
Vol.:(0123456789)

Review of Managerial Science (2023) 17:1899–1933
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11846-023-00668-3

1 3

REVIEW PAPER

How to conduct systematic literature reviews 
in management research: a guide in 6 steps and 14 
decisions

Philipp C. Sauer1   · Stefan Seuring2 

Received: 29 September 2022 / Accepted: 17 April 2023 / Published online: 12 May 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
Systematic literature reviews (SLRs) have become a standard tool in many fields 
of management research but are often considerably less stringently presented than 
other pieces of research. The resulting lack of replicability of the research and con-
clusions has spurred a vital debate on the SLR process, but related guidance is scat-
tered across a number of core references and is overly centered on the design and 
conduct of the SLR, while failing to guide researchers in crafting and presenting 
their findings in an impactful way. This paper offers an integrative review of the 
widely applied and most recent SLR guidelines in the management domain. The 
paper adopts a well-established six-step SLR process and refines it by sub-divid-
ing the steps into 14 distinct decisions: (1) from the research question, via (2) char-
acteristics of the primary studies, (3) to retrieving a sample of relevant literature, 
which is then (4) selected and (5) synthesized so that, finally (6), the results can be 
reported. Guided by these steps and decisions, prior SLR guidelines are critically 
reviewed, gaps are identified, and a synthesis is offered. This synthesis elaborates 
mainly on the gaps while pointing the reader toward the available guidelines. The 
paper thereby avoids reproducing existing guidance but critically enriches it. The 6 
steps and 14 decisions provide methodological, theoretical, and practical guidelines 
along the SLR process, exemplifying them via best-practice examples and revealing 
their temporal sequence and main interrelations. The paper guides researchers in the 
process of designing, executing, and publishing a theory-based and impact-oriented 
SLR.
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1  Introduction

The application of systematic or structured literature reviews (SLRs) has devel-
oped into an established approach in the management domain (Kraus et al. 2020), 
with 90% of management-related SLRs published within the last 10 years (Clark 
et al. 2021). Such reviews help to condense knowledge in the field and point to 
future research directions, thereby enabling theory development (Fink 2010; 
Koufteros et  al. 2018). SLRs have become an established method by now (e.g., 
Durach et  al. 2017; Koufteros et  al. 2018). However, many SLR authors strug-
gle to efficiently synthesize and apply review protocols and justify their decisions 
throughout the review process (Paul et al. 2021) since only a few studies address 
and explain the respective research process and the decisions to be taken in this 
process. Moreover, the available guidelines do not form a coherent body of lit-
erature but focus on the different details of an SLR, while a comprehensive and 
detailed SLR process model is lacking. For example, Seuring and Gold (2012) 
provide some insights into the overall process, focusing on content analysis for 
data analysis without covering the practicalities of the research process in detail. 
Similarly, Durach et  al. (2017) address SLRs from a paradigmatic perspective, 
offering a more foundational view covering ontological and epistemological posi-
tions. Durach et  al. (2017) emphasize the philosophy of science foundations of 
an SLR. Although somewhat similar guidelines for SLRs might be found in the 
wider body of literature (Denyer and Tranfield 2009; Fink 2010; Snyder 2019), 
they often take a particular focus and are less geared toward explaining and 
reflecting on the single choices being made during the research process. The cur-
rent body of SLR guidelines leaves it to the reader to find the right links among 
the guidelines and to justify their inconsistencies. This is critical since a vast 
number of SLRs are conducted by early-stage researchers who likely struggle to 
synthesize the existing guidance and best practices (Fisch and Block 2018; Kraus 
et al. 2020), leading to the frustration of authors, reviewers, editors, and readers 
alike.

Filling these gaps is critical in our eyes since researchers conducting litera-
ture reviews form the foundation of any kind of further analysis to position their 
research into the respective field (Fink 2010). So-called “systematic literature 
reviews” (e.g., Davis and Crombie 2001; Denyer and Tranfield 2009; Durach 
et al. 2017) or “structured literature reviews” (e.g., Koufteros et al. 2018; Miemc-
zyk et al. 2012) differ from nonsystematic literature reviews in that the analysis of 
a certain body of literature becomes a means in itself (Kraus et al. 2020; Seuring 
et al. 2021). Although two different terms are used for this approach, the related 
studies refer to the same core methodological references that are also cited in this 
paper. Therefore, we see them as identical and abbreviate them as SLR.

There are several guidelines on such reviews already, which have been devel-
oped outside the management area (e.g. Fink 2010) or with a particular focus 
on one management domain (e.g., Kraus et al. 2020). SLRs aim at capturing the 
content of the field at a point in time but should also aim at informing future 
research (Denyer and Tranfield 2009), making follow-up research more efficient 
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and productive (Kraus et  al. 2021). Such standalone literature reviews would 
and should also prepare subsequent empirical or modeling research, but usually, 
they require far more effort and time (Fisch and Block 2018; Lim et al. 2022). To 
achieve this preparation, SLRs can essentially a) describe the state of the litera-
ture, b) test a hypothesis based on the available literature, c) extend the literature, 
and d) critique the literature (Xiao and Watson 2019). Beyond guiding the next 
incremental step in research, SLRs “may challenge established assumptions and 
norms of a given field or topic, recognize critical problems and factual errors, 
and stimulate future scientific conversations around that topic” (Kraus et al. 2022, 
p. 2578). Moreover, they have the power to answer research questions that are 
beyond the scope of individual empirical or modeling studies (Snyder 2019) and 
to build, elaborate, and test theories beyond this single study scope (Seuring et al. 
2021). These contributions of an SLR may be highly influential and therefore 
underline the need for high-quality planning, execution, and reporting of their 
process and details.

Regardless of the individual aims of standalone SLRs, their numbers have 
exponentially risen in the last two decades (Kraus et al. 2022) and almost all PhD 
or large research project proposals in the management domain include such a 
standalone SLR to build a solid foundation for their subsequent work packages. 
Standalone SLRs have thus become a key part of management research (Kraus 
et al. 2021; Seuring et al. 2021), which is also underlined by the fact that there are 
journals and special issues exclusively accepting standalone SLRs (Kraus et  al. 
2022; Lim et al. 2022).

However, SLRs require a commitment that is often comparable to an additional 
research process or project. Hence, SLRs should not be taken as a quick solution, 
as a simplistic, descriptive approach would usually not yield a publishable paper 
(see also Denyer and Tranfield 2009; Kraus et al. 2020).

Furthermore, as with other research techniques, SLRs are based on the rigor-
ous application of rules and procedures, as well as on ensuring the validity and 
reliability of the method (Fisch and Block 2018; Seuring et al. 2021). In effect, 
there is a need to ensure “the same level of rigour to reviewing research evidence 
as should be used in producing that research evidence in the first place” (Davis 
and Crombie 2001, p.1). This rigor holds for all steps of the research process, 
such as establishing the research question, collecting data, analyzing it, and 
making sense of the findings (Durach et al. 2017; Fink 2010; Seuring and Gold 
2012). However, there is a high degree of diversity where some would be jus-
tified, while some papers do not report the full details of the research process. 
This lack of detail contrasts with an SLR’s aim of creating a valid map of the 
currently available research in the reviewed field, as critical information on the 
review’s completeness and potential reviewer biases cannot be judged by the 
reader or reviewer. This further impedes later replications or extensions of such 
reviews, which could provide longitudinal evidence of the development of a field 
(Denyer and Tranfield 2009; Durach et  al. 2017). Against this observation, this 
paper addresses the following question:

Which decisions need to be made in an SLR process, and what practical guide-
lines can be put forward for making these decisions?
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Answering this question, the key contributions of this paper are fourfold: (1) 
identifying the gaps in existing SLR guidelines, (2) refining the SLR process model 
by Durach et al. (2017) through 14 decisions, (3) synthesizing and enriching guide-
lines for these decisions, exemplifying the key decisions by means of best practice 
SLRs, and (4) presenting and discussing a refined SLR process model.

