
how to write a systematic literature
review dissertation
how to write a systematic literature review dissertation demands a rigorous,
transparent, and methodical approach to synthesizing existing evidence on a specific
research question. This comprehensive article delves into the intricate process of crafting a
high-quality systematic literature review (SLR) dissertation, a popular and impactful choice
for graduate students seeking to contribute significantly to their field without generating
new empirical data. We will explore everything from defining your research question and
developing a robust protocol to executing a comprehensive search strategy, meticulously
screening studies, extracting and synthesizing data, and finally, structuring and writing
each chapter of your dissertation. Understanding the systematic nature, transparency
requirements, and the critical assessment of evidence are paramount for any student
embarking on this academic journey. This guide aims to provide a clear, step-by-step
roadmap, ensuring your systematic review dissertation stands as a testament to scholarly
rigor and academic excellence.
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Understanding the Systematic Literature Review
Dissertation
A systematic literature review dissertation represents a distinct and highly valued form of



academic scholarship, standing apart from traditional narrative reviews. Unlike exploratory
or descriptive literature reviews that often serve as background for empirical studies, a
systematic review is a standalone research methodology designed to identify, critically
appraise, and synthesize all relevant evidence on a particular topic. This rigorous process
adheres to a predefined protocol, ensuring transparency, reproducibility, and minimal bias
in identifying and synthesizing findings. Choosing this approach for a dissertation means
demonstrating mastery of research methodology, critical appraisal skills, and the ability to
contribute a comprehensive summary of existing knowledge to your field.

The core objective of a systematic review dissertation is to answer a clearly formulated
research question by systematically searching for, selecting, and evaluating relevant
studies. This systematic approach enhances the credibility and generalizability of the
findings, offering a robust evidence base for policy, practice, or future research. It requires
meticulous planning, precise execution, and a transparent reporting process, which are all
crucial skills for a doctoral candidate or master's student to demonstrate.

Why Choose a Systematic Literature Review for
Your Dissertation?
Opting for a systematic literature review dissertation offers numerous advantages for
graduate students, making it an increasingly popular choice. Primarily, it allows students to
make a significant scholarly contribution by identifying gaps in current knowledge,
resolving conflicting findings, or providing a comprehensive summary of evidence without
the time and resource constraints often associated with conducting new empirical research.
This can be particularly beneficial for students balancing academic work with other
commitments.

Furthermore, an SLR dissertation sharpens critical analytical skills, including research
question formulation, comprehensive searching, critical appraisal, and evidence synthesis.
It showcases a student's ability to navigate complex academic databases, apply rigorous
methodological standards, and articulate nuanced findings. The structured nature of a
systematic review also provides a clear framework, which can help manage the extensive
scope of dissertation writing. It stands as a testament to the student's capacity for
independent and high-quality academic research.

The Foundational Stages: Planning Your
Systematic Review Dissertation
The success of any systematic literature review dissertation hinges on meticulous planning.
This initial phase establishes the entire framework for your research, ensuring clarity, rigor,
and feasibility. Skipping or rushing through these foundational steps can lead to significant
challenges later in the process.

Formulating Your Research Question
The bedrock of your systematic review is a well-defined and focused research question. It



must be specific, answerable, and directly relevant to a gap or debate within your field.
Often, frameworks like PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) for
intervention reviews or PEO (Population, Exposure, Outcome) for qualitative reviews are
invaluable tools. A clear question guides every subsequent step, from designing your
search strategy to interpreting your findings. Spend ample time refining this question with
your supervisor, ensuring its scope is manageable for a dissertation.

For example, instead of a broad question like "What are the effects of exercise?", a
systematic review question would be: "What is the effectiveness of high-intensity interval
training (HIIT) compared to moderate-intensity continuous training (MICT) on
cardiorespiratory fitness in sedentary adults aged 18-30?" This level of specificity is crucial
for effective research.

Developing a Comprehensive Protocol
A systematic review protocol is a detailed plan outlining every step of your review before
you begin the search. It acts as a blueprint, enhancing transparency and reproducibility
while minimizing bias. Key elements of a protocol include the rationale for the review, your
specific research question, inclusion and exclusion criteria, search strategy, data extraction
plan, and methods for quality assessment and synthesis. Many academic disciplines
encourage or require pre-registration of protocols with platforms like PROSPERO, which
publicly documents your plan and prevents selective reporting or post-hoc changes.

Adhering to a published protocol ensures that your systematic review dissertation follows
established best practices and can be scrutinized for methodological soundness. It also
serves as a living document that can be updated with clear justifications if necessary,
maintaining integrity throughout the review process.

