Topic 12
The main goals and objectives of the scientific review.
A review in the system of genres of scientific discourse

Learning outcome. By the end of the lecture, doctoral researchers should be able to distinguish major review genres, formulate a defensible review question, evaluate evidence critically, and explain how a scientific review contributes to scholarly knowledge.

1. The scientific review: purpose, scope, and intellectual contribution
A scientific review is a scholarly text that examines a defined body of existing work and develops an evidence-based account of what is known, how that knowledge was produced, where findings converge or conflict, and which questions remain unresolved. Unlike a catalogue of publications, a review constructs an argument about a research field. Its claims must be traceable to identifiable sources, and its conclusions must reflect the strength and limitations of those sources. The principal goal of a scientific review is synthesis. Synthesis is not the mechanical addition of summaries: it involves selecting comparable evidence, identifying relationships among studies, and interpreting those relationships against a clearly stated question. A strong review may establish the state of the art, clarify terminology, compare competing explanations, assess methodological reliability, map emerging directions, or justify a new investigation. The relative emphasis depends on its intended audience and genre.
The objectives follow from this goal. First, the reviewer defines a manageable problem and transparent boundaries, including topic, period, language, publication type, and disciplinary scope. Second, relevant literature is located systematically enough to support the claims being made. Third, the sources are evaluated for conceptual relevance, methodological appropriateness, reproducibility, and possible bias. Fourth, evidence is grouped by questions, theories, methods, or results rather than merely by author. Finally, the review identifies what conclusions are warranted and where uncertainty persists. Critical assessment requires separating a study’s reported observation from the interpretation offered by its authors. A reported association does not automatically demonstrate causation; a statistically significant result does not establish practical importance; and repeated use of a technique does not prove that it is optimal. Reviews should also distinguish absence of evidence from evidence of absence. Such distinctions make the review intellectually useful rather than merely descriptive. The scope must be proportionate to the claim. A selective narrative review can provide a valuable conceptual interpretation, but it should not imply that every relevant publication was captured. Conversely, a review claiming comprehensive coverage needs a reproducible search and selection procedure. The purpose and the evidentiary standard must therefore be aligned from the beginning.
2. Scientific review within the system of academic genres
Scientific discourse comprises genres with different communicative functions. An original research article presents a new question, method, analysis, and findings. An abstract condenses the essential content of a document. An annotation characterizes a source and its intended use. A research proposal argues for a future investigation. A scientific review, by contrast, takes prior scholarship as its principal object of analysis and generates a structured interpretation of the existing evidence. It can produce an original intellectual contribution without reporting new experimental measurements. The term review also denotes a critical appraisal of a single article, book, or manuscript, including peer-review reports. That evaluative genre should not be confused with a review article that synthesizes a body of literature. The former judges a particular work against criteria such as originality, coherence, methods, and scholarly significance; the latter explains the collective state of knowledge across multiple works. Both require fair representation, reasoned criticism, and appropriately supported judgments.
Narrative reviews offer a broad interpretive discussion and are useful for conceptual clarification or historically complex subjects. Systematic reviews address a prespecified question using explicit eligibility criteria, documented searches, selection procedures, and structured appraisal. Scoping reviews map the extent, characteristics, and gaps of a body of evidence, particularly when questions are broad or concepts are still developing. Meta-analyses statistically combine compatible quantitative estimates; they are analytical methods that may be embedded within a systematic review, not a synonym for every systematic review. Critical and integrative reviews may compare theoretical perspectives and different study designs to develop a new conceptual account. The distinction between review types is methodological, not simply a difference in length. A systematic review requires transparency about how studies entered the analysis. A narrative review may be selective, but it must still disclose its organizing logic and avoid presenting preferences as settled consensus. A scoping review is not automatically designed to determine which intervention works best. Researchers should choose the review design according to the question, the available evidence, and the conclusions they intend to draw.
3. Structure, evidence evaluation, and scholarly argument
A review typically opens with a title that identifies its subject and, when relevant, its review type. The abstract states the question or purpose, approach, principal patterns in the evidence, and conclusion. The introduction establishes significance, defines key concepts, describes the boundaries of the field, and identifies the knowledge problem. The methods section explains how evidence was sought and selected to the degree required by the review design. The central synthesis presents thematic or methodological findings, followed by a discussion of their meaning, limitations, implications, and remaining research needs. For systematic and scoping reviews, the methods should identify databases and other sources, search dates, search strings or accessible search strategies, inclusion and exclusion criteria, screening procedures, and extraction methods. A flow diagram may document the number of records identified, screened, excluded, and included. Reporting guidance such as PRISMA 2020 and PRISMA-ScR helps authors disclose relevant decisions; these reporting frameworks do not replace sound study design or guarantee that a review is free from bias.
The body should be organized around analytical questions. For example, a review of measurement methods may compare resolution, uncertainty, calibration requirements, operating conditions, and repeatability across approaches. An author-by-author chronology can be useful for historical developments, but it rarely provides an adequate synthesis by itself. A well-designed comparison table can expose methodological differences that would be difficult to follow in prose, provided that the text explains the implications rather than simply repeating the cells.
Quality appraisal depends on study design. Reviewers may assess sampling, controls, measurement validity, confounding, missing data, uncertainty reporting, and consistency between data and conclusions. A highly cited paper is not necessarily methodologically strong, and journal prestige is not a substitute for reading the study. Where studies disagree, reviewers should investigate whether the discrepancy arises from different definitions, populations, instruments, experimental conditions, analysis choices, or genuine uncertainty. Claims must be calibrated to the evidence. “Several studies report” is different from “the evidence establishes.” Where conclusions are tentative, the review should say why. Citations should support the precise proposition to which they are attached; citations to secondary reviews should not obscure original sources when primary evidence is central. Paraphrasing must preserve meaning and avoid patchwriting. Tables and figures adapted from other publications require appropriate attribution and, where applicable, permission. The conclusion should answer the question posed in the introduction rather than merely repeat the section headings. It should identify the strongest supported findings, consequential limitations, and specific research directions. Recommendations should be feasible and connected to demonstrated gaps, not generic calls for “further study.”
4. Planning and evaluating a rigorous scientific review
The review process begins with a question whose scope is neither so broad that selection becomes arbitrary nor so narrow that the evidence base is uninformative. The researcher then prepares a concept map, defines synonyms and related terms, chooses appropriate databases, and tests search strings. Reference-list screening and citation searching can supplement database retrieval. Searches should be updated when the review is prepared for submission, especially in rapidly developing fields. After removing duplicate records, titles and abstracts are screened against explicit criteria; potentially eligible full texts are assessed in greater detail. A structured extraction matrix can record study purpose, design, sample or material, methods, principal findings, limitations, and relevance to the review question. Even when a narrative review does not follow a full systematic protocol, documenting these decisions reduces selective citation and improves the defensibility of the argument.
The synthesis stage should separate description, evaluation, and inference. Description records what investigators did and found. Evaluation considers the credibility and comparability of those findings. Inference explains what the combined evidence supports. These operations should be visible in the writing: the reader needs to understand not only which studies were cited, but also why they were brought together and how the resulting conclusion was reached. Before submission, reviewers should examine completeness of coverage, balance between supporting and contradictory evidence, consistency of terminology, accuracy of bibliographic details, and correspondence between the declared review type and actual methods. Conflicts of interest and funding relationships should be disclosed when required. AI-assisted tools may support discovery or drafting, but their outputs require source verification; invented references and unsupported summaries are unacceptable. A useful doctoral exercise is to formulate one review question and compare two plausible review designs. Explain which design best answers the question, identify the minimum information needed to reproduce the search, propose three criteria for evaluating included studies, and draft a synthesis paragraph that compares findings rather than listing authors. The quality of the exercise is judged by transparency, analytical reasoning, and proportionality of conclusions.