In some cases, we point to examples from operations and supply chain man-
agement. However, they illustrate the purposes discussed in the respective sec-
tions. We carefully checked that the arguments held for all fields of management-
related research, and multiple examples from other fields of management were also 
included.

2 � Identification of the need for an enriched process model, 
including a set of sequential decisions and their interrelations

In line with the exponential increase in SLR papers (Kraus et  al. 2022), multiple 
SLR guidelines have recently been published. Since 2020, we have found a total of 
10 papers offering guidelines on SLRs and other reviews for the field of manage-
ment in general or some of its sub-fields. These guidelines are of double interest to 
this paper since we aim to complement them to fill the gap identified in the introduc-
tion while minimizing the doubling of efforts. Table 1 lists the 10 most recent guide-
lines and highlights their characteristics, research objectives, contributions, and how 
our paper aims to complement these previous contributions.

The sheer number and diversity of guideline papers, as well as the relevance 
expressed in them, underline the need for a comprehensive and exhaustive process 
model. At the same time, the guidelines take specific foci on, for example, updating 
earlier guidelines to new technological potentials (Kraus et al. 2020), clarifying the 
foundational elements of SLRs (Kraus et al. 2022) and proposing a review protocol 
(Paul et al. 2021) or the application and development of theory in SLRs (Seuring 
et al. 2021). Each of these foci fills an entire paper, while the authors acknowledge 
that much more needs to be considered in an SLR. Working through these most 
recent guidelines, it becomes obvious that the common paper formats in the man-
agement domain create a tension for guideline papers between elaborating on a) the 
SLR process and b) the details, options, and potentials of individual process steps.

Our analysis in Table 1 evidences that there are a number of rich contributions 
on aspect b), while the aspect a) of SLR process models has not received the same 
attention despite the substantial confusion of authors toward them (Paul et al. 2021). 
In fact, only two of the most recent guidelines approach SLR process models. First, 
Kraus et  al. (2020) incrementally extended the 20-year-old Tranfield et  al. (2003) 
three-stage model into four stages. A little later, Paul et al. (2021) proposed a three-
stage (including six sub-stages) SPAR-4-SLR review protocol. It integrates the 
PRISMA reporting items (Moher et al. 2009; Page et al. 2021) that originate from 
clinical research to define 14 actions stating what items an SLR in management 
needs to report for reasons of validity, reliability, and replicability. Almost naturally, 
these 14 reporting-oriented actions mainly relate to the first SLR stage of “assem-
bling the literature,” which accounts for nine of the 14 actions. Since this protocol is 
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published in a special issue editorial, its presentation and elaboration are somewhat 
limited by the already mentioned word count limit. Nevertheless, the SPAR-4-SLR 
protocol provides a very useful checklist for researchers that enables them to include 
all data required to document the SLR and to avoid confusion from editors, review-
ers, and readers regarding SLR characteristics.

Beyond Table 1, Durach et al. (2017) synthesized six common SLR “steps” that 
differ only marginally in the delimitation of one step to another from the sub-stages 
of the previously mentioned SLR processes. In addition, Snyder (2019) proposed a 
process comprising four “phases” that take more of a bird’s perspective in address-
ing (1) design, (2) conduct, (3) analysis, and (4) structuring and writing the review. 
Moreover, Xiao and Watson (2019) proposed only three “stages” of (1) planning, (2) 
conducting, and (3) reporting the review that combines the previously mentioned 
conduct and the analysis and defines eight steps within them. Much in line with the 
other process models, the final reporting stage contains only one of the eight steps, 
leaving the reader somewhat alone in how to effectively craft a manuscript that con-
tributes to the further development of the field.

In effect, the mentioned SLR processes differ only marginally, while the system-
atic nature of actions in the SPAR-4-SLR protocol (Paul et al. 2021) can be seen as 
a reporting must-have within any of the mentioned SLR processes. The similarity 
of the SLR processes is, however, also evident in the fact that they leave open how 
the SLR analysis can be executed, enriched, and reflected to make a contribution to 
the reviewed field. In contrast, this aspect is richly described in the other guidelines 
that do not offer an SLR process, leading us again toward the tension for guideline 
papers between elaborating on a) the SLR process and b) the details, options, and 
potentials of each process step.

To help (prospective) SLR authors successfully navigate this tension of existing 
guidelines, it is thus the ambition of this paper to adopt a comprehensive SLR pro-
cess model along which an SLR project can be planned, executed, and written up in 
a coherent way. To enable this coherence, 14 distinct decisions are defined, reflected, 
and interlinked, which have to be taken across the different steps of the SLR process. 
At the same time, our process model aims to actively direct researchers to the best 
practices, tips, and guidance that previous guidelines have provided for individual 
decisions. We aim to achieve this by means of an integrative review of the relevant 
SLR guidelines, as outlined in the following section.

3 � Methodology: an integrative literature review of guidelines 
for systematic literature reviews in management

It might seem intuitive to contribute to the debate on the “gold standard” of sys-
tematic literature reviews (Davis et  al. 2014) by conducting a systematic review 
ourselves. However, there are different types of reviews aiming for distinctive con-
tributions. Snyder (2019) distinguished between a) systematic, b) semi-systematic, 
and c) integrative (or critical) reviews, which aim for i) (mostly quantitative) syn-
thesis and comparison of prior (primary) evidence, ii) an overview of the develop-
ment of a field over time, and iii) a critique and synthesis of prior perspectives to 
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reconceptualize or advance them. Each review team needs to position itself in such a 
typology of reviews to define the aims and scope of the review. To do so and struc-
ture the related research process, we adopted the four generic steps for an (integra-
tive) literature review by Snyder (2019)—(1) design, (2) conduct, (3) analysis, and 
(4) structuring and writing the review—on which we report in the remainder of this 
section. Since the last step is a very practical one that, for example, asks, “Is the 
contribution of the review clearly communicated?” (Snyder 2019), we will focus on 
the presentation of the method applied to the initial three steps:

(1) Regarding the design, we see the need for this study emerging from our expe-
rience in reviewing SLR manuscripts, supervising PhD students who, almost by 
default, need to prepare an SLR, and recurring discussions on certain decisions in 
the process of both. These discussions regularly left some blank or blurry spaces 
(see Table 1) that induced substantial uncertainty regarding critical decisions in the 
SLR process (Paul et al. 2021). To address this gap, we aim to synthesize prior guid-
ance and critically enrich it, thus adopting an integrative approach for reviewing 
existing SLR guidance in the management domain (Snyder 2019).

(2) To conduct the review, we started collecting the literature that provided guid-
ance on the individual SLR parts. We built on a sample of 13 regularly cited or very 
recent papers in the management domain. We started with core articles that we suc-
cessfully used to publish SLRs in top-tier OSCM journals, such as Tranfield et al. 
(2003) and Durach et  al. (2017), and we checked their references and papers that 
cited these publications. The search focus was defined by the following criteria: the 
articles needed to a) provide original methodological guidance for SLRs by provid-
ing new aspects of the guideline or synthesizing existing ones into more valid guide-
lines and b) focus on the management domain. Building on the nature of a critical 
or integrative review that does not require a full or representative sample (Snyder 
2019), we limited the sample to the papers displayed in Table 2 that built the core 
of the currently applied SLR guidelines. In effect, we found 11 technical papers and 
two SLRs of SLRs (Carter and Washispack 2018; Seuring and Gold 2012). From the 
latter, we mainly analyzed the discussion and conclusion parts that explicitly devel-
oped guidance on conducting SLRs.

