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Training Needs and Preferences for Librarians 
Supporting Systematic Reviews in the Sciences, 
Humanities, and Social Sciences 

Mê-Linh Lê, Janice Winkler, and Christine J. Neilson*

Systematic reviews, and other forms of knowledge synthesis, are an increasingly 
popular research methodology being used in the sciences, humanities, and social 
sciences. Librarians are being called upon to support this work through consultation, 
instruction, and/or performing the systematic search on behalf of the research team. 
Professional development is essential for librarians to develop their skills and to build 
confidence when it comes to providing SR support to researchers. This article reports 
on a survey of American and Canadian academic librarians serving the Sciences, 
Humanities and Social Sciences. Participants’ responses indicate their knowledge of 
SR support activities and identify potential areas to focus on for future training and 
professional development. 

Background
Knowledge synthesis (KS) reviews, or evidence syntheses, are popular forms of research that 
systematically gather, evaluate, and synthesize existing literature to answer a research ques-
tion. While systematic reviews may be the most well-known form of KS, the types of reviews 
included in the KS “family” continues to expand, and includes scoping reviews, meta-ethnog-
raphies, and integrative reviews, among many others. The specific type of KS review used by a 
research team will vary based on several factors, such as the type of question being asked (e.g., 
narrow or more broad focused), the types of studies to include (e.g., quantitative, qualitative, 
mixed-methods, etc.), or amount of time available. Systematic reviews are traditionally very 
focused questions that include specific study types to compare interventions. Scoping reviews 
typically ask broader questions that are exploratory in nature and can help to identify gaps in 
the literature or areas needing more specific focus. Meta-ethnographies, which are considered 
a form of qualitative systematic review, attempt to provide new interpretations or theories to 
explain what the research is showing, rather than simply collecting all known evidence on 
a topic. Integrative reviews summarize existing theoretical or empirical evidence to give a 
broader understanding of a phenomenon or practice across multiple disciplines and can in-
clude a wide array of methodologies.1 These four review types can all take anywhere from six 
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months to years but there are reviews that can be done in shorter time periods as well (e.g., 
rapid reviews). There are now over forty different types of KS reviews, each suitable for dif-
ferent purposes and contexts.2 For the purposes of simplicity, all forms of KS will be referred 
to as Systematic Reviews (SR) hereafter. 

As SRs are literature-based research, supporting SR researchers is a natural role for the 
library. Health librarians have filled this role for many years, to the extent that growing demand 
for health librarian involvement has led to concerns over librarian workload, and publica-
tions with titles such as “What to Do When Everyone Wants You to Collaborate: Managing 
the Demand for Library Support in Systematic Review Searching” and “Burnout Among 
Medical and Health Sciences Information Professionals Who Support Systematic Reviews: An 
Exploratory Study.”3 But health is not the only field that uses SR methods. Shelbe established 
a history of the use of SR methods in a variety of disciplines through a bibliometric study of 
scholarly publication spanning 1972-2011.4 SRs were established in education, psychology, 
and business in the 1970s, and were later adopted in various other fields at varying rates. The 
number of SRs published increased over time in all the fields examined; however, the health/
medicine disciplines produced the most SRs during the nearly forty year period examined—
with an average of 209.4 SRs per 10,000 articles published—because publications in the field 
included the continuous use of SR methods. The science disciplines had an average of 66.1 SRs 
per 10,000 publications, and social science disciplines followed closely with an average of 56.4 
SRs per 10,000 publications during the time period examined.5 A thorough inventory of SRs 
published in various disciplinary areas after 2011 is not available; however, even if the use of 
SR methods stopped growing and remained constant since then, the number of SRs published 
per year will have increased over the past twelve years as the number of scholarly articles 
overall has increased. A recent study by Savage and Olejniczak estimates that the number of 
articles published by American social scientists increased by over 36 percent between 2011 
and 2019, while the number of books published dropped by over 23 percent during the same 
period.6 Meanwhile White reported that worldwide, the number of peer reviewed publica-
tions in the Sciences—including health—increased from 1.9 million publications published 
in the year 2010 to 2.9 million published in the year 2020.7 

With more and more SRs being published, library discourse has begun to take a closer look 
at SRs completed in the Sciences, Humanities, and Social Sciences (SHSS), and the library’s role 
in supporting SRs in those disciplines. This includes the examinations of the characteristics 
of SHSS SRs;8 documented librarian involvement in SHSS SRs;9 resources and techniques for 
conducting SRs outside of health;10 descriptions of developing SR support services beyond 
health;11 and the benefits of library support for SHSS SRs.12 Of particular relevance to this 
paper, Kogut and colleagues’ 2020 case study documented a program to develop SR exper-
tise among education liaison librarians in order to meet the growing demand for SR support 
from the Texas A&M University’s College of Education and Human Development.13 Demand 
for SR support in Education may not come as a surprise given the long history of SR method 
use in the field, but in a complementary article, we found that demand for SR support has 
increased in SHSS broadly. We reported that 70 percent of survey respondents indicated that 
a faculty member, researcher, or student from the SHSS had asked them to participate in a 
systematic review in the past five years, and 55.9 percent of respondents indicated an increase 
in the frequency of those requests during that time.14 Some respondents were responsible for 
liaison to a health discipline as well as a SHSS discipline, but requests for support were not 
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attributed to health alone; 1.7 percent of SR support requests were attributed to the Humani-
ties, 18 percent of requests came from the Sciences, and 39.3 percent of support requests came 
out of the Social Sciences. 

