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Abstract
Several years since the introduction of systematic review in management
research, our paper takes stock of how the methodology has been used thus far
to elicit potential areas for improvement and a future best practice agenda. It was
our focus to investigate how synthesis methods have been approached and how
implications are spelled out for future research, practice and, where relevant,
policy. To address this, we conducted a systematic review of systematic reviews
published in management research since the early 2000s (N = 391). We found
that whilst scholars adopted similar methodological steps, there was variability
in focus, with more attention paid to explaining the systematic review method-
ology protocol and search strategy utilized, than on detailed analysis and syn-
thesis of the included studies’ findings. These aspects should be addressed more
explicitly from the outset as an integral aspect of a systematic review protocol to
support more refined application of relevant synthesis methods to develop the
field. We conclude with a guide for ‘best practice’, including recommendations
and published examples where available and an agenda for future refinement.

1 SYSTEMATIC REVIEW
METHODOLOGY: A BRIEF OVERVIEW

Systematic review methodology (SRm) articulates a repli-
cable approach for collecting, analysing and synthesizing
literature with clear audit trails about what is and what is
not known regarding a research question or set of ques-
tions (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009, p. 671). Well established
across medicine, healthcare, education and social policy, a
systematic review (SR) is a habitual first step before col-
lecting primary data due to a commitment to evidence-
based practice. The methodology is often carried out by
practitioners (Singh, 2017), such as medical consultants, or
by decision-maker–researcher partnerships (e.g. Haynes &
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Wilczynksi, 2010; Roshanov et al. 2011). SRs continue to
undergo extensive methodological developments in these
disciplines, which are promoted by evidence collections or
‘warehouses’. For instance, the Cochrane Library, which
publishes a wide range of SRs relevant to health, pro-
motes using the PICO approach (population, intervention,
comparison, outcomes; see Singh, 2017 for further discus-
sion, alsoHiggins et al. 2019). TheCampbell Collaboration,
which encompasses a range of topics including crime and
justice and now produces a journal dedicated to SRs (Jour-
nal of Systematic Reviews), and the EPPI-Centre (Evidence
for Policy and Practice Information Centre) also promote
SRs for evidence-based policy-making and social interven-
tions, providing a range of resources including specialized
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software, as well as publications to guide practitioners and
researchers alike (e.g. Gough et al., 2017). There have also
been other pragmatic developments to further enhance
transparency and objectivity in research in general, such
as the pre-registration of protocols (e.g. Center for Open
Science), analogous to developments to pre-register exper-
imental studies to safeguard against researchers changing
research questions ‘post hoc’ to better fit with unexpected
findings and promote the value of replication.
In comparison, discipline-specific methodological

developments for SRs in management research appear
less well established, given that SRs were applied in this
domain from the early 2000s (e.g. Greenhalgh et al.,
2004; Levy & Williams, 2004), the first published by
Pittaway et al. (2004) in International Journal of Man-
agement Reviews. Since then, the use of SRm by scholars
has increased across diverse topics such as total quality
management (Aquilani et al., 2017), corporate social
responsibility (Dienes et al., 2016), the ‘always on cul-
ture’ (Schlachter et al., 2018) and workforce diversity
(Sourouklis & Tsagdis, 2013), amongst others.
SRs are a purported cornerstone of evidence-basedman-

agement to ‘assemble, analyze and interpret’ (Rousseau
et al., 2008, p. 477) available knowledge to improve both
scholarly knowledge and management practice through
a comprehensive review of available, relevant academic
and practitioner knowledge (Sahoo et al., 2010; Vishanth
et al., 2009). SRm’s rigorous protocols address potential
researcher bias common in traditional literature reviews to
(a) justify the lenses through which the researcher is mak-
ing an argument (Adams et al., 2017; Briner & Rousseau,
2011) and (b) provide understanding of the existing body
of knowledge before deciding on future primary research
(see Adams et al., 2017; Rojon et al., 2011; Tranfield et al.,
2003).
Yet, not all management researchers have greeted SRm

with enthusiasm. Cassell (2011) argues that all evidence
is inherently subjective and impacted by politics, val-
ues and interests, and laments the inconclusiveness of
findings from SRs, calling for greater methodological
diversity. Burke (2011) criticizes SRm for potentially dis-
carding relevant data, although he agrees that ‘more
focused and tailored reviews of evidence’ will contribute
to evidence-based practice (p. 38). Despite the efforts of
the Centre for Evidence-Based Management (CEBMa) to
increase awareness and use of SRm, some management
researchers are deterred from SRm because of the time-
consuming, labour-intensive and process-driven process
(Bimrose et al., 2005; Nolan & Garavan, 2015). Yet, some
academic programmes, for instance UK-based MSc and
doctoral-level programmes, include the execution of SRs
as part of the educational process. Further, given that
management research is an applied field, we know little

about the extent to which SRm guides relevant activities
by spelling out and providing a framework for implica-
tions for practice. The inclusion of ‘grey’ literature, that
is relevant works published in non-academic outlets and
thus typically not subjected to traditional academic peer-
review processes, may contribute to making SR findings
more readily applicable to practice. Adams et al. (2017) cat-
egorized grey literature into three tiers according to the
literature’s retrievability, with the first tier being signifi-
cantly retrievable and credible literature (e.g. books, book
chapters, government reports, think-tank publications),
the second tier including moderately retrievable material
(e.g. presentations, studies by nongovernmental organiza-
tions, news articles, company publications) and the third
tier of low retrievability encompassing blogs, emails, let-
ters and tweets. The tiers of retrievability also correspond
to the level of credibility of the materials. While this may
raise some questions about the quality and replicability of
studies, Adams et al. (2017) argue that the inclusion of grey
literature in SRs will contribute to the diversity and flexi-
bility of knowledge.
Distinct frameworks relevant to SRm within manage-

ment research exist, including CIMO (context, interven-
tion, mechanism, outcome), put forward by Denyer et al.
(2008), building on Pawson and Tilley (1997). CIMO is
associated firmly with critical realism (Houston, 2014)
and realist evaluation methodology (Pawson, 2013), which
is purportedly an approach strong on theory-building,
explanation (Hawkins, 2016; Salter & Kothari, 2014; Van
der Knaap et al. 2008) and contribution to knowledge
development (Julnes et al., 1998). Yet, little is known
about how such frameworks are utilized in published
research, their perceived value and the extent to which
they have been developed or refined. Thus, our review
set out to revisit the principles of SRm in management
research – to be transparent, inclusive, explanatory and
heuristic (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009) – and to investigate
the development of SRm in the management field.
We paid particular attention to any refinements for the

synthesis which aims to identify key scientific contribu-
tions and gaps in the literature (Dixon-Woods et al., 2004;
Tranfield et al., 2003), to articulate how knowledgemay be
utilized and to highlight areas of rebalance and focus for
subsequent researchers (Denyer et al., 2008). Synthesis is
particularly useful in areas of contested findings, to present
evidence, consolidate knowledge and therefore progress an
area of inquiry (Pawson, 2002). Outside of academia, syn-
thesis is important formanagement practitioners who, due
to resource constraints, are typically unable to undertake
or fully review primary research, thus increasing interac-
tions between researchers, research groups and practition-
ers, and contributing to evidence-based practice (Denyer
& Tranfield, 2006). Thus, an effective synthesis is a crucial
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component of any SR to highlight key findings and their
applicability to research, practice and/or policy. That said,
it was our assumption that guidance for how an effective
synthesis might be achieved may be lacking.
The following review questions, derived through an ini-

tial scoping study, guided our SR:

∙ For what purposes has SRm been used by management
researchers?