(3) For analyzing these papers, we first adopted the six-step SLR process pro-
posed by Durach et al. (2017, p.70), which they define as applicable to any “field, 
discipline or philosophical perspective”. The contrast between the six-step SLR pro-
cess used for the analysis and the four-step process applied by ourselves may seem 
surprising but is justified by the use of an integrative approach. This approach dif-
fers mainly in retrieving and selecting pertinent literature that is key to SLRs and 
thus needs to be part of the analysis framework.

While deductively coding the sample papers against Durach et al.’s (2017), guid-
ance in the six steps, we inductively built a set of 14 decisions presented in the right 
columns of Table 2 that are required to be made in any SLR. These decisions built 
a second and more detailed level of analysis, for which the single guidelines were 
coded as giving low, medium, or high levels of detail (see Table 3), which helped us 
identify the gaps in the current guidance papers and led our way in presenting, criti-
cally discussing, and enriching the literature. In effect, we see that almost all guide-
lines touch on the same issues and try to give a comprehensive overview. However, 
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this results in multiple guidelines that all lack the space to go into detail, while only 
a few guidelines focus on filling a gap in the process. It is our ambition with this 
analysis to identify the gaps in the guidelines, thereby identifying a precise need for 
refinement, and to offer a first step into this refinement. Adopting advice from the 
literature sample, the coding was conducted by the entire author team (Snyder 2019; 
Tranfield et al. 2003) including discursive alignments of interpretation (Seuring and 
Gold 2012). This enabled a certain reliability and validity of the analysis by reduc-
ing the within-study and expectancy bias (Durach et al. 2017), while the replicabil-
ity was supported by reporting the review sample and the coding results in Table 3 
(Carter and Washispack 2018).

(4) For the writing of the review, we only pointed to the unusual structure of 
presenting the method without a theory section and then the findings in the follow-
ing section. However, this was motivated by the nature of the integrative review so 
that the review findings at the same time represent the “state of the art,” “literature 
review,” or “conceptualization” sections of a paper.

4 � Findings of the integrative review: presentation, critical 
discussion, and enrichment of prior guidance

4.1 � The overall research process for a systematic literature review

Even within our sample of only 13 guidelines, there are four distinct suggestions for 
structuring the SLR process. One of the earliest SLR process models was proposed 
by Tranfield et al. (2003) encompassing the three stages of (1) planning the review, 
(2) conducting a review, and (3) reporting and dissemination. Snyder (2019) pro-
posed four steps employed in this study: (1) design, (2) conduct, (3) analysis, and 
(4) structuring and writing the review. Borrowing from content analysis guidelines, 
Seuring and Gold (2012) defined four steps: (1) material collection, (2) descriptive 
analysis, (3) category selection, and (4) material evaluation. Most recently Kraus 
et al. (2020) proposed four steps: (1) planning the review, (2) identifying and evalu-
ating studies, (3) extracting and synthesizing data, and (4) disseminating the review 
findings. Most comprehensively, Durach et al. (2017) condensed prior process mod-
els into their generic six steps for an SLR. Adding the review of the process models 
by Snyder (2019) and Seuring and Gold (2012) to Durach et al.’s (2017) SLR pro-
cess review of four papers, we support their conclusion of the general applicabil-
ity of the six steps defined. Consequently, these six steps form the backbone of our 
coding scheme, as shown in the left column of Table 2 and described in the middle 
column.

As stated in Sect. 3, we synthesized the review papers against these six steps but 
experienced that the papers were taking substantially different foci by providing rich 
details for some steps while largely bypassing others. To capture this heterogeneity 
and better operationalize the SLR process, we inductively introduced the right col-
umn, identifying 14 decisions to be made. These decisions are all elaborated in the 
reviewed papers but to substantially different extents, as the detailed coding results 
in Table 3 underline.
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Mapping Table  3 for potential gaps in the existing guidelines, we found six 
decisions on which we found only low- to medium-level details, while high-detail 
elaboration was missing. These six decisions, which are illustrated in Fig.  1, 
belong to three steps: 1: defining the research question, 5: synthesizing the lit-
erature, and 6: reporting the results. This result underscores our critique of cur-
rently unbalanced guidance that is, on the one hand, detailed on determining the 
required characteristics of primary studies (step 2), retrieving a sample of poten-
tially relevant literature (step 3), and selecting the pertinent literature (step 4). 
On the other hand, authors, especially PhD students, are left without substantial 
guidance on the steps critical to publication. Instead, they are called “to go one 
step further … and derive meaningful conclusions” (Fisch and Block 2018, p. 
105) without further operationalizations on how this can be achieved; for exam-
ple, how “meet the editor” conference sessions regularly cause frustration among 
PhDs when editors call for “new,” “bold,” and “relevant” research. Filling the 
gaps in the six decisions with best practice examples and practical experience is 
the main focus of this study’s contribution. The other eight decisions are synthe-
sized with references to the guidelines that are most helpful and relevant for the 
respective step in our eyes.

Step 2: Determining the required characteristics of primary studies
• D4 Specifying inclusion and exclusion criteria

Step 1: Defining the research question
• D1 Specifying the research gap and related research question(s)
• D2 Opting for a theoretical approach (e.g., inductive, abductive, or 

deductive) 
• D3 Defining the core theoretical framework and constructs and, in the case 

of a deductive approach, defining the coding scheme

Step 3: Retrieving a sample of potentially relevant literature
• D5 Defining sources and databases
• D6 Defining search terms and crafting a search string

Step 5: Synthesizing the literature
• D8 Selecting data extraction tool(s)
• D9 Coding against (pre-defined) constructs 
• D10 Conducting a subsequent (statistical) analysis (optional)
• D11 Ensuring validity and reliability

Step 4: Selecting the pertinent literature
• D7 Including and excluding literature for detailed analysis and synthesis

Step 6: Reporting the results
• D12 Deciding on the structure of the paper  
• D13 Presenting a refined theoretical framework and discussing its 

contributions 
• D14 Deriving an appropriate journal from the analyzed papers and 

Fig. 1   The 6 steps and 14 decisions of the SLR process
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4.2 � Step 1: defining the research question

When initiating a research project, researchers make three key decisions.
Decision 1 considers the essential tasks of establishing a relevant and timely 

research question, but despite the importance of the decision, which determines 
large parts of further decisions (Snyder 2019; Tranfield et  al. 2003), we only find 
scattered guidance in the literature. Hence, how can a research topic be specified to 
allow a strong literature review that is neither too narrow nor too broad? The latter 
is the danger in meta-reviews (i.e., reviews of reviews) (Aguinis et al. 2020; Carter 
and Washispack 2018; Kache and Seuring 2014). In this respect, even though the 
method would be robust, the findings would not be novel. In line with Carter and 
Washispack (2018), there should always be room for new reviews, yet over time, 
they must move from a descriptive overview of a field further into depth and provide 
detailed analyses of constructs. Clark et al. (2021) provided a detailed but very spe-
cific reflection on how they crafted a research question for an SLR and that revisit-
ing the research question multiple times throughout the SLR process helps to coher-
ently and efficiently move forward with the research. More generically, Kraus et al. 
(2020) listed six key contributions of an SLR that can guide the definition of the 
research question. Finally, Snyder (2019) suggested moving into more detail from 
existing SLRs and specified two main avenues for crafting an SLR research ques-
tion that are either investigating the relationship among multiple effects, the effect 
of (a) specific variable(s), or mapping the evidence regarding a certain research area. 
For the latter, we see three possible alternative approaches, starting with a focus on 
certain industries. Examples are analyses of the food industry (Beske et al. 2014), 
retailing (Wiese et al. 2012), mining and minerals (Sauer and Seuring 2017), or per-
ishable product supply chains (Lusiantoro et al. 2018) and traceability at the exam-
ple of the apparel industry (Garcia-Torres et al. 2019). A second opportunity would 
be to assess the status of research in a geographical area that composes an interest-
ing context from a research perspective, such as sustainable supply chain manage-
ment (SSCM) in Latin America (Fritz and Silva 2018), yet this has to be justified 
explicitly, avoiding the fact that geographical focus is taken as the reason per se 
(e.g., Crane et al. 2016). A third variant addresses emerging issues, such as SCM, 
in a base-of-the-pyramid setting (Khalid and Seuring 2019) and the use of block-
chain technology (Wang et al. 2019) or digital transformation (Hanelt et al. 2021). 
These approaches limit the reviewed field to enable a more contextualized analysis 
in which the novelty, continued relevance, or unjustified underrepresentation of the 
context can be used to specify a research gap and related research question(s). This 
also impacts the following decisions, as shown below.

