Lecture Notes
Postgraduate Writing
Week 6
Systematic Literature Reviews

6.1 Topic Introduction
In our previous lesson, we discussed about how to conduct a literature review. We looked at the purpose of a literature review and the steps involved in conducting a literature review. We also discussed how to establish a research gap by reviewing, the literature related to your study. In today’s lesson, we shall look at what a systematic review of literature is and the differences between a literature review a and a systematic literature review. A systematic review is a structured literature review that focuses on a particular topic that has strict research parameters. Systematic reviews have a detailed plan or a statement of the approach and methods that will be used that is called a protocol. This protocol is used prior to undertaking the review. The systematic review methodology is very precise because it aims to minimize bias, hence enhancing the reliability of any conclusions that will be made. Therefore, this approach is considered an evidence-based approach.

5.2 Intended Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:
1. Define a systematic literature review.
2. Explain the purpose of a systematic literature review.
3. Discuss the differences between a literature review and a systematic literature review.
5.3 Differences between a Literature Review and a Systematic Review
There are specific differences between a literature review and a systematic review:

1. Question
In the literature review, the topic areas research questions can be broad. There might be multiple areas of research focus and the research areas or questions may focus on a particular viewpoint or support a theory or existing body of knowledge. On the other hand, a systematic review begins with a focused, well defined and precise question. It is expected that the systematic review will provide all the evidence, research or material to answer the specific question.

2. Searching
When carrying out a literature review, a literature search may not always be comprehensive in scope. Searches may be undertaken using one or many sources, but not necessarily in a specific order. A literature review may require a rigorous search plan and search results may be selected subjectively. When doing a systematic review, the search for literature is comprehensive in scope. It aims to find all the published and unpublished literature from a wide variety of sources in both print and electronic format.

3. Selection
In a literature review, there may not necessarily be a clear rationale as to why specific research has been included in the review while in the systematic review, clear reasons for including or excluding studies are documented and informed by the research question.

4. Assessment
In literature reviews, individual studies are not always assessed for their quality and each study might not be assessed according to the same standards every time. When carrying out a systematic review, individual studies within the review are assessed on their quality (how well they were conducted) and the objectivity.

5. Reporting
In a literature review, a written report on search methodology and results is often not included, but where it is, it will often not contain the same level of details as the one found in a systematic review. In a systematic review, the search methodology and search results are clearly articulated, so that the search can be replicated by others. Tables and charts are often used to document the search process.

6. Synthesis
Conclusions might not be based on the included studies, but rather on original primary research or the researcher’s prior knowledge. In the systematic review, clear conclusions can be made from the studies for recommendations for practice or further research.
Stages of a Systematic Review
Generally, the stages of a systematic literature review include the following:
· Scoping searches, identifying review questions, and writing the protocol
· Literature searching
· Screening titles and abstracts
· Obtaining papers
· Selecting full text papers
· Quality assessment
· Data extraction
· Analysis and synthesis
· Writing up and editing

5.4 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
This is a list of predefined characteristics to which literature must adhere to be included in a study. They are vital for the decision-making progress on what to review when undertaking a systematic review and will also help with systematic literature reviews. When undertaking a systematic review, it is important to establish the inclusion/exclusion criteria during the process of defining your question. These criteria demonstrate the scope of the study and provide justification for the exclusion of any information that does not meet these characteristics.

For example, if the criteria is research methodology, we can indicate the methods used, while under participants, one indicates the characteristics of the participants such as age, sex, ethnicity etc. If one wants to include place of study, one may indicate Nairobi, Kenya.

[bookmark: _Toc122511449][bookmark: _Toc132498422]5.5 Models of Writing Literature Review 
There are different models that help with searching for literature that can be used to structure a question. 
According to Leech (2004), there are three main models that guide a researcher in reviewing literature. These are as follows:
a) PICO Model (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome)
b) ECLIPSE Model (Expectations, Client group, Location, Impact, Professionals involved, Service)
c) [bookmark: _heading=h.1hmsyys]SPICE Model (Settings, Perspective, Intervention, Comparison, Evaluation)
a) PICO Model (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome)
One of the commonly used models for a systematic literature review is PICO which stands for the following:
P – Population – Any characteristic that defines your population
I – Intervention – What do you want to do with the patient or patient?
C – Comparison (if relevant)– What are the alternatives to the main intervention?
O – Outcome – Any specific outcomes or effects of your intervention

Your systematic review will be defined by the research question. A well formulated question will help to do the following:
· Frame the entire research process
· Determine the scope of the review
· Provide a focus for your searches
· Help you identify key concepts
· Guide the selection of one’s papers

This model helps the researcher to be able to comb through all the elements needed for the successful review of the literature contained in the source. It begins by assessing the population. For example, if the study is about the effects of social media on student’s time in Kenyan universities; the population becomes the students of the selected universities such as University of Nairobi, St. Paul’s University, Moi University, and/or Kibabii University. The focus could be either public or private universities. In whichever case, the students in the respective universities become the population. On the other hand, interventions become the treatment and availability of social media. For example, some universities have put in place measures to ensure that it is accessible. In that case, the focus will be how; maybe there is free Wi-Fi in some universities while in others there is none so the researcher will have to read all scenarios in order to establish the core of his/her study. 
Comparison will involve reading from different sources to establish how social media has affected categories of students then compare them with others. For example, studies on how social media has affected different students such as new students or even mature entry students so that the different peculiarities are analyzed in order to see how the current study will be different. The outcome will entail the specific effects such as studies on how social media platforms such as Facebook, X or Instagram have occasioned failure to hand in assignments on account of too much time on social media. This model therefore enables a researcher to acquaint themselves with different studies that have been done on the subject matter in order to get comprehensive information before proceeding to the field.

b) ECLIPSE Model (Expectations, Client Group, Location, Impact, Professionals involved and the Service)

This model is more focused in comparison to the PICO model. This is because it addresses the specific context of the research that is being reviewed as well as the group investigation. In doing so, it sets to attain the following in the research being reviewed: Expectations, client group, location, impact, professionals involved and the service offered by the research being reviewed. 

