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Support for systematic reviews and meta-analyses in the
social sciences is an innovative service that makes advanced
use of the expert skills of reference librarians and subject
specialists. This column provides a deep look into the launch
of one systematic review service to provide a model that is
adaptable for other academic and special libraries.—Editor
There is a growing need for academic libraries to support systematic review research. Currently the library literature does not
represent needs outside of the health sciences. This article is a
descriptive narrative of a systematic review service development
and launch. The described service model supports the needs of
several disciplines including social sciences, agriculture, physical
sciences, and other disciplines. Primary foci of the article include
direction from library administration, service development and
launch, and plans for assessment and evaluation.

A

systematic review includes conducting a systematic and exhaustive search, assessing quality, and
synthesizing evidence.1 Librarian involvement in
systematic reviews has been documented in the
library literature and referenced by authoritative organizations like Cochrane Review Group and the Campbell Collaboration.2
In some disciplines there is an increased interest in systematic reviews and meta-analyses as research methods, and
this is evident in literature output discoverable in subject
databases. Since both systematic reviews and meta-analyses
are typically designated in article titles, it is fairly easy to
track their prominence and growing interest as a research
method over the last five years. According to searches for
“systematic review*” OR “meta-analys*” conducted in CAB
Abstracts, PsycINFO, Education Source, and Sociological
Abstracts, each disciplinary database saw a jump in published systematic reviews and meta-analyses in the last five
years (see figure 1).
At the University of Minnesota, subject liaison librarians
experienced an uptick in the number of requests from faculty
and students for assistance with the search methodology
required for systematic reviews and meta-analyses. Some
of the librarians had previously received training on this
level of research synthesis while others felt ill equipped. It
became clear that serving research synthesis needs should be
formalized as a service and that library staff needed training
specific to supporting systematic reviews.
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CHARGE FROM LIBRARY
ADMINISTRATION
A team of liaison librarians serving the
agricultural and social sciences approached
library administration about the need to
develop services for researchers outside
the health sciences working on systematic
reviews, meta-analyses, and other forms
of evidence synthesis. The administration
charged a group to:
collect and evaluate evidence from
existing systematic review services
(e.g., our bio-medical library’s existing service and external services)
and other resources to inform service
model development;
zz determine and document competencies for service team members, and
propose training for existing and/or
potential new team members;
zz document service level(s) and librarian staff/support needs and propose Figure 1. Growth of Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses by Database
a model to manage and support the
service;
review and how roles may vary depending on patron type
zz develop a communications plan that includes web-based
(e.g., faculty vs. student).4 Some institutions had well-estabdocumentation for target audiences as well as marketing
lished services that were integrated into the curriculum with
and advertising strategies; and
the health sciences.5 Ludeman et al. wrote a case study about
zz develop and track indicators of service success.
launching systematic review services in academic medical
libraries.6 This article shared useful information regarding
The group of five subject liaison librarians (two in agri- staff training, guidelines, web page development, and service
cultural disciplines and three in social sciences) and two development.
support staff was given eight months to develop a model
The group concluded that select staff needed formal onand propose a service launch to administration for approval. site training, and different training options were explored.
We decided that the best option given our needs was to bring
in an in-person trainer. Margaret Foster from Texas A&M
SERVICE DEVELOPMENT
University was invited to lead training based on her experience on systematic review teams, publications, and experiDeveloping our systematic review service depended on gain- ence leading training programs.7 In April 2017, Foster led a
ing knowledge generally about systematic reviews and learn- two-day training for the systematic review team and other
ing from systematic review services that had been developed library staff. The training was required for group members,
by medical libraries. This work included reading the library but it was open to other library staff as well. There were
science literature, formal training, and informal discussions
eighteen total participants in the training. In addition to
with librarians at Cornell University and other institutions. the in-person training, Foster provided us with her training
The group scanned the library science literature to make
materials and resources to refer back to as needed.
informed decisions about service development. A goal of the
Beyond the more technical aspects of conducting sysliterature scan was to gather literature related to libraries
tematic reviews, group members also identified a need for
adopting a systematic review service. This search and discov- expert search training in various databases. The definition
ery revealed that services in existence prioritized supporting
of expert searching from the Medical Library Association is
medical disciplines, and support of non-medical systematic multifaceted, and we chose to focus on the aspects identireviews occurred on an ad hoc basis.
fied in table 1.
Themes emerged regarding a higher rate of reproducTo meet the need for expert searching skills, we develibility when librarians served on systematic review teams.3 oped a training model that benefited our group as well as
Other articles and conference proceedings included informa- others in our library system. This training was branded as
tion on various library roles within conducting a systematic Expert Search Camp, and five sessions were developed,
zz
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Table 1. Expert Searching Definition
Medical Library Association. 2005. “Role of Expert Searching in Health Sciences Libraries.” Journal of the Medical Library
Association: JMLA 93 (1). Medical Library Association: 42–44. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15685273.
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