Decision 2 concerns the option for a theoretical approach (i.e., the adoption of an 
inductive, abductive, or deductive approach) to theory building through the literature 
review. The review of previous guidance on this delivers an interesting observation. 
On the one hand, there are early elaborations on systematic reviews, realist synthe-
sis, meta-synthesis, and meta-analysis by Tranfield et  al. (2003) that are borrow-
ing from the origins of systematic reviews in medical research. On the other hand, 
recent management-related guidelines largely neglect details of related decisions, 
but point out that SLRs are a suitable tool for theory building (Kraus et al. 2020). 
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Seuring et  al. (2021) set out to fill this gap and provided substantial guidance on 
how to use theory in SLRs to advance the field. To date, the option for a theoretical 
approach is only rarely made explicit, leaving the reader often puzzled about how 
advancement in theory has been crafted and impeding a review’s replicability (Seur-
ing et al. 2021). Many papers still leave related choices in the dark (e.g., Rhaiem and 
Amara 2021; Rojas-Córdova et al. 2022) and move directly from the introduction to 
the method section.

In Decision 3, researchers need to adopt a theoretical framework (Durach et al. 
2017) or at least a theoretical starting point, depending on the most appropriate theo-
retical approach (Seuring et al. 2021). Here, we find substantial guidance by Durach 
et  al. (2017) that underlines the value of adopting a theoretical lens to investigate 
SCM phenomena and the literature. Moreover, the choice of a theoretical anchor 
enables a consistent definition and operationalization of constructs that are used to 
analyze the reviewed literature (Durach et al. 2017; Seuring et al. 2021). Hence, pro-
viding some upfront definitions is beneficial, clarifying what key terminology would 
be used in the subsequent paper, such as Devece et al. (2019) introduce their termi-
nology on coopetition. Adding a practical hint beyond the elaborations of prior guid-
ance papers for taking up established constructs in a deductive analysis (decision 2), 
there would be the question of whether these can yield interesting findings.

Here, it would be relevant to specify what kind of analysis is aimed for the SLR, 
where three approaches might be distinguished (i.e., bibliometric analysis, meta-
analysis, and content analysis–based studies). Briefly distinguishing them, the 
core difference would be how many papers can be analyzed employing the respec-
tive method. Bibliometric analysis (Donthu et  al. 2021) usually relies on the use 
of software, such as Biblioshiny, allowing the creation of figures on citations and 
co-citations. These figures enable the interpretation of large datasets in which sev-
eral hundred papers can be analyzed in an automated manner. This allows for dis-
tinguishing among different research clusters, thereby following a more inductive 
approach. This would be contrasted by meta-analysis (e.g., Leuschner et al. 2013), 
where often a comparatively smaller number of papers is analyzed (86 in the respec-
tive case) but with a high number of observations (more than 17,000). The aim is to 
test for statistically significant correlations among single constructs, which requires 
that the related constructs and items be precisely defined (i.e., a clearly deductive 
approach to the analysis).

Content analysis is the third instrument frequently applied to data analysis, where 
an inductive or deductive approach might be taken (Seuring et  al. 2021). Content-
based analysis (see decision 9 in Sect. 4.6; Seuring and Gold 2012) is a labor-intensive 
step and can hardly be changed ex post. This also implies that only a certain number 
of papers might be analyzed (see Decision 6 in Sect. 4.5). It is advisable to adopt a 
wider set of constructs for the analysis stemming even from multiple established frame-
works since it is difficult to predict which constructs and items might yield interesting 
insights. Hence, coding a more comprehensive set of items and dropping some in the 
process is less problematic than starting an analysis all over again for additional con-
structs and items. However, in the process of content analysis, such an iterative process 
might be required to improve the meaningfulness of the data and findings (Seuring and 
Gold 2012). A recent example of such an approach can be found in Khalid and Seuring 
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(2019), building on the conceptual frameworks for SSCM of Carter and Rogers (2008), 
Seuring and Müller (2008), and Pagell and Wu (2009). This allows for an in-depth 
analysis of how SSCM constructs are inherently referred to in base-of-the-pyramid-
related research. The core criticism and limitation of such an approach is the random 
and subjectively biased selection of frameworks for the purpose of analysis.

Beyond the aforementioned SLR methods, some reviews, similar to the one used 
here, apply a critical review approach. This is, however, nonsystematic, and not an 
SLR; thus, it is beyond the scope of this paper. Interested readers can nevertheless find 
some guidance on critical reviews in the available literature (e.g., Kraus et al. 2022; 
Snyder 2019).

4.3 � Step 2: determining the required characteristics of primary studies

After setting the stage for the review, it is essential to determine which literature is to 
be reviewed in Decision 4. This topic is discussed by almost all existing guidelines and 
will thus only briefly be discussed here. Durach et al. (2017) elaborated in great detail 
on defining strict inclusion and exclusion criteria that need to be aligned with the cho-
sen theoretical framework. The relevant units of analysis need to be specified (often 
a single paper, but other approaches might be possible) along with suitable research 
methods, particularly if exclusively empirical studies are reviewed or if other meth-
ods are applied. Beyond that, they elaborated on potential quality criteria that should 
be applied. The same is considered by a number of guidelines that especially draw on 
medical research, in which systematic reviews aim to pool prior studies to infer findings 
from their total population. Here, it is essential to ensure the exclusion of poor-quality 
evidence that would lower the quality of the review findings (Mulrow 1987; Tranfield 
et al. 2003). This could be ensured by, for example, only taking papers from journals 
listed on the Web of Science or Scopus or journals listed in quartile 1 of Scimago 
(https://​www.​scima​gojr.​com/), a database providing citation and reference data for 
journals.

The selection of relevant publication years should again follow the purpose of the 
study defined in Step 1. As such, there might be a justified interest in the wide cover-
age of publication years if a historical perspective is taken. Alternatively, more con-
temporary developments or the analysis of very recent issues can justify the selection 
of very few years of publication (e.g., Kraus et al. 2022). Again, it is hard to specify a 
certain time period covered, but if developments of a field should be analyzed, a five-
year period might be a typical lower threshold. On current topics, there is often a trend 
of rising publishing numbers. This scenario implies the rising relevance of a topic; 
however, this should be treated with caution. The total number of papers published per 
annum has increased substantially in recent years, which might account for the recently 
heightened number of papers on a certain topic.