∙ When, where, on what topics and by whom have SRs
been undertaken and published in the domain (system-
atic mapping)?

∙ What methodological approaches to conducting SRs
have researchers taken? How have researchers synthe-
sized primary studies and what, if any, developments in
methodology for synthesis are evident in SRs?

∙ What challenges and limitations for using SRm have
researchers encountered; how do they affect any poten-
tial conclusions and how can they be remediated?

∙ To what extent do SRs spell out implications for (a) the-
ory, (b) practice and (c) policy; are there any approaches
which could inform future best practice?

2 METHODOLOGY

We carried out an SR of SRs in management research in
five successive steps (see e.g. Denyer & Tranfield, 2009;
Rojon et al., 2011), outlined in Figure 1. Firstly, we deter-
mined the scope and review questions of the SR (see pre-
vious section), based on an initial non-systematic litera-
ture review and expert consultation of eight management
scholars with expertise and experience in conducting SRs,
using a series of standardized questions pertaining to lit-
erature review methodology generally and SRm specifi-
cally. Findings of the consultation suggested that SRm is
perceived as a useful literature reviewing approach, but
that further guidance on how to address specific chal-
lenges associated with the method would be helpful. Next,
as recommended by Greenhalgh and Peackock (2005),
we conducted several independent literature searches to
locate asmany potentially relevant papers as possiblewith-
out date parameters. The first and second author, as well
as a third, independent researcher, carried out database
searches multiple times over the course of 4 years to
minimize bias and maximize comprehensiveness. Follow-
ing elimination of duplicates, we subjected all remaining
papers (N= 1558) to an initial review to determine suitabil-
ity for inclusion through inspection of abstracts and meth-
ods sections. Three paperswere excluded as theywerewrit-
ten in Portuguese. Most papers fell short on criteria (i)
and/or (iii), as shown in Step 3 below; in other words, they
did not present a recognizable SR in the field of manage-

ment. Reviews that we did not recognize as SRs either did
not follow the methodological process for conducting SRs
and/or did not adhere to the four aforementioned prin-
ciples of SRm in management research – transparency,
inclusiveness, explanatory and heuristic (Denyer & Tran-
field, 2009). For instance, reviews that omitted important
steps in the SRmprocess, such as formulating review ques-
tion(s) to work towards, or the selection and evaluation of
references on the basis of specified criteria, were excluded,
as were reviews that failed to transparently explain their
methodology and findings.
We synthesized the remaining 391 primary papers using

the research questions as a guiding framework in a bespoke
data extraction form, eliciting both quantitative and qual-
itative information. As a further analytical step, given our
particular interest inmethodological approaches and types
of synthesis employed by researchers, we reviewed inmore
detail 10% (n = 40) of all included SRs. These 40 papers
were randomly selected by firstly numbering the alpha-
betically ordered list of papers and secondly picking 40
numbers, blindly and at random. Our decision to review
a subset of exactly 40 papers is based on the idea of data
saturation: in line with Francis et al. (2010), we initially
reviewed a subset of 20 papers inmore detail, findingmany
themes and ideas repeated here. We then chose to review
in-depth 20 further papers to be sure no new ideas or
themes would emerge (stopping criterion; Francis et al.,
2010). Our number of 40 also corresponds to findings from
empirical research on data saturation within interviews
for both homogeneous and heterogeneous samples, which
concluded that this is likely to occur after 12 (Guest et al.,
2006) or after 15–60 interviews (Saunders & Townsend,
2016), respectively. The following data were extracted from
our subset of 40 SRs: (i) synthesis approach taken (clas-
sified according to Rousseau et al., 2008; see below for
more detail); (ii) quality appraisal of included papers
undertaken (yes/no); and (iii) inclusion of grey literature
(yes/no).

3 FINDINGS

3.1 Systematic mapping of primary
sources

Nearly half of the 391 included SRs (43.7%) were published
between 2015 and 2019 (Appendices 1 and 2) across differ-
ent journals (N = 188) from a variety of management sub-
ject areas (Appendix 3). Therewas an indication of regional
prevalence as 126 (32.2%) of SRs were written solely by
or jointly with UK academics. Many of the remaining
articles’ (co-)authors were affiliated with other European-
based institutions (48.3%), scholars from the USA (12.8%),
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F IGURE 1 Overview of SRm process

Canada, Australia and other parts of the world (23.8%1)
having (co-)published comparatively few SRs.

1 Please note that the percentages add up to more than 100 as papers with
authors from more than one country (e.g. UK and Egypt) were counted

The number of primary studies included in SRs ranged
greatly, from 2 (Parmelli et al., 2011) to 1161 studies (Hiller

doubly; in six instances it was not possible to determine authors’ affilia-
tions.
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et al., 2011). Neither of these two extreme values was repre-
sentative of the typical number of papers examined, most
SRs featuring between 45 (25th percentile) and 148 (75th
percentile) papers with a median of 77.2 For some topics,
and for very specific questions, the primary literature was
sparse, whereas other authors had set limitations on inclu-
sion, often for pragmatic rather than theoretical or concep-
tual reasons. For instance,Wardhani et al. (2009) narrowed
an initial set of 533 papers to only 14 as their review focus
was very specific regarding determining factors influenc-
ing quality management systems as a total system in hos-
pitals. Other authors used outlets as a proxy for quality,
such as Matthews and Marzec (2012), who limited them-
selves to papers published in 3- and 4-star quality general
operations management journals from the Association of
Business School rankings on the one hand to ‘ensure suffi-
cient quality’ and on the other hand ‘for the sake of brevity
and to maintain the focus’ (p. 3) on their specific area of
investigation.
The publication date parameters set was very wide,

extending from 3 (Davies & Ryals, 2009) to 293 years
(Parmelli et al., 2011). That said, most authors reviewed
between 13 (25th percentile) and 27 (75th percentile) years
of literature, the median being 20 years.2 Justifications
for dates ranges, though infrequently provided, were: (i)
ensuring a manageable number of primary sources; (ii)
research on the topic starting to emerge – or to gain traction
– from a particular year onwards; (iii) usage of all litera-
ture available in databases to date; (iv) newer research per-
ceived to be of higher quality andmore up-to-date; (v) con-
sideration only of those papers that previous reviews had
disregarded or to ensure continuity from previously con-
ducted (systematic) reviews. Most authors had searched
for literature in three academic databases; that said, in
68 SRs literature drawn from only one database was pre-
sented, an extreme value (median = 3; min = 1; max = 21).
Our frequency and content analysis of papers’ keywords

