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Significance of Systematic Reviews 
 
The continual proliferation of primary research literature necessitates ways to synthesize a vast array 
of literature in order to provide comprehensive knowledge for both theoretical development and for 
practitioners and policy-makers (Joanna Briggs Institute, 2014; Mallidou, 2014; Cochrane 
Collaboration, 2014). Research synthesis also contributes to knowledge translation, as identified by 
the CIHR (2014). Various evidence-informed initiatives have stimulated the creation of various 
systematic review groups, including the Joanna Briggs Institute (2014), the Cochrane Collaboration 
(2014) , the EPPI-Centre (2014) and the Campbell Collaboration (2014), who provide guidance, 
education, and support for those engaging in systematically synthesizing literature. In the context of 
evidence-informed initiatives, systematic reviews contribute to development of policy and best 
practice documents for practitioners. 
 
How might a systematic review fit within doctoral work?  
 
The following benefits and limitations of utilizing systematic reviews for PhD dissertation work 
have been identified by students and faculty (Clark, personal communication, 23 November 2014; 
Daigneault, Jacob, & Ouimet, 2012; Minnie, van der Walt, , Klopper,  & Cummings, 2010; Perry & 
Hammond, 2002; Sambunjak & Puljak, 2010) : 
 
Benefits- Assists student to: 
 
• Gain a comprehensive understanding of current literature on a topic and in identifying literature 

gaps 
• Retain ability to engage in original research 
• Develop process-related and methodological expertise related to synthesis of primary studies 
• Develop networks of mentoring and research partnerships 
• Contribute to the global body of knowledge with publication of review 
• Foster acquisition of critical analytical skills in identifying strengths and limitations of various 

research designs 
• Can be incorporated into both a traditional and paper-based dissertation (i.e. chapter 1 of a 

dissertation) 
 
Challenges: 
 
• Questions of independent work (if SR is the complete dissertation) since systematic reviews tend 

to be conducted by a team 
• The supervisory committee needs to work closely to determine whether the majority of the SR 

work is primarily done by the student. This includes ensuring that the student is the primary 
author of the review and implements the majority of the steps in a SR. 

• Questions of whether a systematic review builds substantially on nursing knowledge for a 
dissertation in nursing  

• Issue of 
disserR 
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• To support the PhD student, at least one committee member should be experienced and/or 
certified in the applicable SR methodology in which the student in engaging (i.e. JBI, Cochrane 
or another recognized approach to meta-analysis or meta-synthesis).  

• A SR requires a research team that consists of a librarian and two reviewers (e.g. one faculty and 
doctoral student).  

• For SRs that include a meta-analysis (not all SRs will include a meta-analysis) it may be helpful to 
also have a statistician on the team. 

• A pre-requisite course, training, or certification in systematic reviews should be completed by the 
student prior to engaging in a systematic review 

• Previous student work and experiences, including primary research or literature reviews 
(narrative, scoping, or critical/discursive reviews for example) conducted at the Master’s level 
could also inform future plans for a systematic review at the doctoral level.  

 
Guidelines 
 
The systematic review landscape continues to evolve, and it may be helpful for students who are 
considering undertaking this type of review to discuss potential benefits and limitations with their 
committee. C
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