4.4 � Step 3: retrieving a sample of potentially relevant literature

After defining the required characteristics of the literature to be reviewed, the lit-
erature needs to be retrieved based on two decisions. Decision 5 concerns suitable 
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literature sources and databases that need to be defined. Turning to Web of Sci-
ence or Scopus would be two typical options found in many of the examples men-
tioned already (see also detailed guidance by Paul and Criado (2020) as well as 
Paul et al. (2021)). These databases aggregate many management journals, and a 
typical argument for turning to the Web of Science database is the inclusion of 
impact factors, as they indicate a certain minimum quality of the journal (Sauer 
and Seuring 2017). Additionally, Google Scholar is increasingly mentioned as a 
usable search engine, often providing higher numbers of search results than the 
mentioned databases (e.g., Pearce 2018). These results often entail duplicates of 
articles from multiple sources or versions of the same article, as well as articles 
in predatory journals (Paul et  al. 2021). Therefore, we concur with Paul et  al. 
(2021) who underline the quality assurance mechanisms in Web of Science and 
Scopus, making them preferred databases for the literature search. From a practi-
cal perspective, it needs to be mentioned that SLRs in management mainly rely 
on databases that are not free to use. Against this limitation, Pearce (2018) pro-
vided a list of 20 search engines that are free of charge and elaborated on their 
advantages and disadvantages. Due to the individual limitations of the databases, 
it is advisable to use a combination of them (Kraus et al. 2020, 2022) and build 
a consolidated sample by screening the papers found for duplicates, as regularly 
done in SLRs.

This decision also includes the choice of the types of literature to be analyzed. 
Typically, journal papers are selected, ensuring that the collected papers are peer-
reviewed and have thus undergone an academic quality management process. Mean-
while, conference papers are usually avoided since they are often less mature and 
not checked for quality (e.g., Seuring et al. 2021). Nevertheless, for emerging topics, 
it might be too restrictive to consider only peer-reviewed journal articles and limit 
the literature to only a few references. Analyzing such rapidly emerging topics is 
relevant for timely and impact-oriented research and might justify the selection of 
different sources. Kraus et al. (2020) provided a discussion on the use of gray litera-
ture (i.e., nonacademic sources), and Sauer (2021) provided an example of a review 
of sustainability standards from a management perspective to derive implications for 
their application by managers on the one hand and for enhancing their applicability 
on the other hand.

Another popular way to limit the review sample is the restriction to a certain list 
of journals (Kraus et  al. 2020; Snyder 2019). While this is sometimes favored by 
highly ranked journals, Carter and Washispack (2018), for example, found that many 
pertinent papers are not necessarily published in journals within the field. Webster 
and Watson (2002) quite tellingly cited a reviewer labeling the selection of top jour-
nals as an unjustified excuse for investigating the full body of relevant literature. 
Both aforementioned guidelines thus discourage the restriction to particular jour-
nals, a guidance that we fully support.

However, there is an argument to be made supporting the exclusion of certain 
lower-ranked journals. This can be done, for example, by using Scimago Journal 
quartiles (www.​scima​gojr.​com, last accessed 13. of April 2023) and restricting it 
to journals in the first quartile (e.g., Yavaprabhas et  al. 2022). Other papers (e.g., 
Kraus et al. 2021; Rojas-Córdova et al. 2022) use certain journal quality lists to limit 

http://www.scimagojr.com


1920	 P. C. Sauer, S. Seuring 

1 3

their sample. However, we argue for a careful check by the authors against the topic 
reviewed regarding what would be included and excluded.

Decision 6 entails the definition of search terms and a search string to be applied 
in the database just chosen. The search terms should reflect the aims of the review 
and the exclusion criteria that might be derived from the unit of analysis and the 
theoretical framework (Durach et al. 2017; Snyder 2019). Overall, two approaches 
to keywords can be observed. First, some guides suggest using synonyms of the key 
terms of interest (e.g., Durach et al. 2017; Kraus et al. 2020) in order to build a wide 
baseline sample that will be condensed in the next step. This is, of course, especially 
helpful if multiple terms delimitate a field together or different synonymous terms 
are used in parallel in different fields or journals. Empirical journals in supply chain 
management, for example, use the term “multiple supplier tiers” (e.g., Tachizawa 
and Wong 2014), while modeling journals in the same field label this as “multiple 
supplier echelons” (e.g., Brandenburg and Rebs 2015). Second, in some cases, sin-
gle keywords are appropriate for capturing a central aspect or construct of a field 
if the single keyword has a global meaning tying this field together. This approach 
is especially relevant to the study of relatively broad terms, such as “social media” 
(Lim and Rasul 2022). However, this might result in very high numbers of pub-
lications found and therefore requires a purposeful combination with other search 
criteria, such as specific journals (Kraus et al. 2021; Lim et al. 2021), publication 
dates, article types, research methods, or the combination with keywords covering 
domains to which the search is aimed to be specified.

Since SLRs are often required to move into detail or review the intersections of 
relevant fields, we recommend building groups of keywords (single terms or multi-
ple synonyms) for each field to be connected that are coupled via Boolean operators. 
To determine when a point of saturation for a keyword group is reached, one could 
monitor the increase in papers found in a database when adding another synonym. 
Once the increase is significantly decreasing or even zeroing, saturation is reached 
(Sauer and Seuring 2017). The keywords themselves can be derived from the list 
of keywords of influential publications in the field, while attention should be paid 
to potential synonyms in neighboring fields (Carter and Washispack 2018; Durach 
et al. 2017; Kraus et al. 2020).

4.5 � Step 4: selecting the pertinent literature

The inclusion and exclusion criteria (Decision 6) are typically applied in Decision 7 
in a two-stage process, first on the title, abstract, and keywords of an article before 
secondly applying them to the full text of the remaining articles (see also Kraus 
et  al. 2020; Snyder 2019). Beyond this, Durach et  al. (2017) underlined that the 
pertinence of the publication regarding units of analysis and the theoretical frame-
work needs to be critically evaluated in this step to avoid bias in the review analysis. 
Moreover, Carter and Washispack (2018) requested the publication of the included 
and excluded sources to ensure the replicability of Steps 3 and 4. This can easily be 
done as an online supplement to an eventually published review article.
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Nevertheless, the question remains: How many papers justify a literature review? 
While it is hard to specify how many papers comprise a body of literature, there 
might be certain thresholds for which Kraus et al. (2020) provide a useful discus-
sion. As a rough guide, more than 50 papers would usually make a sound starting 
point (see also Paul and Criado 2020), while there are SLRs on emergent topics, 
such as multitier supply chain management, where 39 studies were included (Tachi-
zawa and Wong 2014). An SLR on “learning from innovation failures” builds on 
36 papers (Rhaiem and Amara 2021), which we would see as the lower threshold. 
However, such a low number should be an exception, and anything lower would cer-
tainly trigger the following question: Why is a review needed? Meanwhile, there are 
also limits on how many papers should be reviewed. While there are cases with 191 
(Seuring and Müller 2008), 235 (Rojas-Córdova et  al. 2022), or up to nearly 400 
papers reviewed (Spens and Kovács 2006), these can be regarded as upper thresh-
olds. Over time, similar topics seem to address larger datasets.