(Appendix 1) provided insight into subject areas and topics,
demonstrating great variety; first and foremost the general
topic of ‘management’, but also ‘supply chain (manage-
ment)’, ‘performance’, ‘sustainable’/‘sustainability’, ‘inno-
vation’, ‘corporate’, ‘knowledge’, ‘measurement’, ‘market-
ing’, ‘development’ and ‘health’, amongst others. This list
was in part influenced by our hand-searching strategy,
which favoured certain topics, for instance through man-
ual search in Supply Chain Management. This shows that
the choice of keywords in the search strings can limit, and

2 Due to a highly positively skewed distribution of the data, obtaining the
median and interquartile range was perceived to be a more accurate rep-
resentation of these variables’ central tendency and dispersion than the
arithmetic mean and standard deviation.

potentially bias, the range and content of primary sources
for inclusion in any review.

3.2 Quality appraisal: Grey or not grey?

We now turn to findings of our supplementary analysis of
a subsample of included SRs. Of the 40 reviewed papers,
only nine had considered grey literature in addition to aca-
demic sources, such as reports, policy documents, maga-
zine articles or blogs, as well as informal channels of infor-
mation. Richards (2011) for instance expanded their SR of
employees’ Internet activities by including press reports
to account for important trends in how employees apply
new Internet communication technologies, which may
otherwise not have been apparent owing to the lengthy
lead times involved in the publication of scholarly out-
puts. Robertson et al. (2015), in their review of the effi-
cacy of resilience training on employee well-being and
performance, included reviews and published and non-
published trials to comprehensively map the evidence
given that primary studies would by default consist of
practice-focused field studies. We return to the impor-
tance of drawing not only on academic, but also on non-
academic literature, in our discussion.
We observed further that only in 9 out of 40 SRs, the

authors had undertaken some kind of quality appraisal of
their included papers. In assessing the quality of papers for
potential inclusion, it was not uncommon for researchers
to use ‘journal quality’ (e.g. derived through subject-
specific journal rankings) as the only proxy for primary
study quality.

3.3 Motivation for/purpose of SRm

We coded authors’ motivations/motives for choosing SRm
over other literature reviewing methods into four broad
rationales, which map to Tranfield et al.’s (2003) and
Denyer and Tranfield’s (2009) definitions of SR/SRm in
management research:3

3 These are, respectively: ‘systematic reviews differ from traditional nar-
rative reviews by adopting a replicable, scientific and transparent process,
in other words a detailed technology, that aims to minimize bias through
exhaustive literature searches of published and unpublished studies and
by providing an audit trail of the reviewers’ decisions, procedures and
conclusions’ (Tranfield et al. 2003, p. 209); ‘a specific methodology that
locates existing studies, selects and evaluates contributions, analyses and
synthesizes data, and reports the evidence in such a way that allows rea-
sonably clear conclusions to be reached about what we do and do not
know’ (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009, p. 671).
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1. Process. Scholars selected SRm for representing a
rigorous, systematic, transparent and comprehensive
approach to analysing, evaluating and synthesizing lit-
erature (e.g. Alhejji et al., 2016).

2. Synthesis. Researchers used SRm to consolidate dis-
parate, fragmented, complex, large and possibly incon-
sistent bodies of literature to provide a more holis-
tic understanding of the reviewed topic (e.g. Scurry &
Blenkinsopp, 2011). Some authors developed an integra-
tive framework or conceptualization of the extant lit-
erature in their field based on the review findings (e.g.
Bakhshi et al., 2016).

3. Current evidence base. SRmwas also used to derive sug-
gested directions for future research (e.g. by being able
to identify issues that are currently holding research
back; Chicksand et al., 2012) and practice/policy (e.g.
managerial implications; Gimenez & Tachizawa, 2012),
the latter particularly in regards to ‘what works’ and
‘what does not work’ (e.g. Robertson et al., 2015).

4. Quality. Scholars embarked on SRs cited the paucity of
good-quality reviews in their field as a reason for under-
taking their own (e.g. Snyder et al., 2016).

3.4 Guiding methodological tenets for
SRs in management research

SR papers’ authors predominantly adhered to SRm guid-
ance adapted tomanagement research (most notably Tran-
field et al., 2003), with a few exceptions of authors rely-
ing on health-related SRm guidance (e.g. Bamberger et al.,
2012; Willis-Shattuck et al., 2008) along the following
lines (see also Figure 1). Reviews commenced with deter-
mining the question(s), scope (including its boundaries)
and protocol to identify sources for the literature search
and the search strategy (e.g. search strings for electronic
database searches), including inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria. Having carried out searches and deleted any dupli-
cates, researchers extracted relevant information through
in-depth review relating to their SR’s question(s) to anal-
yse, synthesize and integrate such extracted data and to
report and disseminate the findings. That said, there was
great variability regarding the level of detail and trans-
parency of methodological explanation. Some outlined
their methods in one or two short paragraphs only (e.g.
Carpenter et al. 2012; Opengart & Bierema, 2015), and/or
failed to justify their methodological decisions (e.g. Über-
bacher, 2014), whereas others explained the steps they fol-
lowed in great depth (e.g.Albliwi et al., 2014; Pittaway et al.,
2004), occasionally providing flowchart diagrams as visual
aids (e.g. Talib et al., 2011;Wardhani et al., 2009). Although
most scholars carried out ‘regular’ SRs, some researchers
adapted SRmor combined itwith other review approaches.

Bibliometric analysis/mapping, for example, was used in
combination with SRm (e.g. Coombes & Nicholson, 2013;
Saggese et al., 2016), as well as citation network analy-
sis (e.g. Colicchia & Strozzi, 2012; Hueske & Guenther,
2015) or text mining (Ghadge et al., 2012). We now turn to
the issue of synthesis in detail as central to our research
questions.