Defining Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Precisely defining your inclusion and exclusion criteria is critical for managing the scope of
your review and ensuring that only relevant studies are considered. These criteria should
directly stem from your research question and protocol. They might cover aspects such as
participant characteristics (e.g., age, diagnosis), types of interventions or exposures, study
designs (e.g., randomized controlled trials, qualitative studies), outcome measures,
publication dates, and language of publication. Every study identified during the search
process will be evaluated against these predefined criteria.

Clear, unambiguous criteria help ensure consistency during the screening process and
reduce potential bias in study selection. It is often beneficial to pilot your criteria with a
small sample of studies to ensure their applicability and clarity before embarking on the full
screening process.

Executing the Search Strategy
The search strategy is the engine of your systematic literature review dissertation,
designed to systematically identify all relevant published and unpublished literature to
answer your research question. It must be comprehensive, reproducible, and documented
thoroughly.



Identifying Relevant Databases and Sources
A robust search strategy involves consulting multiple electronic databases and other
sources to minimize publication bias. The selection of databases depends on your field of
study. Common databases include PubMed/MEDLINE, Scopus, Web of Science, Embase,
PsycINFO, CINAHL, and Cochrane Library. Beyond these, consider discipline-specific
databases, grey literature (e.g., conference proceedings, government reports,
dissertations) to avoid publication bias towards positive findings, and hand-searching
reference lists of included studies.

The goal is to cast a wide net initially, then systematically refine the results. Documenting
the specific databases searched and the date of the search is crucial for transparency.

Crafting Comprehensive Search Strings
Developing effective search strings requires a combination of keywords, Boolean operators
(AND, OR, NOT), and truncation/wildcard symbols. Break down your research question into
key concepts (e.g., Population, Intervention, Outcome) and identify all possible synonyms,
related terms, and controlled vocabulary terms (MeSH terms in PubMed, Emtree in
Embase). Combine these terms using OR within concepts and AND between concepts.

For example, (("hypertension" OR "high blood pressure") AND ("dietary intervention" OR
"nutrition therapy") AND ("blood pressure reduction" OR "antihypertensive effect")). Test
and refine your search strings iteratively to balance sensitivity (retrieving all relevant
studies) and specificity (minimizing irrelevant studies).

Managing Search Results and Deduplication
Once you execute your search across multiple databases, you will likely generate
thousands of results with significant overlap. Effective management of these results is
paramount. Utilize reference management software such as Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote
to import all search results. These tools facilitate efficient deduplication, removing duplicate
entries that arise from searching multiple databases. After deduplication, you will have a
unique set of records for screening. Maintaining a detailed log of the search process,
including the number of hits from each database and the number of duplicates removed, is
essential for the PRISMA flow diagram.

Screening and Selection of Studies
After compiling all unique search results, the next critical step is to systematically screen
and select studies that meet your predefined inclusion criteria. This phase is typically
conducted in two stages to ensure thoroughness and minimize error.

Title and Abstract Screening
The initial screening phase involves reviewing the titles and abstracts of all unique records.
This is a rapid assessment to identify studies that are clearly irrelevant and can be



excluded immediately. It is highly recommended to have at least two independent
reviewers conduct this screening to minimize bias and human error. Discrepancies between
reviewers should be resolved through discussion or by consulting a third reviewer. Tools
like Covidence or Rayyan can streamline this process, facilitating collaborative screening
and conflict resolution. The aim here is to filter out the majority of obviously unsuitable
articles, leaving a more manageable set for full-text review.

Full-Text Review
For all studies deemed potentially relevant during title and abstract screening, the full-text
articles are retrieved and assessed in detail against the precise inclusion and exclusion
criteria. This stage requires a more in-depth reading to confirm eligibility. Again, this
process should be conducted by two independent reviewers, with disagreements resolved
through consensus or arbitration. During full-text screening, it's common to find studies
that initially appeared relevant but, upon closer inspection, do not meet all criteria (e.g.,
wrong population, incorrect intervention, irrelevant outcome). Detailed reasons for
exclusion at this stage must be meticulously documented.

Documenting the Selection Process (PRISMA Flow
Diagram)
Transparency in the study selection process is a hallmark of a high-quality systematic
review dissertation. The PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) flow diagram is a widely accepted visual tool for depicting the number of
studies identified, screened, deemed eligible, included, and excluded at each stage of the
review. This diagram, along with accompanying text, provides a clear audit trail of your
selection decisions, allowing readers to understand how you arrived at your final set of
included studies. Accurate documentation is vital for the reproducibility and credibility of
your dissertation.