4.6 � Step 5: synthesizing the literature

Before synthesizing the literature, Decision 8 considers the selection of a data 
extraction tool for which we found surprisingly little guidance. Some guidance is 
given on the use of cloud storage to enable remote team work (Clark et al. 2021). 
Beyond this, we found that SLRs have often been compiled with marked and com-
mented PDFs or printed papers that were accompanied by tables (Kraus et al. 2020) 
or Excel sheets (see also the process tips by Clark et al. 2021). This sheet tabulated 
the single codes derived from the theoretical framework (Decision 3) and the sin-
gle papers to be reviewed (Decision 7) by crossing out individual cells, signaling 
the representation of a particular code in a particular paper. While the frequency 
distribution of the codes is easily compiled from this data tool, the related content 
needs to be looked at in the papers in a tedious back-and-forth process. Beyond that, 
we would strongly recommend using data analysis software, such as MAXQDA or 
NVivo. Such programs enable the import of literature in PDF format and the auto-
matic or manual coding of text passages, their comparison, and tabulation. Moreo-
ver, there is a permanent and editable reference of the coded text to a code. This 
enables a very quick compilation of content summaries or statistics for single codes 
and the identification of qualitative and quantitative links between codes and papers.

All the mentioned data extraction or data processing tools require a license and 
therefore are not free of cost. While many researchers may benefit from national 
or institutional subscriptions to these services, others may not. As a potential alter-
native, Pearce (2018) proposed a set of free open-source software (FOSS), includ-
ing an elaboration on how they can be combined to perform an SLR. He also high-
lighted that both free and proprietary solutions have advantages and disadvantages 
that are worthwhile for those who do not have the required tools provided by their 
employers or other institutions they are members of. The same may apply to the 
literature databases used for the literature acquisition in Decision 5 (Pearce 2018).

Moreover, there is a link to Step 1, Decision 3, where bibliometric reviews and 
meta-analyses were mentioned. These methods, which are alternatives to content 
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analysis–based approaches, have specific demands, so specific tools would be appro-
priate, such as the Biblioshiny software or VOSviewer. As we will point out for all 
decisions, there is a high degree of interdependence among the steps and decisions 
made.

Decision 9 looks at conducting the data analysis, such as coding against (pre-
defined) constructs, in SLRs that rely, in most cases, on content analysis. Seuring 
and Gold (2012) elaborated in detail on its characteristics and application in SLRs. 
As this paper also explains the process of qualitative content analysis in detail, rep-
etition is avoided here, but a summary is offered. Since different ways exist to con-
duct a content analysis, it is even more important to explain and justify, for example, 
the choice of an inductive or deductive approach (see Decision 2). In several cases, 
analytic variables are applied on the go, so there is no theory-based introduction of 
related constructs. However, to ensure the validity and replicability of the review 
(see Decision 11), it is necessary to explicitly define all the variables and codes used 
to analyze and synthesize the reviewed material (Durach et  al. 2017; Seuring and 
Gold 2012). To build a valid framework as the SLR outcome, it is vital to ensure that 
the constructs used for the data analysis are sufficiently defined, mutually exclusive, 
and comprehensively exhaustive. For meta-analysis, the predefined constructs and 
items would demand quantitative coding so that the resulting data could be analyzed 
using statistical software tools such as SPSS or R (e.g., Xiao and Watson 2019). 
Pointing to bibliometric analysis again, the respective software would be used for 
data analysis, yielding different figures and paper clusters, which would then require 
interpretation (e.g., Donthu et al. 2021; Xiao and Watson 2019).

Decision 10, on conducting subsequent statistical analysis, considers follow-up 
analysis of the coding results. Again, this is linked to the chosen SLR method, and 
a bibliographic analysis will require a different statistical analysis than a content 
analysis–based SLR (e.g., Lim et al. 2022; Xiao and Watson 2019). Beyond the use 
of content analysis and the qualitative interpretation of its results, applying contin-
gency analysis offers the opportunity to quantitatively assess the links among con-
structs and items. It provides insights into which items are correlated with each other 
without implying causality. Thus, the interpretation of the findings must explain the 
causality behind the correlations between the constructs and the items. This must 
be based on sound reasoning and linking the findings to theoretical arguments. For 
SLRs, there have recently been two kinds of applications of contingency analysis, 
differentiated by unit of analysis. De Lima et al. (2021) used the entire paper as the 
unit of analysis, deriving correlations on two constructs that were used together in 
one paper. This is, of course, subject to critique as to whether the constructs really 
represent correlated content. Moving a level deeper, Tröster and Hiete (2018) used 
single-text passages on one aspect, argument, or thought as the unit of analysis. Such 
an approach is immune against the critique raised before and can yield more valid 
statistical support for thematic analysis. Another recent methodological contribution 
employing the same contingency analysis–based approach was made by Siems et al. 
(2021). Their analysis employs constructs from SSCM and dynamic capabilities. 
Employing four subsets of data (i.e., two time periods each in the food and auto-
motive industries), they showed that the method allows distinguishing among time 
frames as well as among industries.
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However, the unit of analysis must be precisely explained so that the reader can 
comprehend it. Both examples use contingency analysis to identify under-researched 
topics and develop them into research directions whose formulation represents the 
particular aim of an SLR (Paul and Criado 2020; Snyder 2019). Other statistical 
tools might also be applied, such as cluster analysis. Interestingly, Brandenburg and 
Rebs (2015) applied both contingency and cluster analyses. However, the authors 
stated that the contingency analysis did not yield usable results, so they opted for 
cluster analysis. In effect, Brandenburg and Rebs (2015) added analytical depth to 
their analysis of model types in SSCM by clustering them against the main ana-
lytical categories of content analysis. In any case, the application of statistical tools 
needs to fit the study purpose (Decision 1) and the literature sample (Decision 7), 
just as in their more conventional applications (e.g., in empirical research processes).

Decision 11 regards the additional consideration of validity and reliability cri-
teria and emphasizes the need for explaining and justifying the single steps of the 
research process (Seuring and Gold 2012), much in line with other examples of 
research (Davis and Crombie 2001). This is critical to underlining the quality of the 
review but is often neglected in many submitted manuscripts. In our review, we find 
rich guidance on this decision, to which we want to guide readers (see Table 3). In 
particular, Durach et al. (2017) provide an entire section of biases and what needs 
to be considered and reported on them. Moreover, Snyder (2019) regularly reflects 
on these issues in her elaborations. This rich guidance elaborates on how to ensure 
the quality of the individual steps of the review process, such as sampling, study 
inclusion and exclusion, coding, synthesizing, and more practical issues, including 
team composition and teamwork organization, which are discussed in some guide-
lines (e.g., Clark et al. 2021; Kraus et al. 2020). We only want to underline that the 
potential biases are, of course, to be seen in conjunction with Decisions 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
7, 9, and 10. These decisions and the elaboration by Durach et al. (2017) should pro-
vide ample points of reflection that, however, many SLR manuscripts fail to address.

4.7 � Step 6: reporting the results

In the final step, there are three decisions on which there is surprisingly little guid-
ance, although reviews often fail in this critical part of the process (Kraus et  al. 
2020). The reviewed guidelines discuss the presentation almost exclusively, while 
almost no guidance is given on the overall paper structure or the key content to be 
reported.

Consequently, the first choice to be made in Decision 12 is regarding the paper 
structure. We suggest following the five-step logic of typical research papers (see 
also Fisch and Block 2018) and explaining only a few points in which a difference 
from other papers is seen.

(1) Introduction: While the introduction would follow a conventional logic of 
problem statement, research question, contribution, and outline of the paper (see 
also Webster and Watson 2002), the next parts might depend on the theoretical 
choices made in Decision 2.
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(2) Literature review section: If deductive logic is taken, the paper usually has 
a conventional flow. After the introduction, the literature review section covers the 
theoretical background and the choice of constructs and variables for the analysis 
(De Lima et al. 2021; Dieste et al. 2022). To avoid confusion in this section with the 
literature review, its labeling can also be closer to the reviewed object.