3.5 Presentation, analysis and synthesis
in SRs

Management researchers usually presented their findings
in two parts, firstly descriptive statistics (e.g. publication
year, research context) and secondly the actual content
of the papers reviewed, discussed typically in relation to
the review’s question(s) and/or by (emergent) themes, key
aspects or perspectives identified. Some authors limited
their discussion of findings to descriptive statistics (e.g.
González et al., 2011; Yildiz & Demirors, 2014), which,
although useful, cannot substitute a more substantive nar-
rative discussion. In total, 17 authors (e.g. Bailey et al.,
2017) structured their discussion according to the CIMO
framework, according to propositions derived from their
findings (Pilbeam et al., 2012) or simply chronologically
(e.g. Salamin & Hanappi, 2014). We noted some exception-
ally short findings and discussion sections, for example the
quarter of a page provided by Albliwi et al. (2014) provides
scant detail to enable the reader to glean any insight based
on the SR conducted.
Most SRs contained potential directions for future

research, implications and/or recommendations for (man-
agerial) practice, as well as for policy, though the range
of their considerations varied greatly, where at one end
papers suggested a stepwise process for translating find-
ings to practice (e.g. Birnik & Bowma, 2007), actual prac-
tical tips for human resource practice (e.g. Sourouklis &
Tsagdis, 2013), to conceptual frameworks (e.g. Ellwood
et al., 2016) and the need for further testing and repli-
cation of propositions identified (e.g. Smart et al., 2007)
at the other end. Conceptual and methodological limi-
tations, including those that may relate to SRm specif-
ically (see below), were also typically included in SRs.
Yet, few authors provided a theoretical framework (e.g. Li
et al., 2012; Ordanini et al., 2008) to integrate their review’s
findings.
Overall, we found sparse references to overarching

frameworks and/or corresponding epistemology. As an
example, our synthesis elicited no references to opera-
tionalization of the PICO framework and only 17 references
to CIMO (including Christoffersen, 2013; Claus & Biscoe,
2009; Delgado Garcia et al., 2015; Ellwood et al., 2016; Rafi-
Ul-Shan et al., 2018). None of these papers offered critique,
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extensions or conceptual or methodological developments
of the frameworks.
In general, the reviews favoured detail on data gathering

and logging over detail regarding synthesis and critical
examination. Most authors carried out some form of
qualitative analysis and synthesis without adhering to
any particular method or approach (cf. Barnett-Page &
Thomas, 2009; Rousseau et al., 2008). For those who
did, thematic analysis following Miles and Hubermann
(1994) was a popular choice (e.g. Abidi et al., 2014; Claus
& Briscoe, 2009; Phillips et al., 2015); other examples
included content coding using data management software
(Pittaway et al., 2004), interpretative ‘meta-synthesis’
investigating the underlying structure of selected papers,
specifically their differences and similarities (Ashby
et al., 2012) and theory-led approaches to synthesizing
literature (e.g. Ellwood et al., 2016; Nielsen & Lassen, 2012;
Padilla-Meléndez et al., 2015). Few authors (e.g. Burgess
et al., 2006; Delbufalo, 2012; Turner et al., 2013) carried out
quantitative meta-analyses, although several suggested
that their reviews would have benefitted from quantitative
integration (e.g. MacEwen et al., 2015; Morello et al.,
2013; Pacheco & Garcia, 2012) had the diverse nature
of primary studies not precluded such an approach
(e.g. very diverse study designs and corresponding
measurements).
We also reviewed our subset of 40 primary studies

regarding the approach to synthesis taken by authors,
drawing on Rousseau et al.’s (2008, p. 491ff) classification,
which distinguishes four synthesis methods: (i) aggrega-
tion (i.e. quantitative combination of results of primary
studies in order to combine effects to increase sample size
and reduce bias in answering specific questions and to
predict intervention results via more exact estimate than
any single study achieves); (ii) integration (i.e. triangu-
lation across multiple studies and methods in order to
answer specific questions and explore when interventions
are more likely to be appropriate); (iii) interpretation (i.e.
compilation of descriptive data and exemplars as well as
identification of cross-study concepts and their translation
into new categories in order to build higher-order the-
oretical constructs and create tentative theories of phe-
nomena including patterns of social construction); and
(iv) explanation (i.e. discerning patterns behind explana-
tory claims in order to create explanations and gener-
ate theory). Since most authors had not explicitly stated
their synthesis approach or offered little detail, it was
a question of reading, re-reading and applying our own
judgement to determine which of the four categories had
been applied. This process led us to conclude that most
authors had chosen integration (n = 22) or an approach
between integration and interpretation (n = 11) as their
synthesis method. Very few authors had synthesized data

through aggregation (n = 2). Equally few (n = 2) had
used interpretation; three papers had opted for a syn-
thesis approach between interpretation and explanation.
Therefore, our analysis signals that ‘higher-level’ synthe-
sis methods, namely interpretation and explanation, were
used infrequently by researchers.
The lack of in-depth synthesis was a consistent finding,

which we contend is linked to an absence of methodolog-
ical refinements which deserve increased future develop-
ment. Synthesis is vital to the SRm process as it provides
a chance to reflect on the evidence presented, interpret
the research findings and relate the patterns and themes
discovered during the literature review (Greenhalgh et al.,
2004; Popay et al., 2006) to how suchmay be applied (Boaz
et al., 2006; Pawson, 2002; Rousseau et al., 2008), either
for future research, policy-making or practice (Denyer &
Tranfield, 2006). We return to this observation in our
discussion.

3.6 Challenges and limitations of SRs

We documented one key limitation through our own
search strategy – although hand searching elicited addi-
tional primary sources, this meant that certain top-
ics, particularly supply chain management, were over-
represented in our final sample. Further hand searches
may have elicited additional findings, and thus had an
impact on the overall topics. In other words, the method
for elicitation of primary studies may bias or influence SRs
in the same way that sampling in field or experimental
studies may influence the validity of any conclusions to
be drawn. Researchers also raised concerns that they were
not using ‘good’ search strings, or that different search
strings may have yielded different (and/or more) studies
(e.g. Choong, 2014; Williams et al., 2009). Some addressed
this, for instance, by cross-checking reference lists for fur-
ther potentially relevant papers (e.g. Kirchberger & Pohl,
2016).
In addition, researchers were concerned that their selec-

tion criteria had been too limiting or rigid, leading to the
potential exclusion of important studies (e.g. Neumann &
Dul, 2010). It was generally acknowledged that conduct-
ing searches in a greater number and wider variety of
databases and other sources of literature (including those
in non-English language and non-academic publishing
outlets) would have been useful in facilitating greater com-
prehensiveness (e.g. Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015), although
pressures on time and other resources did not always allow
for this. In other words, SRm per se does not address the
issue of selectivity in inclusion, as pragmatic considera-
tion may prevail; it is, however, important to reflect on
the role of researcher judgement when making search and
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interpretation decisions, an aspect which we also return to
in our discussion.
Indeed, several researchers concurred on methodologi-

cal challenges. A commonly voiced criticism was the per-
ceived danger of subjectivity, including researcher judge-
ment and/or their background impacting on the paper
selection, coding and interpretation of findings (e.g. Kirch-
berger & Pohl, 2016). Scholars attempted to address this
issue for instance by fully describing and defending any
choices made in the SR process (e.g. McFadden, 2015) or
by involving stakeholders from other disciplines and/or
from outside academia (e.g. Furlan et al., 2011). A second
set of issues was concerned with the large volume and
diversity of papers uncovered through SRm’s comprehen-
sive search strategies, which researchers perceived as chal-
lenging both for paper selection, as well as for integrating
and synthesizing information (e.g. Bakker, 2010; Richards,
2011). To resolve the issue of managing volume, some
authors suggested focusing merely on abstracts (or even
titles) when deciding whether or not to include a paper
(e.g. Koopmans et al., 2011; Thorpe et al., 2005), although
it was acknowledged that this could lead to including only
papers with better-written titles/abstracts, whilst perhaps
disregarding other potentially relevant articles (e.g. Pitt-
away et al., 2004).