knowledge of database subject content, indexing or metadata conventions, and online record format to determine relevance to
the information need and the method of retrieval access;
expert knowledge of retrieval system interfaces to determine appropriateness of one interface over another;
ability to be mindful and reflective; to think about and observe what is being retrieved through the use of an iterative and
heuristic search process for discovery of relevant evidence;
ability to use both deductive and inductive reasoning combined with subject domain knowledge to respond to a desired
outcome, not necessarily to a literal request;
ability to efficiently and effectively evaluate retrieved evidence to determine closeness of fit to requestor’s recall and precision
requirements, expectations, or subject domain familiarity;
ability to expertly process retrieval for results presentation through removal of irrelevant material from search results, application
of data mining techniques to identify themes and gaps in retrieved information, and performance of other editing procedures
aimed at optimizing and economizing the subsequent work by the end user;
ability to identify and search resources beyond the electronically available published literature, including the older published
literature, gray literature, unpublished information, and Web documents

with each session being led by subject liaison librarians or
other expert searchers in their respective fields. Attendees
included the systematic review group and other library
staff. The sessions focused on the following: (1) education
databases, specifically ERIC and Education Source; (2)
psychology databases, specifically PsycINFO via Ovid; (3)
agriculture databases, specifically CAB Abstracts and Agricola; (4) grey literature discovery; and (5) medical databases
including Ovid Medline, Embase, and the Cochrane Library.

zz

zz

SERVICE MODEL
Most subject liaison librarians outside the health sciences
do not receive formal training in working on systematic
reviews. The members of our group had varying levels of
hands-on experience with systematic reviews outside of the
training and Expert Search Camps we had arranged, with
the majority of members never having been provided any
formal support for this type of research. Because of this, we
determined that the best model for our service would include
ongoing training and peer support, using the expertise of
some members of the group while building the skills of those
with less or no experience.
We devised a unique approach for our systematic review
service model wherein the initial planning group now constituted the Systematic Review Service; in our model, each systematic review request that comes to the service is assigned
by the Systematic Review Service cochairs to a team. This
team is comprised of the following:
zz

zz
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Lead: This is an experienced member of the systematic
review group. This person leads communications for the
team, directs the intake process, and provides expertise
in systematic review methods.
Subject Liaison: Liaison librarians are included in
systematic reviews for their departments regardless of

whether they are on the systematic review group. They
provide subject knowledge and disciplinary database
expertise and foster relationships with researchers.
Reviewer: The Reviewer is consulted to provide peer
review for a search strategy once the Lead and Subject
Liaison have drafted it. While a search strategy reviewer
is not required for a systematic review, we chose to build
this into our service as a way to both ensure quality and
learn from each other.
Apprentice: As a way of training less experienced group
members, an apprentice assists the Lead throughout the
entire process and helps develop the search strategy.
Once all members of the systematic review team have
experience working on a full systematic review and feel
comfortable in a Lead role, there are no apprentices.

Depending on whether the subject liaison is also on the
systematic review group, each team has two to three members. The varying levels of commitment required by team
members enable us to share and build expertise within the
group without overextending our capacity. We also find
this to be a very sustainable model as new members can
rotate on to the systematic review group and have a built-in
device for skill development through the apprentice role. It
also means that not every subject liaison librarian serving
departments outside of the health sciences needs to have
formal systematic review training (a considerable undertaking for a large institution) to help support systematic reviews
in their disciplines.
A flowchart (figure 2) was then created to be a visual map
of the process and help acclimate team members to the new
service model. It was helpful in reporting on the progress
of our service development at the director level, and it was
useful for team members becoming acclimated to the newly
launched service model.
To accompany the service, a guidelines document (appendix A) was created to help group members and service users
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Figure 2. Systematic Review Service Model Flowchart

understand expectations including co-authorship. This document was intended to be featured on our service’s web page
and to be used in conversations with service applicants. The
document explains the potential roles of librarians in serving on a systematic review team. It cites evidence of working with a librarian enhancing quality and reproducibility.8
Librarian co-authorship is described in terms of “substantial
contributions,” which is language used by the New England
Journal of Medicine.9

SERVICE LAUNCH AND PROMOTION
Once the service was approved and ready to launch, we
identified two key audiences for communications and developed a strategy to reach both of them. The first audience was
internal—our library’s staff. We decided that it was crucial
that this audience be our first priority so that everyone in
our library would be aware of the service and able to answer
basic questions about it (and systematic reviews generally)
if questions arose at a service point or within departments.
We also needed all liaison librarians to understand their
role in our service model and answer any questions they
might have. With this in mind, our internal communication
plan consisted of a newsletter announcement and emails to
all librarians and library staff to establish basic awareness.
volume 58, issue 1 | Fall 2018