Table 1. Distinguishing major review genres
	Genre
	Primary purpose
	Typical methodological expectation

	Narrative review
	Interpret and contextualize a field
	Explain scope and synthesis logic; avoid unsupported completeness claims

	Systematic review
	Answer a focused question comprehensively
	Prespecified criteria, reproducible search and selection, critical appraisal

	Scoping review
	Map evidence and identify gaps
	Transparent mapping question, eligibility and source-selection process

	Review with meta-analysis
	Quantitatively combine comparable estimates
	Justified statistical model, heterogeneity and bias assessment

	Single-work critical review
	Evaluate one publication or manuscript
	Explicit criteria, fair summary, evidence-based judgment



Selected references and further reading
1. Page, M. J., et al. (2021). The PRISMA 2020 statement: An updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ, 372, n71. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n71
2. Tricco, A. C., et al. (2018). PRISMA extension for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR): Checklist and explanation. Annals of Internal Medicine, 169(7), 467–473. https://doi.org/10.7326/M18-0850
3. Arksey, H., & O’Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: Towards a methodological framework. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19–32. https://doi.org/10.1080/1364557032000119616
4. Grant, M. J., & Booth, A. (2009). A typology of reviews: An analysis of 14 review types and associated methodologies. Health Information & Libraries Journal, 26(2), 91–108. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-1842.2009.00848.x
5. Snyder, H. (2019). Literature review as a research methodology: An overview and guidelines. Journal of Business Research, 104, 333–339. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.07.039
6. Torraco, R. J. (2005). Writing integrative literature reviews: Guidelines and examples. Human Resource Development Review, 4(3), 356–367. https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484305278283
7. Booth, A., Sutton, A., Clowes, M., & Martyn-St James, M. (2021). Systematic Approaches to a Successful Literature Review (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications.
8. Hart, C. (2018). Doing a Literature Review: Releasing the Research Imagination (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.
9. Machi, L. A., & McEvoy, B. T. (2022). The Literature Review: Six Steps to Success (4th ed.). Corwin.
10. Ridley, D. (2012). The Literature Review: A Step-by-Step Guide for Students (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.
11. Gough, D., Oliver, S., & Thomas, J. (Eds.). (2017). An Introduction to Systematic Reviews (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.
12. Higgins, J. P. T., Thomas, J., Chandler, J., et al. (Eds.). Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions. https://training.cochrane.org/handbook
13. Peters, M. D. J., et al. (2020). Updated methodological guidance for the conduct of scoping reviews. JBI Evidence Synthesis, 18(10), 2119–2126. https://doi.org/10.11124/JBIES-20-00167
14. Greenhalgh, T., Thorne, S., & Malterud, K. (2018). Time to challenge the spurious hierarchy of systematic over narrative reviews? European Journal of Clinical Investigation, 48(6), e12931. https://doi.org/10.1111/eci.12931