If an inductive approach is applied, it might be challenging to present the theo-
retical basis up front, as the codes emerge only from analyzing the material. In this 
case, the theory section might be rather short, concentrating on defining the core 
concepts or terms used, for example, in the keyword-based search for papers. The 
latter approach is exemplified by the study at hand, which presents a short review of 
the available literature in the introduction and the first part of the findings. However, 
we do not perform a systematic but integrative review, which allows for more free-
dom and creativity (Snyder 2019).

(3) Method section: This section should cover the steps and follow the logic pre-
sented in this paper or any of the reviewed guidelines so that the choices made dur-
ing the research process are transparently disclosed (Denyer and Tranfield 2009; 
Paul et  al. 2021; Xiao and Watson 2019). In particular, the search for papers and 
their selection requires a sound explanation of each step taken, including the provi-
sion of reasons for the delimitation of the final paper sample. A stage that is often 
not covered in sufficient detail is data analysis (Seuring and Gold 2012). This also 
needs to be outlined so that the reader can comprehend how sense has been made of 
the material collected. Overall, the demands for SLR papers are similar to case stud-
ies, survey papers, or almost any piece of empirical research; thus, each step of the 
research process needs to be comprehensively described, including Decisions 4–10. 
This comprehensiveness must also include addressing measures for validity and reli-
ability (see Decision 11) or other suitable measures of rigor in the research process 
since they are a critical issue in literature reviews (Durach et al. 2017). In particular, 
inductively conducted reviews are prone to subjective influences and thus require 
sound reporting of design choices and their justification.

(4) Findings: The findings typically start with a descriptive analysis of the lit-
erature covered, such as journals, distribution across years, or (empirical) methods 
applied (Tranfield et  al. 2003). For modeling-related reviews, classifying papers 
against the approach chosen is a standard approach, but this can often also serve as 
an analytic category that provides detailed insights. The descriptive analysis should 
be kept short since a paper only presenting descriptive findings will not be of great 
interest to other researchers due to the missing contribution (Snyder 2019). Nev-
ertheless, there are opportunities to provide interesting findings in the descriptive 
analysis. Beyond a mere description of the distributions of the single results, such 
as the distribution of methods used in the sample, authors should combine analyti-
cal categories to derive more detailed insights (see also Tranfield et al. 2003). The 
distribution of methods used might well be combined with the years of publication 
to identify and characterize different phases in the development of a field of research 
or its maturity. Moreover, there could be value in the analysis of theories applied in 
the review sample (e.g., Touboulic and Walker 2015; Zhu et al. 2022) and in reflect-
ing on the interplay of different qualitative and quantitative methods in spurring the 
theoretical development of the reviewed field. This could yield detailed insights into 
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methodological as well as theoretical gaps, and we would suggest explicitly link-
ing the findings of such analyses to the research directions that an SLR typically 
provides. This link could help make the research directions much more tangible by 
giving researchers a clear indication of how to follow up on the findings, as, for 
example, done by Maestrini et al. (2017) or Dieste et al. (2022). In contrast to the 
mentioned examples of an actionable research agenda, a typical weakness of pre-
mature SLR manuscripts is that they ask rather superficially for more research in 
the different aspects they reviewed but remain silent about how exactly this can be 
achieved.

We would thus like to encourage future SLR authors to systematically investigate 
the potential to combine two categories of descriptive analysis to move this section 
of the findings to a higher level of quality, interest, and relevance. The same can, of 
course, be done with the thematic findings, which comprise the second part of this 
section.

Moving into the thematic analysis, we have already reached Decision 13 on the 
presentation of the refined theoretical framework and the discussion of its contents. 
A first step might present the frequencies of the codes or constructs applied in the 
analysis. This allows the reader to understand which topics are relevant. If a rather 
small body of literature is analyzed, tables providing evidence on which paper has 
been coded for which construct might be helpful in improving the transparency of 
the research process. Tables or other forms of visualization might help to organize 
the many codes soundly (see also Durach et al. 2017; Paul and Criado 2020; Web-
ster and Watson 2002). These findings might then lead to interpretation, for which 
it is necessary to extract meaning from the body of literature and present it accord-
ingly (Snyder 2019). To do so, it might seem needless to say that the researchers 
should refer back to Decisions 1, 2, and 3 taken in Step 1 and their justifications. 
These typically identify the research gap to be filled, but after the lengthy process of 
the SLR, the authors often fail to step back from the coding results and put them into 
a larger perspective against the research gap defined in Decision 1 (see also Clark 
et al. 2021). To support this, it is certainly helpful to illustrate the findings in a figure 
or graph presenting the links among the constructs and items and adding causal rea-
soning to this (Durach et al. 2017; Paul and Criado 2020), such as the three figures 
by Seuring and Müller (2008) or other examples by De Lima et al. (2021) or Tipu 
(2022). This presentation should condense arguments made in the assessed literature 
but should also chart the course for future research. It will be these parts of the paper 
that are decisive for a strong SLR paper.

Moreover, some guidelines define the most fruitful way of synthesizing the find-
ings as concept-centric synthesis (Clark et al. 2021; Fisch and Block 2018; Webster 
and Watson 2002). As presented in the previous sentence, the presentation of the 
review findings is centered on the content or concept of “concept-centric synthe-
sis.” It is accompanied by a reference to all or the most relevant literature in which 
the concept is evident. Contrastingly, Webster and Watson (2002) found that author-
centric synthesis discusses individual papers and what they have done and found 
(just like this sentence here). They added that this approach fails to synthesize larger 
samples. We want to note that we used the latter approach in some places in this 
paper. However, this aims to actively refer the reader to these studies, as they stand 
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out from our relatively small sample. Beyond this, we want to link back to Decision 
3, the selection of a theoretical framework and constructs. These constructs, or the 
parts of a framework, can also serve to structure the findings section by using them 
as headlines for subsections (Seuring et al. 2021).

Last but not least, there might even be cases where core findings and relationships 
might be opposed, and alternative perspectives could be presented. This would cer-
tainly be challenging to argue for but worthwhile to do in order to drive the reviewed 
field forward. A related example is the paper by Zhu et al. (2022), who challenged 
the current debate at the intersection of blockchain applications and supply chain 
management and pointed to the limited use of theoretical foundations for related 
analysis.

(5) Discussion and Conclusion: The discussion needs to explain the contribution 
the paper makes to the extant literature, that is, which previous findings or hypoth-
eses are supported or contradicted and which aspects of the findings are particularly 
interesting for the future development of the reviewed field. This is in line with the 
content required in the discussion sections of any other paper type. A typical struc-
ture might point to the contribution and put it into perspective with already exist-
ing research. Further, limitations should be addressed on both the theoretical and 
methodological sides. This elaboration of the limitations can be coupled with the 
considerations of the validity and reliability of the study in Decision 11. The impli-
cations for future research are a core aim of an SLR (Clark et  al. 2021; Mulrow 
1987; Snyder 2019) and should be addressed in a further part of the discussion sec-
tion. Recently, a growing number of literature reviews have also provided research 
questions for future research that provide a very concrete and actionable output of 
the SLR (e.g. Dieste et al. 2022; Maestrini et al. 2017). Moreover, we would like to 
reiterate our call to clearly link the research implications to the SLR findings, which 
helps the authors craft more tangible research directions and helps the reader to fol-
low the authors’ interpretation. Literature review papers are usually not strongly 
positioned toward managerial implications, but even these implications might be 
included.

As a kind of normal demand, the conclusion should provide an answer to the 
research question put forward in the introduction, thereby closing the cycle of argu-
ments made in the paper.

Although all the works seem to be done when the paper is written and the contri-
bution is fleshed out, there is still one major decision to be made. Decision 14 con-
cerns the identification of an appropriate journal for submission. Despite the popu-
larity of the SLR method, a rising number of journals explicitly limit the number of 
SLRs published by them. Moreover, there are only two guidelines elaborating on 
this decision, underlining the need for the following considerations.