Data Extraction and Quality Assessment
Once the final set of studies is selected, the crucial processes of data extraction and critical
appraisal begin. These steps systematically gather information from the included studies
and evaluate their methodological rigor.

Designing a Data Extraction Form
Before extracting data, develop a standardized data extraction form or template. This form
ensures that consistent information is collected from every included study, facilitating later
synthesis. The variables to be extracted should directly relate to your research question
and protocol. Typical extracted data include:

Study characteristics (author, year, country, study design)



Participant characteristics (sample size, age, demographics)

Intervention/exposure details (type, duration, dose)

Outcome measures and results (effect sizes, p-values, qualitative themes)

Methodological information relevant for quality assessment

Pilot your data extraction form on a few studies to refine it and ensure all necessary
information can be captured reliably. This pre-testing can significantly reduce errors during
the full extraction process.

Extracting Relevant Data
Data extraction should ideally be performed by two independent reviewers to minimize
errors and ensure accuracy. Discrepancies should be resolved through discussion or with
the input of a third reviewer. Transfer the extracted data into a database or spreadsheet for
organization and analysis. Be meticulous in recording numerical data, verbatim quotes, or
specific study details. Any ambiguity in the original studies should be noted. This careful
and dual extraction process enhances the reliability of the data that will form the basis of
your dissertation's findings.

Assessing Methodological Quality and Risk of Bias
Critically appraising the methodological quality and risk of bias of each included study is a
mandatory component of a systematic review dissertation. This assessment helps to
understand the trustworthiness of the studies' findings and their potential impact on your
overall synthesis. Various tools are available depending on the study design:

For Randomized Controlled Trials (RCTs): Cochrane Risk of Bias tool (RoB 2.0)

For Observational Studies: Newcastle-Ottawa Scale (NOS), Joanna Briggs Institute
(JBI) Critical Appraisal Tools

For Qualitative Studies: Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) QARI, CASP Qualitative
Checklist

For Mixed-Methods Studies: Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT)

Apply the chosen tool(s) systematically to each study, again, ideally by two independent
reviewers. The results of this quality assessment should be reported in your dissertation,
often in a summary table, and discussed in relation to the overall findings.



Synthesizing the Evidence
The synthesis stage is where you bring together the extracted data and critically appraised
findings from the individual studies to answer your research question. The approach to
synthesis depends on the nature of your data (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed) and the
homogeneity of the studies.

Qualitative Synthesis (Narrative Synthesis)
If your included studies are predominantly qualitative or too heterogeneous for a
quantitative synthesis, a narrative synthesis is appropriate. This involves describing and
explaining the findings of the included studies in text. Common approaches include
thematic analysis, where you identify recurring themes across studies; framework
synthesis, where you apply a pre-existing theoretical framework; or meta-ethnography,
which aims to interpret the interpretations of qualitative studies. The goal is to identify
patterns, consistencies, inconsistencies, and generate new insights or theories based on
the collective evidence. This method requires a strong analytical voice and the ability to
draw meaningful connections between diverse findings.

Quantitative Synthesis (Meta-analysis)
When included studies are sufficiently homogeneous in terms of population, intervention,
comparison, and outcome, and provide quantitative data, a meta-analysis may be
conducted. Meta-analysis uses statistical methods to combine the results of multiple
studies, producing a single, more precise estimate of an effect. This involves calculating
effect sizes, assessing heterogeneity between studies (e.g., using I² statistic), and
potentially conducting subgroup analyses or meta-regression to explore sources of
heterogeneity. While meta-analysis offers a powerful statistical summary, it requires
specialized software and a strong understanding of statistical principles. The decision to
perform a meta-analysis must be carefully considered and justified in your protocol.

Interpreting and Discussing Findings
Regardless of the synthesis approach, the interpretation of findings is crucial. You must
critically examine what the synthesized evidence tells you in relation to your research
question. Discuss the overall findings, highlight any inconsistencies or areas of conflicting
evidence, and reflect on how the quality assessment impacts the certainty of the findings.
Consider the limitations of the included studies and your review process. This discussion
should provide a nuanced understanding of the current state of knowledge and
contextualize your findings within the broader academic literature.

Writing Your Systematic Literature Review



Dissertation
Transforming your systematic review process into a coherent and compelling dissertation
requires a clear structure and meticulous attention to academic writing standards.