4 DISCUSSION

Our ‘SR of SRs’ set out to investigate where, when, on
what and by whom SRs have been published in manage-
ment research. Our data showed that SRs have been most
keenly embraced by UK academics and are not as preva-
lent in other countries. Possible reasons for this regional
prevalence may lie in the UK’s International Journal of
Management Reviews explicitly welcoming SRs, as well as
SRm training being provided and the execution of this
type of literature review being encouraged in certain doc-
toral and MSc programmes in the UK. In terms of the pur-
poses and motivations for undertaking SRs, we concluded
that SRm has been used to aggregate existing knowledge
and to inform and confirm assumptions towards providing
new linkages of understanding existing knowledge (Gough
et al., 2012). Further, SRm is seen as an effective approach
for providing a holistic overview of often complex liter-
ature spanning disciplinary boundaries (e.g. Crossan &
Apaydin, 2010; Scurry & Blenkinsopp, 2011).
Most researchers followed SR methodology as put for-

ward by Denyer and Tranfield (2009), who were amongst
the first to advocate the method and provided a help-
ful step-by-step guide. That said, as ascertained by our

analysis of a subset of reviewed SRs (n = 40), nearly a
third of researchers (32.5%) adapted the ‘standard’ SRm
process to a greater or lesser extent to fit their own needs.
They did so for instance by subjecting extracted data to
specific additional qualitative or quantitative analyses (e.g.
Cheng, 2016; Finnegan et al., 2016) or by using concep-
tual frameworks, derived a priori, to guide and organize
their SR (e.g. Kokkonen & Alin, 2015; Wong et al., 2013).
In all cases, adaptations to SR methodology were justi-
fied by authors in relation to their specific SR’s purpose
and aims, as in the case of Mariano and Awazu (2016) for
example, who carried out longitudinal and other statisti-
cal analyses by way of understanding the development of
their field of study. Such adaptations to the process are, in
our opinion, an assertive, pragmatist and welcome move
towards utilizing and modifying existing methodology in
a way that is most suitable for specific research require-
ments, rather than rigidly holding on to prescribed pro-
tocols. Yet, such adaptation of the SRm process requires
researcher judgement which situates the researcher as an
important source of knowledge given the overarching pur-
pose of SRs to take existing knowledge into new direc-
tions (Briner & Rousseau, 2011) by creating opportunities
for management scholars to engage, extend and interpret
such knowledge in ameaningful way (Denyer & Tranfield,
2009; Jones, 2004). We also contend that pragmatic con-
siderations should be explicitly considered in any synthe-
sis and/or limitations section where they affect the con-
clusions to be drawn. Quality appraisal is clearly an issue
where practice widely diverges and the use of proxies is
common, as previously observed. ‘Quality’ within SRm is
usually equated withmethodological quality or rigour that
is ‘the internal validity and the degree to which [the SR’s]
design, conduct and analysis have minimized biases or
errors’ (Tranfield et al., 2003, p. 15). Whilst SRs conducted
on health-related topics within the Cochrane framework
often specify inclusion only of randomized controlled tri-
als (RCTs) or similar types of studies, these assumed to be
the ‘gold standard’ of methodological rigour (Reay et al.,
2009), in management research ‘quality’ relating to SRs
tends to be understood somewhat more loosely. There is,
to date, no definitive approach to assessing the quality of
SRs within management research, though several scholars
have assembled lists of quality criteria that can be applied
to judge the quality of studies considered for inclusion in
an SR (e.g. Abalos et al., 2001; Briner et al., 2009; Garg et al.,
2008; Tranfield et al., 2003). Given that limited primary
literature will in turn limit the conclusions which can be
drawn within an SR, more consideration should be given
to the aspect of quality appraisal. We discuss this further
below.
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4.1 The central role of synthesis

Having previously established the importance of synthesis,
the question arises of how it should be carried out.We con-
sidered theCIMO logic advocated byDenyer et al. (2008) as
a design-oriented research synthesis focusing on providing
solutions and answering research questions (Denyer et al.,
2008; Jones & Gattrell, 2014; Van Aken, 2004). Our analy-
sis elicited 17 primary sources which referred to the CIMO
framework. Yet, none of these offered substantial critique
or extension. It is a central observation arising from our
data analysis that there is an inextricable link between a
lack of use of relevant frameworks and a lack of advance-
ment regarding the application, refinement and develop-
ment to further the sophistication and applicability of syn-
thesis methods.
Different types of primary studies will suit different

types of synthesis (cf. Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009), such
as quantitative primary studies facilitating aggregation.
Much greater attention should be given to this aspect in
the planning phase of any review. Our detailed coding of a
subset of included SRs established that most papers drew
on an integrative synthesis approach, which is suited to
the collection and comparison of evidence involving two
or more data-gathering methods. This type of synthesis
typically seeks to provide answers to predetermined ques-
tions and thus lends itself to addressing both academic and
practice- or policy-oriented issues. Methods of synthesis
that provide deeper theoretical interpretation to further
knowledge in management research, that is interpretation
and explanation (Rousseau et al., 2008), were rarely used.
With regard to the few instances where authors had drawn
on interpretation and/or explanation approaches (i.e.
Baldacchino et al., 2015; Glover et al., 2014; Hansen &
Schaltegger, 2016), we noted that researchers had set a
dedicated focus on providing theoretical constructs and
creating explanations right from the outset of their SR, for
instance by phrasing their review questions in such a way
that literature suitable to their aim would be located in
the first instance and synthesized in the second instance.
Owing to their focus on theory and conceptualization,
these two types of synthesis seem to be more easily
applicable to academic endeavours rather than seeking to
answer practitioner or policy questions.