For example, in a research on the influence of e-learning on university students; the model will guide the researcher who is reviewing the literature in the following ways: Regarding the expectations, the researcher will review studies on how e-learning has influenced university students in different ways, both positively and negatively. The client group in this study is the university students while location will entail comparing how the different universities have embraced e-learning and the effects such as in urban areas and the rural areas. Professionals involved will entail finding out who conducted the past studies; are they university scholars, IT experts or educationists? This enables the researcher to discern the perspective taken by the research. Lastly, the researcher will establish the service; here, it is apparent that the information being sought by the researcher is aimed at serving a particular segment such as  policy makers, educationists or even IT experts. 
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c) SPICE Model (Setting, Perspective, Intervention, Comparison and Evaluation)
This model adopts a systematic review by focusing on the five elements namely; setting, perspective, intervention, comparison and evaluation. Setting implies where the study under review was conducted. For example, in a study on the determinants of teenage pregnancies in Kiambu County, the setting is specifically Kiambu County. On the other hand, the perspective enables the researcher to determine the audience of the research; is it for educationists, legal scholars or policy makers? Intervention implies the mitigation measures put in place to solve the problem. Comparison enables the researcher to assess similar studies and discern the similarities and differences. Lastly, one evaluates the study to establish the uniqueness with other studies. For example, what is unique about Kiambu County is that which is not found in other counties with regards to the issue under investigation.

From these three models, it is apparent that literature review is not just a set of disjointed pieces of information but rather a logical and systematic assessment of literature with a view of achieving better conception of the work under study. Depending on the research design one adopts for his/her research, one can utilize any of them in order to attain the desired goals. 

[bookmark: _Toc122511452][bookmark: _Toc132498425]5.6 How to Conduct Literature Review for Qualitative Studies
Qualitative studies entail the collection and analysis of information which is non-numerical in order to understand concepts, opinions or experiences. This type of approach enables a researcher to gather comprehensive, in depth information about a subject matter. As Karcher (2008) posits, this type of research is usually common in the humanities (literature, theatre) as well as in social sciences (Sociology, Political Science, History, Anthropology, Education and Psychology). The aim of qualitative studies is usually to answer the ‘how’ questions not the ‘what’. Examples of qualitative research entail ethnography, history, phenomenology and narrative research. 

When it comes to the research methods for qualitative approach, the researcher uses observation, interviews, focus group, surveys and secondary research (desktop reviews). Analysis in qualitative studies normally takes the form of thematic analysis as well as narrations and excerpts. 	

It therefore follows that literature review for qualitative analysis should be aimed at preparing the researcher to engage in qualitative research. The techniques for qualitative literature review therefore entail:
· Constant comparison analysis
· Ethnographic analysis
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Constant Comparison Analysis
This type of analysis contains five major aims:
· To give researchers analytic tools for data analysis
· Help researchers understand meaning of data
· Provide researchers a systematic process of analyzing data
· To assist researchers in identifying and discerning relationships among components

Therefore, this type of review involves establishing themes in an article and grouping these themes into chunks. For example, if it is a historical study, the periods become themes such as colonial period, independence, post-independence. Therefore, based on the themes, the researcher extracts relevant information for each of the periods. The information then is used to compare periods with different sources to identify the similarities and differences. In doing so, qualitative literature review also involves use of photographs and videos to discern the information and observations to have a vivid account of what one is going to write and having discussions with those affected in order to get an in depth account of the subject matter. 

Ethnographic Analysis
Ethnographic analysis may include archival research in which the researcher collects and analyzes existing research data from websites, reports or other documented information about people and places.  Archival research is used alongside other research methods to provide information about the participants’ demographic details and culture, before conducting the ethnographic fieldwork.

5.7 Summary
In this lesson, the following key points have been made:
1. Systematic literature review involves systematic, analytical and critical assessment of what has been written by scholars on a particular subject matter.
2. The three models that can guide a researcher in reviewing literature in a systematic review are: PICO, ECLIPSE and SPICE.
3. In reviewing the literature, the writer should display an understanding of the current state of knowledge on the research topic and reveal gaps in the current literature.
4. The purpose of the systematic literature review is divided into three major categories namely: setting the context for the study, informing the research design and methodology, and identifying areas for advancing the scholarship of the field.
5. Depending on the author’s context, there are different ways of carrying out a literature review from systematic to traditional etc. 

5.9 Reflection Question
[bookmark: _heading=h.3l18frh]Discuss the three main models that guide a researcher in reviewing literature.
5.10 References

Ajuoga, M., Echaune, M., Maiyo, J., Mwangi, S., Odek, A., Kipkenei, S. Awour, D., & 
Andiema, N. (2023). Social Science in the New Era. Aura Publishers.
Creswell, J. W.  (2014). Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods 
Approaches (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Mwangi, S. & Eboi, A. (2025). A Student’s Guide to Academic Writing. Aura Publishers. 
Leech, N. L. (2004). Types of qualitative and quantitative analyses used by faculty 
researchers: Unpublished manuscript. University of Colorado at Denver and Health Sciences Center.
Manchester Metropolitan University. (n.d.). What is a systematic review? 
https://www.mmu.ac.uk/library/research-support/systematic-reviews/what-is-a-systematic-review




1