More in-depth awareness came from “Roadshows” where
co-chairs of the group visited staff meetings in each department and presented data about the numbers of systematic
reviews being performed in that department’s subject areas,
described systematic review methodology and the need for
librarian involvement in the process, explained the team
model, and answered questions.
The second prong of our strategy was the external communications plan to reach faculty and researchers. We were
cautious in developing this plan to take a gradual approach
so that the service did not get an overwhelming response
at the outset and we were able to test out our service model
and its capacity over a period of months. Systematic reviews
are time- and labor-intensive projects. Depending on the
scope of the research and needs of the researchers, librarian
involvement can range from a single consultation to in-depth
collaboration over a period of months or even years. With
that in mind, over the course of one semester we launched
our webpage, provided liaisons with editable descriptive
language announcing the launch of our service, and advertised in a campus-wide newsletter to all faculty, staff, and
students. Finally, we took a more targeted approach. We used
our institution’s subscriptions to Elsevier’s Pure database
and Clarivate’s Web of Science to compile a list of faculty
at our institution who had published a systematic review or
meta-analysis in the last five years. Using this list, we sent
25
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individual emails to each of these researchers announcing
the service and explaining the roles librarians could play on
a systematic review team.
Each wave of communications in this section yielded new
applicants to our service, for a total of nine by the end of
our first semester of service in December 2017. Our ongoing
strategy for communicating about our service to faculty and
researchers includes promotion in emails sent at the beginning of each semester, a case study presented on our library’s
news webpage, and featuring the service occasionally on our
library home page.

developed and outlined here can be useful to other libraries
as they work to meet their researchers’ needs in this area.
Although we developed this model to serve a large research
university, it could be scaled to meet the needs of other institutions regardless of size or type. At a smaller institution, for
example, all liaisons may comprise such a group and support
each other in distributing work using the team approach.
Degree offerings of various institutions also may determine
which systematic review skill trainings are necessary and
which databases require expert search training.
References

STATISTICS, ASSESSMENT, AND EVALUATION
As a new service, it was important to build in mechanisms for
evaluation and assessment. Our service uses Google Forms
to collect service requests and track their progress, which
allows us to easily keep metrics on numbers of requests over
time, subject/department affiliations, requestor status (e.g.,
faculty vs. graduate student), level of service needed, team
member participation, and time to complete. In addition
to this, we incorporated a time tracking protocol in which
each request is assigned a unique hashtag that team members use when logging time spent in Desk Tracker software.
A feedback mechanism is also built into our service model
so that one of our support staff follows up with researchers
to administer a feedback survey after the completion of a
project. Team members are also asked to provide feedback
separately. Both sets of feedback are used for ongoing evaluation and improvement of our service.
Astrid Schmeid, a PhD student in the Educational Psychology department at the University of Minnesota, submitted these comments about the service: “I requested the Systematic Review Service at the Library to refine a project on
the non-medical use of brain stimulants in educational systems. While I had some background in PRISMA protocols,
they provided deeper guidance about standards for good
research practices in systemic review processes. I strongly
recommend using this Service; it provides support and adds
professionalism to your research products.”

CONCLUSION
The future development of the service will depend on statistics gathered and support from library administration as
well as outcomes from our service assessments. Because
few models exist for supporting evidence synthesis across a
wide range of disciplines, we believe that the model we have
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APPENDIX A. GUIDELINES FOR THE SYSTEMATIC REVIEW SERVICE
Guidelines for the Systematic Review Service
We are looking forward to working with you on this project.
International associations that support the creation of
systematic reviews advise the inclusion of a librarian or
information specialist on a systematic review team. Studies have shown that working with a librarian has enhanced
both quality and reproducibility of the searches (Rethlefsen
et al., 2015).
zz

Potential roles of librarians
Guide researchers on search strategies and database
choices
 Develop and conduct literature searches
 Document search strategies
 Write the relevant portions of the methods section
 Advise on software for managing and reviewing
 Substantial contributions by the librarian usually
result in co-authorship
Researcher responsibilities and expectations
In order to ensure your work goes more smoothly, we
have found it useful to have the following pieces in place
as you start the systematic review process:


zz
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Establish Systematic Review team members and their
roles
Determine your research question
Finalize your inclusion/exclusion criteria beforehand
to make screening less biased
Work with librarians to develop search protocols and
documentation
Decide which software your team will use
1. Citation management
2. Systematic review management
3. Collaborative manuscript editing
Keep librarians abreast of your progress/questions
{{ Responsibilities of both parties
{{ Communicate regularly about the progress
{{ Negotiate timelines as systematic reviews are often
time consuming
{{ Organize and manage sources within reference
management software; team will agree on which
software will be selected
{{ Review manuscript as appropriate
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