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Writing Systematic Review Papers

Background

• Written over 30 review papers

• Highly-cited researcher across management and psychology disciplines

• Journal of Organizational Behavior, Journal of Vocational Behavior, The 
Leadership Quarterly, Human Resource Management Review, Journal of Applied 
Psychology, Applied Psychology, Journal of Occupational and Organizational 
Psychology

• Editor in Chief of Applied Psychology- just launched an annual review issue



Writing Systematic Review Papers

Overview

• Why write a systematic review

• Types of systematic reviews

• Organizing (sectioning) 

• Coding overview and organizing principles

• Being critical in addition to summarizing the literature

• Literature search and coding

• Other types of reviews- meta-analysis and bibliometric reviews

• Some exemplars

• Publication outlets for systematic reviews



Writing Systematic Reviews

Why write a systematic review?
• No need for original data

• Are typically highly cited

• Relatively straightforward to write

• Review section and agenda for future research

• A growing number of journals have review issues or accept review papers

• Journal of Management, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Journal of Vocational 
Behavior, The Leadership Quarterly, International Journal of Management Reviews, 
Human Resource Management Review, International Journal of Human Resource 
Management



Writing Systematic Reviews

Brainstorming ideas for a review paper?
• Ideally focus on a construct/theme/area that has not been subject to review or 

meta-analysis before

• There typically needs to be more than 40 papers for a decent review to be 
conducted

• Possibility of revisiting an already reviewed construct/theme that has not been 
reviewed recently

• Do a web search using web of science or other top databases or look in journals for 
ideas



Writing Systematic Reviews

What kinds of review paper are there?
• Review papers tend to focus on a construct, theme or research area

• Reviews might even be done on a theoretical paradigm and how it has been applied 
to a given body of scholarship (e.g. Resource Based View, Conservation of Resources 
Theory)

• Narrative reviews, conceptual reviews, systematic reviews (with inclusion/exclusion 
criteria), meta-analytic reviews and bibliometric reviews

• Focus of this workshop is on systematic reviews



Writing Systematic Reviews

Methodology
• Important to develop a methodology for determining which papers to include in a 

review

• Highlight search terms

• Highlight exclusion/inclusion criteria

• Do you limit the review to certain journals or certain fields of research?

• Do you include the grey literature or only articles?

• Do you include unpublished research?

• Please look at the PRISMA guidelines around the steps you might take to undertake 
a literature search



Writing Systematic Reviews



Writing Systematic Reviews

Structure of a review paper 
• Review papers start with an introduction and a methodology section

• If the focus of the review paper is on a construct important to look at how the 
construct has been defined, conceptualized and measured, and the nomological 
network of constructs to which it is related

• If the focus is on a theme important to highlight major subthemes in the research 
(group areas of scholarship)

• May have a separate theory section and/or integrate theory into the review

• Suggestions for future research

– Measurement (objective/self or other rated, multi-level, longitudinal etc)

– Empirical (other potential antecedents/outcomes)

– Theoretical (use of different theories/new moderators/mediators to be understand 
phenomenon)
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Coding process (typically for quantitative studies)
• Use excel spreadsheet

• Have number of columns

– Study name

– Location

– Quals/quants/theoretical

– Study design 

– How construct has been measured

– Antecedents

– Outcomes

– Moderators/Mediators



Writing Systematic Reviews

Review of definition/conceptualization/measurement/research design
• Identify how the construct has been defined and conceptualized

• Examine how it has been measured in relation to its conceptualization

• Highlight which scales have been commonly used (frequency, use of abbreviated 
versions, sub-dimensions etc.)

• Criticize how the construct has been measured

• Criticize the research design of previous studies

• Don’t draw too much on theory that explains its relationships between its 
antecedents/outcomes here!!



Writing Systematic Reviews

Review of nomological network (antecedents/outcomes/mediators/ 
moderators)

• Classify antecedents and outcomes into groups (e.g. work attitudes/behaviors, 
individual differences/organizational practices/leadership etc.)

• Highlight the theories that have been used to explain the relationship between the 
construct and outcomes/antecedents

• Look at boundary conditions (moderators) and relevant theories

• Take a critical approach

• Highlight inconsistent findings and possible reasons for such inconsistencies

• Highlight gaps in our knowledge when summarizing what has been done (e.g. the 
majority of research has looked at A and neglected B. Understanding B is important 
for XX reasons)



Searching for Literature



Writing Systematic Reviews: Article Search

E.g., TS=(transformational leader* AND performance)



Writing Systematic Reviews: Article Search



Writing Systematic Reviews: Developing a Coding Sheet



Writing Systematic Reviews: Reference Management Tools e.g. 
Citavi
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Writing Systematic Reviews

Meta analytic reviews
• Focuses on a narrower research question

• Need to define the relationships you are looking at and set boundaries for what will 
be covered in the review

• Consider examining direct relationship, and mediators/moderators of those 
relationships

• Search for literature (choose database, journals to be included)

• Code studies for their direct characteristics and effect sizes

• Draw on meta-analytical techniques to analyse the data

• Interpret and present the meta-analytical results



Writing Systematic Reviews

Bibliometric reviews
• Used to map the key research topics/theme clusters and the key scholarly works

• A number of different bibliometric techniques can be utilized

– Co-Citation Analysis: by examining which secondary documents are co-cited by documents in 
the sample, and how often they are cited, co-citation analysis reveals a field’s intellectual 
traditions and roots (Vogel et al., 2020). Reveals distinct clusters of foundational work.

– Bibliographic Coupling Analysis: by focusing on primary documents that cite the same 
secondary documents, provides allows researchers to identify key topics and recent trends in 
the literature. Reveals key topic clusters.

– Keyword Co-Occurrence Analysis- identifies clusters by focusing on the common keywords that 
often co-occur across articles in that cluster.



Writing Systematic Review
VOS viewer software: https://www.bibliometrix.org/

24

Co-Citation Analysis

Keyword Co-Occurence Analysis

Bibliographic Coupling Analysis



Exemplars



Writing Systematic Reviews: Example 1



Writing Systematic Reviews: Example 2



Writing Systematic Reviews: Example 3



Writing Systematic Reviews

Journals
• Academy of Management Annals

• Journal of Management

• Journal of Organizational Behavior

• Journal of Vocational Behavior

• The Leadership Quarterly

• International Journal of Management Reviews/Journal of Management 
Studies/Journal of Applied Psychology tend to prefer more conceptual/integrative 
reviews 

• Human Resource Management Review

• International Journal of Human Resource Management

• Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior



Ideas for Review Papers

• What ideas do you have for review papers?

• What constructs/topics/themes are you considering as the main focus 
of the review paper?

• Are there similar reviews on the topic?



Q&A

Do you have any questions?

If you want a copy of these slides: 
alex.newman@mbs.edu
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