4.2 Presentation of results and findings

Thorpe et al.’s (2005) paper, one of the first SRs pub-
lished within management research, suggests that ‘the
aim [of a systematic review] is to bring together as many
already existing evidence-based studies as possible that

are relevant to the research being undertaken, irrespec-
tive of their published location, or even disciplinary back-
ground’ (p. 258). They postulate eight basic principles
behind SRm, namely transparency, clarity, focus, unifi-
cation of research and practitioner communities, equal-
ity, accessibility, broad coverage and finally, and impor-
tantly, synthesis. In some of the SRs we reviewed, whilst
study findings were presented for instance by providing
facts (e.g. Delbufalo, 2012), these findings were not syn-
thesized towards an interpretation of what the retrieved
knowledge contributed to. Yet, synthesis is a crucial phase
of SRm for illuminating knowledge and providing sugges-
tions for future research (Rousseau et al., 2008). Though
a clear presentation of facts is important to understand
existing knowledge in the subject area, critical analysis,
together with a discussion of what the findings mean and
how they can be interpreted and applied to knowledge
in the subject area, will further contribute to the quality
of a paper (e.g. Scurry & Blenkinsopp, 2011; Überbacher,
2014). SRs will benefit from a higher level of abstraction
that expounds on the concepts and themes in the critically
reviewed materials towards identifying where the bound-
aries from which knowledge can be expanded lie. This, we
argue, requires a more germane way of seeing how various
strands of research focus interactwith one another andwill
contribute to the comprehensiveness and quality of SRs in
management research.
Discussions from SRs or any other studies should be

robust enough and link how the findings met the research
objectives, together with any other unexpected findings.
This will enable the systematic reviewer to make sense
of the diverse findings related to a research context and
communicate in a powerfulmanner, including their reflec-
tions. We advocate that SRm in the field of management
research should always consider including a form of con-
ceptual synthesis. This will encourage the development of
theoretical contributions and the consideration of eventual
implications for practice. To do so, SR researchers need
to articulate a clear synthesis framework and their epis-
temology from the outset, and either offer a conceptual
framework a priori to guide their review or deduct such
a framework from the synthesis. Such an approach will
enable clear articulation not only about ‘what worked’, but
which theories and frameworks can explain relevant obser-
vations andwhat the implications for future research, prac-
tice and potentially policy are. It is our observation that SRs
are under-theorized. As Gatrell and Breslin (2017) wrote in
their editorial, authors should not only aim to make a con-
ceptual contribution, but also not be shy to challenge the
field. SRs have the capacity to do both, as unlike conceptual
reviews articulating propositions, they are based on a range
of empirical data to draw from. Therefore, one of the most
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fundamental and necessary questions to ask is ‘how can
the findings best be theorized?’. Stutton and Staw (1995)
noted in their seminal paper that neither data, hypothe-
ses, results, variables, illustrations nor lengthy references
make theory; in other words, researchers must not fall into
the trap that thorough documentation in and of itself is suf-
ficient. SR researchers in the field of management have a
unique opportunity to utilize data to question and poten-
tially refine knowledge and understanding by considering
not only confirmation but also disconfirming of theoret-
ical propositions (see Leavitt et al., 2010 on theory prun-
ing). Such an approach may lead to a more theoretically
founded explication of what we know, as well as what we
do not know.

4.3 Linking systematic reviews to
practice

In education, public policy and healthcare, SRs are con-
ducted to inform policy-makers and practitioners. How-
ever, our review suggests that in management, study find-
ings were generally aimed at academic audiences with the
exception of a handful of papers (e.g. Murta et al., 2007;
Phillips et al., 2015). SRs, like other types of research con-
ducted in management, should move towards linking the-
ory with practice (Scurry & Blenkinsopp, 2011). To do this,
we recommend an integral section on how the research
question(s) and findings can inform and influence prac-
tice in organizations and/or in policy-making. This will
increase the relevance of the findings, and stimulate con-
versations between academia and practice, whichwill con-
tribute to the creation of a dynamic and more vibrant
applied research atmosphere in management research.
We expect that such focus on opening up our conversa-
tions to practitioners in the field may create opportuni-
ties for future collaboration. An example of an SR that
explicitly sought to inform practice is Marcos and Denyer’s
(2012) collaboration between an academic institution and a
consultancy company. Despite having experienced various
challenges in their collaborative research, the authors con-
cluded, on a positive note, that ‘the findings of the system-
atic review became ameans to an end rather than an end in
itself’ (p. 454). The SR process facilitated discussions of key
constructs within the project team and, in the absence of
(strong) evidence, practitioners and academics were able
to ‘share, appreciate and challenge their distinct views of
managerial and organizational problems’ (p. 454).
Aside from such collaborative research, practice can

also be better informed by including grey literature in
management SRs (Adams et al., 2017). Although peer-
reviewed academic sources may provide strong evidence
of quality, the exclusion of grey literature may result in

conclusions drawn that do not capture the full spectrum
of available knowledge, which for management research
can contribute to a richer understanding of the link-
ages between academia and practice, and gaps for future
(applied) research. Adams et al. (2017) recommend that
researchers present the findings from grey literature sep-
arately from those of white literature.
In their analysis of grey literature usage within pub-

lished academic SRs, Adams et al. (2017) found that only
about 23%had incorporated this type of literature. Our own
figure (23%) of the usage of grey literature within a sub-
set of the SRs we reviewed (n = 40) tallies precisely with
that of Adams et al. (2017), suggesting that consideration
of this type of literature within academic SRs remains at a
relatively low level. Far from embracing the different per-
spectives offered by grey literature, some authors explic-
itly chose to exclude such sources (e.g. Finnegan et al.,
2016; Keupp & Gassmann, 2009; Mariano & Awazu, 2016),
usually arguing that academic papers provide a more suit-
able and high-quality coverage of the subject under review.
Frequently they cited Podsakoff et al. (2005), who sug-
gested that journal articles can be considered validated
knowledge and are likely to have the highest impact on
the field. The few authors who did consider grey litera-
ture mostly used sources such as books and book chap-
ters, reports published by professional organizations and
governmental agencies or conference symposia, these all
falling within the first, most easily retrievable and most
credible tier of grey literature according to Adams et al.
(2017). The inclusion of grey literature was at times explic-
itly referred to by authors, explaining, for instance, that
they sought a ‘more inclusionary approach’ to reviewing
the literature (Glover et al., 2014, p. 41), or aimed at further
informing and increasing their pool of papers in this way
(e.g. Johns & Torres, 2005; Lightfoot et al., 2013). Others
argued that the consideration of grey literature had facil-
itated a more ‘balanced and comprehensive review’ (Bal-
dacchino et al., 2015, p. 214). This poses a need to consider
the epistemological question of what knowledge is, where
it is located and where it can come from for an identifi-
cation and assessment of possible sources of knowledge
that can contribute to management research and practice.
This then requires stronger inter-relationships between
researchers, policy-makers and practitioners, and remain-
ing up-to-date on all relevant publications as relates to
a subject matter. This development, to include grey lit-
erature in management SRs, has implications as to how
future management research questions are phrased, the
depth of the research design and the sources considered
in answering the research questions. We encourage fellow
researchers to continue to engage with the epistemological
question posed by including grey literature, particularly as
relates to linking academia with practice.
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In summary,we propose, alongwithThorpe et al. (2005),
that SRs in management research expand their searches to
incorporate the breadth of studies available in academic
and non-academic sources of knowledge so long as the
principles of SRm – to be transparent, inclusive, explana-
tory and heuristic (Denyer&Tranfield, 2009) – are adhered
to. Given that any studies located for potential inclusion
ought to be subject to a quality assessment, the rigour of
the SR is maintained.