Although it might seem most attractive to submit the paper to the highest-ranking 
journal for the reviewed topic, we argue for two critical and review-related decisions 
to be made during the research process that influence whether the paper fits a certain 
outlet:

(1)	 The theoretical foundation of the SLR (Decision 3) usually relates to certain 
journals in which it is published or discussed. If a deductive approach was taken, 
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the journals in which the foundational papers were published might be suitable 
since the review potentially contributes to the further validation or refinement of 
the frameworks. Overall, we need to keep in mind that a paper needs to be added 
to a discussion in the journal, and this can be based on the theoretical framework 
or the reviewed papers, as shown below.

(2)	 Appropriate journals for publication can be derived from the analyzed journal 
papers (Decision 7) (see also Paul and Criado 2020). This allows for an easy link 
to the theoretical debate in the respective journal by submitting it. This choice is 
identifiable in most of the papers mentioned in this paper and is often illustrated 
in the descriptive analysis.

If the journal chosen for the submission was neither related to the theoretical 
foundation nor overly represented in the body of literature analyzed, an explicit jus-
tification in the paper itself might be needed. Alternatively, an explanation might be 
provided in the letter to the editor when submitting the paper. If such a statement is 
not presented, the likelihood of it being transferred into the review process and pass-
ing it is rather low. Finally, we want to refer readers interested in the specificities of 
the publication-related review process of SLRs to Webster and Watson (2002), who 
elaborated on this for Management Information Systems Quarterly.

5 � Discussion and conclusion

Critically reviewing the currently available SLR guidelines in the management 
domain, this paper synthesizes 14 key decisions to be made and reported across the 
SLR research process. Guidelines are presented for each decision, including tasks 
that assist in making sound choices to complete the research process and make 
meaningful contributions. Applying these guidelines should improve the rigor and 
robustness of many review papers and thus enhance their contributions. Moreover, 
some practical hints and best-practice examples are provided on issues that unexpe-
rienced authors regularly struggle to present in a manuscript (Fisch and Block 2018) 
and thus frustrate reviewers, readers, editors, and authors alike.

Strikingly, the review of prior guidelines reported in Table 3 revealed their focus 
on the technical details that need to be reported in any SLR. Consequently, our dis-
cipline has come a long way in crafting search strings, inclusion, and exclusion cri-
teria, and elaborating on the validity and reliability of an SLR. Nevertheless, we left 
critical areas underdeveloped, such as the identification of relevant research gaps 
and questions, data extraction tools, analysis of the findings, and a meaningful and 
interesting reporting of the results. Our study contributes to filling these gaps by 
providing operationalized guidance to SLR authors, especially early-stage research-
ers who craft SLRs at the outset of their research journeys. At the same time, we 
need to underline that our paper is, of course, not the only useful reference for SLR 
authors. Instead, the readers are invited to find more guidance on the many aspects 
to consider in an SLR in the references we provide within the single decisions, as 
well as in Tables 1 and 2. The tables also identify the strongholds of other guidelines 
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that our paper does not want to replace but connect and extend at selected occasions, 
especially in SLR Steps 5 and 6.

The findings regularly underline the interconnection of the 14 decisions identified 
and discussed in this paper. We thus support Tranfield et al. (2003) who requested a 
flexible approach to the SLR while clearly reporting all design decisions and reflect-
ing their impacts. In line with the guidance synthesized in this review, and especially 
Durach et al. (2017), we also present a refined framework in Figs. 1 and 2. It specifi-
cally refines the original six-step SLR process by Durach et al. (2017) in three ways:

First, we subdivided the six steps into 14 decisions to enhance the operational-
ization of the process and enable closer guidance (see Fig. 1). Second, we added 
a temporal sequence to Fig.  2 by positioning the decisions from left to right 
according to this temporal sequence. This is based on systematically reflecting 
on the need to finish one decision before the following. If this need is evident, 
the following decision moves to the right; if not, the decisions are positioned 
below each other. Turning to Fig. 2, it becomes evident that Step 2, “determin-
ing the required characteristics of primary studies,” and Step 3, “retrieving a 
sample of potentially relevant literature,” including their Decisions 4–6, can be 
conducted in an iterative manner. While this contrasts with the strict division 
of the six steps by Durach et  al. (2017), it supports other guidance that sug-
gests running pilot studies to iteratively define the literature sample, its sources, 
and characteristics (Snyder 2019; Tranfield et al. 2003; Xiao and Watson 2019). 
While this insight might suggest merging Steps 2 and 3, we refrain from this 
superficial change and building yet another SLR process model. Instead, we pre-
fer to add detail and depth to Durach et al.’s (2017) model.

(Decisions: D1: specifying the research gap and related research question, D2: 
opting for a theoretical approach, D3: defining the core theoretical framework 
and constructs, D4: specifying inclusion and exclusion criteria, D5: defining 
sources and databases, D6: defining search terms and crafting a search string, 
D7: including and excluding literature for detailed analysis and synthesis, D8: 
selecting data extraction tool(s), D9: coding against (pre-defined) constructs, 
D10: conducting a subsequent (statistical) analysis (optional), D11: ensuring 
validity and reliability, D12: deciding on the structure of the paper, D13: pre-
senting a refined theoretical framework and discussing its contents, and D14: 
deriving an appropriate journal from the analyzed papers).

This is also done through the third refinement, which underlines which previ-
ous or later decisions need to be considered within each single decision. Such a 
consideration moves beyond the mere temporal sequence of steps and decisions 
that does not reflect the full complexity of the SLR process. Instead, its focus 
is on the need to align, for example, the conduct of the data analysis (Decision 
9) with the theoretical approach (Decision 2) and consequently ensure that the 
chosen theoretical framework and the constructs (Decision 3) are sufficiently 
defined for the data analysis (i.e., mutually exclusive and comprehensively 
exhaustive). The mentioned interrelations are displayed in Fig.  2 by means of 
directed arrows from one decision to another. The underlying explanations can 
be found in the earlier paper sections by searching for the individual decisions in 
the text on the impacted decisions. Overall, it is unsurprising to see that the vast 
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majority of interrelations are directed from the earlier to the later steps and deci-
sions (displayed through arrows below the diagonal of decisions), while only a 
few interrelations are inverse.

Combining the first refinement of the original framework (defining the 14 
decisions) and the third refinement (revealing the main interrelations among 
the decisions) underlines the contribution of this study in two main ways. First, 
the centrality of ensuring validity and reliability (Decision 11) is underlined. It 
becomes evident that considerations of validity and reliability are central to the 
overall SLR process since all steps before the writing of the paper need to be 
revisited in iterative cycles through Decision 11. Any lack of related considera-
tions will most likely lead to reviewer critique, putting the SLR publication at 
risk. On the positive side of this centrality, we also found substantial guidance 
on this issue. In contrast, as evidenced in Table 3, there is a lack of prior guid-
ance on Decisions 1, 8, 10, 12, 13, and 14, which this study is helping to fill. 
At the same time, these underexplained decisions are influenced by 14 of the 
44 (32%) incoming arrows in Fig.  2 and influence the other decisions in 6 of 
the 44 (14%) instances. These interrelations among decisions to be considered 
when crafting an SLR were scattered across prior guidelines, lacked in-depth 
elaborations, and were hardly explicitly related to each other. Thus, we hope that 
our study and the refined SLR process model will help enhance the quality and 
contribution of future SLRs.

Fig. 2   Enriched six-step process including the core interrelations of the 14 decisions
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