent publications by Braun and Clarke, it is essential to differentiate the approach 

of thematic analysis used, including variations on the six-step process published in 2006. In their 

more recent 2023 study, Braun and Clarke (2023) highlight ten woes of contemporary thematic 

analysis deployment, which are worthy of consideration. I will summarise those that relate more 

closely to its deployment in systematic literature reviews. Many systematic literature reviews seem 

to mischaracterise Braun and Clarke’s approach to thematic analysis, declaring their close 

deployment of the six-steps in their work but producing a descriptive account of themes that 

appear incoherent and incomplete. That is, their thematic write-up is a basic description of papers 

included in the sample without critical synthesis and evaluative judgment. Extending on this, many 

fail to locate themselves qualitatively and instead preference a quantitative style of code reference 

counting and reporting. While presenting distribution of references may be useful to readers to 

understand the prevalence of themes, it is insufficient to produce a clear view of themes evident 

in the sample of published literature. An essential addition to this Commentary is highlighting the 

lack of transparency common among systematic literature reviews submitted as to what was 

actually done for the thematic analysis. Was it deductive or inductive? What process was taken 

to be reflexive and iterative? Is there a clear attempt to withdraw (or disclose for those adopting 

insider perspectives) themselves where possible from the materials to be robust? Each thematic 

analysis process is different and key to believing the trustworthiness or reliability of the work is 

transparency in describing and justifying the approach taken.  

The future you will change – practice, research, and theory 

The role of systematic reviews is likely to come into question as their production has accelerated 

in the last twelve months and most probably will continue to increase as machine learning reduces 

the workload associated with the overly burdensome process of screening. My concern is that 

many of the reviews coming across my desk that have deployed the systematic process robustly 

fail to ‘move the dial’. They have produced a review that summarises the literature to date but 

expects the reader to identify the gaps in knowledge, despite the fact that the authors, whose 

research involved them deeply canvassing the field are best placed to start that conversation. 

Increasingly, the scholars whose reviews go on to be significant take the opportunity to make bold 

and robust claims about the field. That is, a good review should make advances in practice, 

research, and theory (Shepherd & Suddaby, 2017). Table 5 provides brief summaries of these. 

 



 

 

Table 5 

Summary of advances systematic reviews should make 

 

Concept Definition Example 

Theory To advance knowledge of the 

underlying phenomena.  

Offering a theoretical revision or exposing a 

now-redundant element of theory, like a call 

to abandon learning styles. 

Research To advance knowledge of the 

necessary research methods and 

approaches needed for theory and 

practice. 

Offering clarity on limitations and strengths 

of approaches to research methods, such 

as a call for less self-report surveys.  

Practice To advance the practices of the 

phenomena under investigation 

Providing clear advice to practitioners who 

are using the current practice, like 

educators deploying a particular pedagogy. 

 

Importantly, when the review is completed, it can be useful to circulate a working manuscript 

within a researcher’s network of scholars who regularly use the theory under investigation. It can 

be useful to solicit advice from a researcher perspective for initial critique in hopes of a more 

refined set of propositions that aims to advance theory, research, and practice. This informal peer 

consultation also aims to provide a pre-emptive response to possible editor or reviewer critique. 

A common recommendation concluding a systematic literature review manuscript – of which I am 

also guilty – is to recommend more advanced research methods be used. For example, Lo and 

colleagues (2024) encourage more experimental designs and objective measures, and 

recommend that future research evaluate evolving capabilities of the chatbot using mixed-

methods research. These are useful suggestions for future researchers but miss the opportunity 

to leverage a strong systematic literature review output to position future research. Hackman and 

Wageman (2007) offer a strong alternative to this approach and, drawing on their long experience, 

pose five theoretically robust questions designed to move the field forward. Granted, their work 

would benefit from having been more systematic in its formation, but their five questions have 

guided and driven future editorial decisions on papers and informed the design of future research 

questions. 

Conclusion 

This Commentary aimed to highlight the myriad of ways that scholars can engage in a high-quality 

systematic literature review. It brings to light issues that are frequent reasons for rejecting a 

submitted manuscripts to JUTLP and draws on my author and reviewer experience of systematic 

literature reviews in the fields of business management and higher education. This Commentary 

offers a series of steps scholars can take to enhance the robustness of the systematic literature 

review process and increase their publication prospects.  
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