4.4 Areas of improvement of SRm for
management research

We now suggest refinements to the methodology. SRm is
perceived to foster interdisciplinary research, as demon-
strated, amongst others, byGreenhalgh et al. (2004) andDe
Jong et al. (2015). Yet, some authors noted that SRm is less
useful at producing in-depth insight into issues (Lightfoot
et al., 2013). Indeed, not all SRs yielded new insights over
and above existing literature reviews (e.g. Albliwi et al.,
2014), and neither was it always sufficiently evident how
SRm would have addressed authors’ research questions
better than other review methodologies (e.g. Deligkaris
et al., 2014; Kamal & Irani, 2014).
It appeared that scholars focused on the quantity of

literature reviewed for SRs, where, at times, a ‘more is
better’ mentality was evident, with only a few papers
reporting on some type of quality appraisal. Yet, the
important aspect in a review is not necessarily the sheer
amount of literature reviewed, but the quality of the lit-
erature included, as higher-quality primary papers enable
more confident conclusions. It is important for researchers
to critically assess the quality of existing studies to go
beyond the cherry-picking of traditional literature reviews
(Überbacher, 2014). We suspect that a reason for many
researchers not undertaking a quality appraisal of papers
found lies in the time-consuming nature of doing thus – as
noted, for instance, by Rojon et al. (2011). That said, in our
coding of a subset of included SRs, we found a handful of
articles where authors did assess the quality of potentially
relevant papers; we discuss some examples of these here.
As a relatively straightforward step to quality assess-

ment, some authors (e.g. Flint & Webster, 2014; Morello
et al., 2013; Parmelli et al., 2011; Zwarenstein et al.,
2009) applied methodological quality and selection crite-
ria, namely to include only RCTs, controlled clinical tri-
als, controlled before–after studies or interrupted time-
series studies. Whilst such an approach may be useful
for selecting high-quality studies for SRs about health-
related topics, and may be looked upon favourably by the
Cochrane Library, it is impossible for most SRs in man-
agement research to only consider certain study designs

such as RCTs, given their paucity in this subject area. It
should also be pointed out that such an approach to qual-
ity assessment can be very restrictive and not particularly
informative – as for instance in the case of Parmelli et al.
(2011), who, on the basis of their quality criteria, included
only two studies in their SR. A different approach to qual-
ity appraisal was taken by Parris and Peachey (2013) who,
distinguishing between quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies, used a series of critical appraisal tools and criteria to
classify papers into low, medium and high quality. A quan-
titative study judged to be of high quality was understood
as being clearly focused and well planned, providing suffi-
cient background, using validated measures and rigorous
data-analysis procedures, amongst other criteria. A qual-
itative study judged to be of high quality had to comply
with aspects such as clearly stating a purpose, identify-
ing the researcher’s theoretical or philosophical perspec-
tive, describing the selection of participants, as well as the
results well and comprehensively. Such an approach to
quality appraisal, where different criteria are applied to dif-
ferent types of studies, appears useful, particularly given
the diversity of study designs employed in management
research.
A similar, though more generic approach to quality

appraisal, since no distinction was made between quan-
titative and qualitative studies, was adopted by Sweeney
et al. (2019). Each article deemed relevant by these authors
was inspected in terms of the clarity of the research ques-
tion, the appropriateness of the methodology and the
rigour with which it was employed, the size of the sample
selected, the specification of theoretical frameworks and
measurement approaches, and the validity of the research
findings.
A somewhat different take on quality appraisal was

offered by Reay et al. (2009), who developed a classifi-
cation of evaluation standards consisting of six ‘levels’ of
evidence to evaluate the strength of evidence in manage-
ment research. Level 1 encompasses meta-analyses and
RCTs and represents the strongest level of evidence, whilst
papers falling into level 6 state the opinion of respected
authorities or expert committees without additional data,
this representing the weakest and, in the case of Reay
et al.’s (2009) SR, most frequently located type of evidence.
Of the various different ways to appraise paper quality that
we have outlined here, we believe that researchers need
to consider carefully which may be most suited to their
own endeavour, since, for instance, a rigorous approach
suitable for health-related SRs might be too restrictive
for many management topics. A more generic approach
to assessing quality, such as used by Parris and Peachy
(2013) or Sweeney et al. (2019) might, in many cases, be
more feasible and appropriate, not unduly excluding most
studies on the grounds of very strict study design-related
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criteria whilst still ensuring the inclusion of high-quality
papers.
Furthermore, we saw little evidence that methods and

frameworks for synthesis – as suggested by various guide-
lines and researchers – have fully penetrated the SR lit-
erature. It would be a fruitful avenue for future research
to critically examine the potential impact of using such
frameworks (or their absence) on the clarity and robust-
ness of any synthesis offered. It is notable that the
papers that did provide a clear framework for analysis,
for instance through content coding, appeared to offer
more theoretically grounded integration (e.g. Nielsen &
Lassen, 2012; Pittaway et al., 2004). Regarding implica-
tions for research, policy and practice, we identified less
than a handful of papers that addressed all three aspects,
most authors considering predominantly academic impli-
cations, with some focusing only on practical implications.
Policy implications were, on the whole, less often consid-
ered, partly because this may be less pertinent to the sub-
stantive topic, or partly because the researchers had not
deemed this sufficiently relevant. We therefore suggest the
intended audience should be given greater consideration
by SRm scholars in the field of management. We also note
that papers ranged greatly in quality and depth as to how
implications for research, policy and practice had been
addressed. If implications were spelled out more clearly,
the relevance of SRs may spread more swiftly beyond the
academic community in management research.

4.5 A guide for future execution

Informed by our findings and building on researchers’
actual SR/SRm experiences (Mallet et al., 2012), as well
as earlier work by colleagues (e.g. Tranfield et al., 2003),
we propose a guide for undertaking SRs in management
research, which is the major contribution of our paper.
This we offer in Table 1 as a checklist mapping our con-
tributions against Tranfield et al.’s (2003) original frame-
work; we largely omit Stage 0 as we take it as a given
that the need to review has been established. We re-
emphasize the need to embed and articulate theoretical
frameworks, propositions and implications. Yet, we also
stress that regardless of any guidelines, researcher judge-
ment remains important in adapting and focusing the SR
to suit the researcher’s objectives and resources (Briner &
Rousseau, 2011). SRm should not be so rigid as to become
protocol for protocol’s sake, but retain clear audit trails
and justifications for all stages of the process, not merely
the data elicitation and logging. What we seek to add is
that some focus be applied to how results are presented,
with consideration for the various applicability by other
researchers, policy-makers and practitioners. As not all

aspects mentioned in Table 1 are necessarily relevant to all
SRs, we ask researchers to use their judgement, particu-
larly with regard to the recommendations provided.