Structuring the Dissertation
A systematic literature review dissertation typically follows a standard academic structure,
though chapter titles may vary slightly. The core components include:

Introduction: Sets the stage, outlines the problem, states the research question.1.

Literature Review (if separate): Contextualizes the review, though often2.
integrated into the Introduction.

Methodology: Details every step of your systematic review process.3.

Results: Presents the findings from your included studies.4.

Discussion: Interprets the results, relates them to existing literature, acknowledges5.
limitations.

Conclusion: Summarizes key findings, states implications, suggests future research.6.

References: Comprehensive list of all cited works.7.

Appendices: Supplementary materials (e.g., search strings, extraction forms, PRISMA8.
checklist).

Each chapter needs to flow logically from one to the next, building a complete narrative of
your research journey.

The Introduction Chapter
The introduction of your systematic literature review dissertation serves to orient the
reader to your topic and the purpose of your review. Begin by providing background
information on the research area, establishing the significance of the problem you are
addressing. Clearly state the rationale for conducting a systematic review, highlighting
existing gaps, inconsistencies, or controversies in the literature that your review aims to
resolve. Conclude the introduction by explicitly stating your clear, focused research
question(s) and outlining the structure of your dissertation. This chapter should compel the
reader and make a strong case for the value of your work.

The Methodology Chapter
This is arguably the most critical chapter for a systematic review dissertation, as it details



the rigorous process you followed. It must be exceptionally transparent and comprehensive,
allowing another researcher to replicate your work. Each step of your review should be
described in detail:

Research Question: Restate your question, perhaps with PICO/PEO elements.

Protocol: Mention if you registered a protocol (e.g., PROSPERO) and its key elements.

Eligibility Criteria: Present your inclusion and exclusion criteria in detail.

Search Strategy: List all databases, search terms, Boolean operators, and dates of
search. Provide a full example search string for one database.

Study Selection: Describe the two-stage screening process (title/abstract, full-text),
independent reviewers, and conflict resolution. Refer to your PRISMA flow diagram.

Data Extraction: Detail your extraction form, variables collected, and independent
extraction process.

Quality Assessment/Risk of Bias: Specify the tool(s) used, how it was applied, and
by whom.

Data Synthesis: Explain your chosen synthesis method (narrative, meta-analysis),
including any statistical approaches or thematic analysis techniques.

Precision and detail are paramount here to demonstrate the systematic nature of your
dissertation.

The Results Chapter
The results chapter presents the findings derived from your systematic review, beginning
with an overview of the search and selection process (referencing your PRISMA flow
diagram). It should then describe the characteristics of the included studies, often
presented in tables (e.g., study design, population, intervention details, key outcomes).
Following this, present the findings of your quality assessment or risk of bias analysis for
each study or in summary form. Finally, detail the synthesized evidence, adhering to your
chosen synthesis method. If a meta-analysis was conducted, present forest plots and
statistical outcomes. For a narrative synthesis, present the identified themes or patterns
with supporting evidence from individual studies. Use clear, objective language and
figures/tables to present complex information effectively, letting the data speak for itself.

The Discussion Chapter
The discussion chapter moves beyond presenting facts to interpreting, contextualizing, and
critically evaluating your systematic review's findings. Begin by summarizing your main
findings in relation to your research question. Compare and contrast your results with
existing literature, highlighting where your review confirms, refutes, or adds new insights.
Discuss the implications of your findings for theory, practice, or policy. Critically reflect on



the limitations of your review, including potential biases in the included studies (as
identified in your quality assessment) and limitations of your own methodology (e.g., search
scope, language restrictions). Conclude by suggesting directions for future research based
on the gaps or questions identified during your review.

The Conclusion Chapter
The conclusion chapter provides a concise summary of your systematic literature review
dissertation. Reiterate the main objective of your review and briefly restate your key
findings without introducing new information. Emphasize the unique contribution your
dissertation makes to the body of knowledge in your field. This chapter should offer a sense
of completeness, reinforcing the significance and impact of your rigorous academic work.
Avoid simply restating the introduction; instead, focus on the insights gained and the value
added by your systematic synthesis of evidence.

Leveraging Technology and Tools for Efficiency
Successfully navigating the complexities of a systematic literature review dissertation is
significantly aided by embracing various technological tools. Reference management
software like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote are indispensable for managing thousands of
search results, deduplicating records, and generating citations. Specialized systematic
review software such as Covidence or Rayyan simplifies the screening process by allowing
multiple reviewers to independently screen titles, abstracts, and full texts, and facilitates
conflict resolution. Excel or specialized software (e.g., RevMan for Cochrane reviews, R
packages for meta-analysis) are crucial for data extraction and synthesis. Additionally, text
analysis software can assist in thematic analysis for qualitative syntheses. Becoming
proficient with these tools can drastically improve efficiency, accuracy, and collaboration
throughout your dissertation journey, streamlining the overall systematic review process.

Common Challenges and Best Practices
Undertaking a systematic literature review dissertation is a demanding yet rewarding
endeavor. Common challenges include managing the vast number of potential studies,
ensuring consistency across multiple reviewers, and navigating complex statistical analyses
if performing a meta-analysis. Scope creep, where the research question becomes too
broad, is another frequent hurdle. To mitigate these, meticulous planning, particularly in
formulating your research question and developing a detailed protocol, is essential. Regular
meetings with your supervisor and, if possible, collaborating with a librarian or statistician
can provide invaluable support. Prioritizing clear communication, consistent documentation
at every stage, and adhering strictly to your protocol are best practices that will
significantly enhance the quality and robustness of your systematic review dissertation,
ensuring it meets the highest academic standards. Embarking on this journey with a clear
understanding of these elements will set you up for success.



FAQ Section

Q: What is the primary difference between a systematic
literature review and a traditional literature review for
a dissertation?
A: The primary difference lies in their methodology and rigor. A traditional literature review
often provides a narrative overview, serving as background for a study, and may not follow
a predefined, reproducible methodology. In contrast, a systematic literature review
dissertation adheres to a strict, transparent protocol to identify, appraise, and synthesize all
relevant evidence on a specific research question. This systematic approach aims to
minimize bias, enhance reproducibility, and provide a comprehensive, evidence-based
answer, making it a standalone research methodology rather than just a background
chapter.

Q: Is a systematic literature review suitable for a
doctoral dissertation?
A: Yes, absolutely. A systematic literature review dissertation is an increasingly accepted
and highly valued approach for doctoral dissertations. It demonstrates a doctoral
candidate's ability to critically analyze vast bodies of literature, apply rigorous
methodological standards, synthesize complex information, and contribute significantly to
their field without necessarily generating new empirical data. It showcases advanced
research skills, critical thinking, and the capacity for independent scholarly work, making it
a robust option for doctoral-level research.

Q: How long does it typically take to complete a
systematic literature review dissertation?
A: The timeline for completing a systematic literature review dissertation can vary
significantly depending on the scope of the research question, the student's prior
experience, the availability of resources, and the number of studies identified. Generally, it
can take anywhere from 12 to 24 months, or even longer for a comprehensive doctoral
thesis. Key stages like developing the protocol, executing complex search strategies,
screening thousands of studies, and the dual review process are time-intensive. Effective
planning and consistent work are crucial for managing the timeline effectively.

Q: Do I need specialized software to conduct a
systematic literature review?
A: While you don't strictly "need" specialized software for every step, leveraging technology
significantly enhances efficiency and accuracy. Reference management software (e.g.,
Zotero, Mendeley) is almost essential for managing search results and deduplication.



Systematic review platforms (e.g., Covidence, Rayyan) are highly recommended for
collaborative screening and data extraction. If you plan a meta-analysis, statistical software
(e.g., RevMan, R, Stata) will be necessary. Basic spreadsheet programs like Excel are often
used for data extraction and basic organization. These tools streamline the systematic
review process, making it more manageable.

Q: What is the PRISMA flow diagram and why is it
important?
A: The PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) flow
diagram is a standardized visual representation that maps out the number of records
identified, included, and excluded at each stage of a systematic review. It's crucial because
it provides a transparent and reproducible audit trail of your study selection process, from
initial search results to the final set of included studies. This transparency allows readers to
understand precisely how studies were selected and provides critical insight into the rigor
and integrity of your systematic review dissertation.

Q: How do I ensure my systematic literature review is
unbiased?
A: Minimizing bias is a cornerstone of systematic reviews. Key strategies include:

Developing a detailed protocol before starting the review and adhering to it.1.

Conducting a comprehensive search across multiple databases and grey literature to2.
avoid publication bias.

Having at least two independent reviewers for title/abstract screening, full-text3.
review, and data extraction, with a robust process for resolving discrepancies.

Using validated tools for assessing the methodological quality and risk of bias of4.
included studies.

Transparently reporting all methods, findings, and limitations, often following5.
guidelines like PRISMA.

These measures collectively enhance the objectivity and trustworthiness of your systematic
literature review dissertation.
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