4.6 Study limitations and suggestions
for future research

We acknowledge several shortcomings as firstly, the pri-
mary reviews we included had predominantly been pub-
lished in academic journals and may thus have missed out
important papers available in grey sources. Consequently,
researchers wishing to further our study might focus their
research on reviews published within grey sources, avail-
able, for instance, from CEBMa, the Campbell Collabo-
ration or the EPPI-Centre. Secondly, in our locating of
papers, we focused initially on their titles, abstracts and
methodology sections (rather than on their full texts) and,
by doing so, may have unintentionally excluded poten-
tially relevant SRs in management research. Thirdly, our
reviewwas limited by the search stringsweused and by our
iterative journal-specific searches. We also acknowledge
that studies may exist within themanagement research lit-
erature, which have used SRm without referring to spe-
cific SR-related terms. We therefore suggest that manage-
ment researchers undertaking SRs explicitly include the
term ‘systematic review’ in the keywords and abstracts for
their articles. Moreover, some of our analyses pertained to
a subset of SRs and, whilst we have provided a rationale
for focusing on exactly 40 papers rather than reviewing
in great detail all 391 papers, we acknowledge that claims
made on the basis of findings from a subset of SRs may be
less valid compared to claims based on findings from the
whole sample. Future methodological research into SRs
might thus seek to generalize the validity of our findings
by undertaking similar analyses with different and larger
samples of SRs.
A key area for future research is a comparison of litera-

ture databases generally used bymanagement researchers,
and the rationale given for choosing one database over
another. This can assist in integrating literature from
different databases and improve on their cataloguing to
enable future SRs to be more comprehensive. Further-
more, given that SRs can be conducted for various rea-
sons – for instance with the aim of focusing on policy and
practical implications, rather than on contributions to the
scholarly debate – it would be useful to explore potential
methodological differences associated with different ratio-
nales for carrying out SRs.
Further research can create interactive ‘evidence maps’

to identify what is known and not known, which
researchers seeking to undertake an SR can review as a
first point of call prior to commencing primary research.
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Such evidence maps as used in development studies (Snil-
stveit et al., 2013) are a mapping of where there is paucity
of knowledge, and serve to consolidate what has already
been done, to inform theory-building. Evidence maps can
be updated following every SR, which is then submitted to
the database. In this way, researchers can understandwhat
knowledge exists already, this reducing the costs of dupli-
cated research efforts. Such evidence maps also enable
researchers to directly identify the need for, and therefore
the contributions of their work to, knowledge, policy and
practice (Phillips et al., 2015). Thus, evidence maps may be
useful additions to management research given the high
costs of SRs and the fragmented nature of the field.

4.7 The way forward

We now turn to further considerations concerning ‘the
way forward’ for SRm in management research. Along the
same lines as Briner et al. (2009; see also Briner & Denyer,
2012), we recommend that SRs be conducted in such a way
as to critically evaluate the quality of available knowledge,
in particular, the quality of papers included in the review.
Whilst we realize that doing a thorough quality appraisal is
time-consuming, consistently using predefined quality cri-
teria or critical appraisal tools (e.g. Parris & Peachy, 2013;
Rojon et al., 2011; Sweeney et al., 2019) could contribute to
making the evaluation process faster and easier – and will
ultimately result in SRs reporting higher-quality evidence.
It will be useful for researchers to present their inclusion
and exclusion criteria for the sources of knowledge used in
their SRswith reference to the quality of available papers in
the subject area. Evaluation within SRm can, amongst oth-
ers, include the extent to which: (i) the methods used were
defined and specified; (ii) the methodology enabled the
research question(s) to be answered; (iii) the findings from
the study were appropriately interpreted; and (iv) the find-
ings were analysed and categorized, to reveal insights and
contribute to knowledge as well as provide recommenda-
tions for future research, practice and policy (Abalos et al.,
2001).
Synthesis is a very important component of SRm. Cru-

cially, we see it as imperative to offer critical and concep-
tual synthesis, and in Table 1 we have provided a check-
list and recommendations to guide good practice. As part
of researchers’ methodological considerations, a synthesis
approach should be decided upon and this will require a
review of existing synthesis approaches. At its core, the
synthesis is a way to critically draw together the evidence
from the primary research undertaken, and to assess the
extent towhich the SR has addressed its research questions
and the insights gained from the literature. Importantly,
especially considering the time constraints ofmanagement

practitioners and policy-makers, the synthesis should be
able to function as a standalone document that presents
in a succinct manner: (i) the research question(s); (ii)
the rationale for the area(s) of focus; (iii) evidence found,
insights gleaned and how they have addressed the research
question(s); together with (iv) applicability for academia,
practice and policy. It should also clearly identify areas
where knowledge gaps exist. This will lead on to the sec-
tion on limitations of the SR and suggestions of areas for
future research. In this way, the synthesis will also provide
a rich avenue for future refinement of the methodology, in
particular regarding the use and refinement of theoretical
considerations.
SRs are not an end in themselves (Schlosser, 2007),

but are conducted for a purpose, to provide more under-
standing and develop knowledge about a research area.
Therefore, SRs in management research should be aimed
at discovering and expanding the boundaries of where
knowledge lies in a specified subject area (Humphrey,
2011). This includes a widening of the scope for research,
as well as a deeper interrogation of research questions
and gaps in knowledge, to investigate how these gaps can
be addressed. We encourage SR researchers to be bolder
in articulating potential evidence for, but also challenges
against, relevant explanatory theoretical frameworks.
Evidence is important in policy development and guid-

ing managers (Waddington et al., 2018). Yet, primary stud-
ies are not usually in a format accessible by the decision-
makers who need the knowledge provided in the research
pieces. Syntheses of SRs go beyond literature review and
can also reveal the evidence gaps that exist in an area of
inquiry. Such reviews will need to be kept up-to-date to
increase relevance in terms of scope, and frequency, to fur-
ther ensure that management knowledge is consolidated.
We further recommend that SRs put more focus on rele-
vant methods for, and articulations from, a clearly artic-
ulated synthesis, which includes implications of research
for theory, policy and practice (Waddington et al., 2018).

5 CONCLUSION

Our paper has provided a review of SRs in management
research, together with suggestions of how future SRs can
be conducted to increase the quality and quantity of SRs
and ultimately contribute to the quality and comprehen-
siveness of management research more widely. With the
exception of Adams et al. (2017), who considered the use
of grey literature within SRm, our paper is the only empir-
ically based study to have analysed previous and current
usage of SRs within management research. Our paper is
also the first to synthesize a body of SRs in management
research with particular reference to how SRm per se does
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not necessarily preclude any bias and subjectivity, but also
the central importance of synthesis.We found relatively lit-
tle evidence on careful consideration of the latter and sug-
gest this as an avenue for future development and enquiry.
We note that little mention was made by researchers

of studies included in our review on how SRm can be
changed or developed. We propose that a constant critical
evaluation of how SRm can be improved upon, as we have
offered here, will be beneficial to management research, to
encourage a focus on continuous improvement of research
work. On the basis of existing quality reviews in their
fields, researchers can integrate and coalesce knowledge,
and by so doing form building blocks of knowledge that
can be assembled, combined and reconfigured with one
another. This, we suggest, is where future SRs in manage-
ment research should be positioned.
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