As library support services for SRs outside of health start to grow, so too does the need 
for training librarians to provide that support. Professional learning can take place in many 
forms: in person, virtually, or independently. Examples include professional reading; learning 
from colleagues through mentorship15 or communities of practice; learning through experi-
ence; attending workshops and courses;16 or combinations of the above.17 Townsend and col-
leagues developed a set of six competency areas for health librarians that may prove useful 
to librarians serving other disciplines when creating a plan for continuing education. These 
six areas are: SR foundations; process management and communication; research methodol-
ogy; comprehensive searching; data management; and reporting.18 While Townsend and col-
leagues’ competency framework provides a starting point, Kogut and colleagues have pointed 
out three key elements that lead to the success of their SR training program for Education 
librarians: 1. Training must be tailored to the librarians’ liaison area, as the health context will 
not necessarily translate to other disciplines; 2. Experienced subject librarians possess exist-
ing disciplinary knowledge and skills that are important for SR support, but it is important 
to recognize that even with that head start, becoming proficient in SR support is a process 
that will take years; 3. Making SR support one of library administration’s service priorities is 
necessary to ensure that librarians take the time needed to actively develop their knowledge 
and skills in that area.19 

If SR training for SHSS librarians is needed, what should that training look like? This 
article reports on the systematic review training needs and preferences for librarians who 
support subject areas in the SHSS disciplines. This data was collected as part of a survey of As-
sociation of Research Libraries (ARL) and Canadian Association of Research Libraries (CARL) 
SHSS librarians’ involvement in SRs, their comfort and competence with systematic review 
processes, and their perception of library administrators’ level of support for SHSS librarian 
participation in systematic reviews. Information regarding the demand for SR support and 
librarian involvement are presented in a separate article.20

Methods
This paper reports additional analysis of a previously reported survey.21 A complete account 
of the study methods are available there and are summarized for the reader here. This study 
was approved by the authors’ institutional research ethics board (JFREB J2020:062). Librarians 
who support subject areas in the sciences, humanities, and social sciences (SHSS) at ARL and 
CARL institutions were surveyed with an open online survey. Participants were recruited in a 
convenience sample using twenty-two major listservs with an initial recruitment email and a 
reminder email three weeks later. Librarians were invited to participate if they were currently 
employed at an ARL or CARL institution, providing direct library services and support to 
faculty, staff, or students within the sciences, humanities, or social sciences. 

In the survey, respondents were asked which disciplines they support, as well as which 
disciplines have requested SR support, and for the purposes of analysis these responses were 
grouped into broader categories of Humanities, Sciences, Social Sciences, and Health Sciences. 
Each discipline only fell under one category, though respondents often support disciplines in 
more than one category. The method used for grouping disciplinary areas is discussed in more 
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detail in Lê, Neilson, and Winkler,22 and a list of liaison areas which fell under each category 
is available via Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://osf.io/mqxf2/.23

During data clean-up, responses were removed from the survey if they did not meet the 
stated inclusion criteria. Namely, respondents had to be librarians working at a CARL/ARL 
institution who supported at least one discipline within the SHSS. Respondents were removed 
if after categorization it was determined that they only supported health sciences disciplines, 
or if they provided their institution and it was found not to be a CARL/ARL institution. Re-
sponses were also removed if respondents did not complete the survey beyond the initial 
demographic questions. A total of 379 participants responded (360 in English, and nineteen 
in French). After responses were removed that did not meet the stated inclusion criteria, 161 
usable responses remained. The largest number of excluded responses (n=156) were from 
librarians that did not work at a CARL/ARL institution.

The survey contained a total of twenty-nine possible questions; conditional logic ensured 
that respondents were only asked questions which were applicable to them. All questions 
were optional, so that participants were able to skip any question to which they did not wish 
to provide an answer. A subset of ten questions in the survey asked about their training op-
portunities and preferences; these responses are reported here. The survey asked what SR 
related training they had received, and whether they received support from their library 
administrators in the form of funding for fees (e.g., professional development registration 
fees for SR training) or time to complete the training. It also asked their preferred format for 
training and if they had anyone to whom they could ask questions about SR methods.

In order to assess training needs, respondents were asked to indicate their knowledge of 
several standard areas of SR support. They were then asked about their confidence in sup-
porting patrons in these areas: the review process, and what makes different types of reviews 
unique; different forms of bias and how to mitigate them in the literature search; established 
tools and published guidelines for systematic reviews; translating search strategies for use in 
other databases; searching the grey literature; requirements for record keeping and literature 
search reporting; using reference management software for de-duplication of large result 
sets; and using screening software designed for use in systematic reviews. Because database 
searching is a core skill in librarianship, respondents were not asked about their level of 
knowledge in this area but were asked how comfortable they were assisting patrons with it. 
Respondents were also asked how knowledgeable they were about Peer Review of Electronic 
Search Strategies (PRESS); however, because PRESS is a tool intended to help information 
professionals review database search strategies designed by other information professionals, 
respondents were not asked about their comfort level supporting library patrons with its use.

Confidential data was stored in password protected folders to which only members of 
the research team had access. Data was de-identified for sharing by removing potentially 
identifying variables such as liaison areas, institution name, and all open-ended responses, 
before sharing on OSF. For information about how disciplinary areas were defined, see OSF 
at https://osf.io/mqxf2/. Descriptive analysis was conducted for each close-ended question 
included in the survey. Responses provided in the free-text questions were coded into broad 
themes.

A statistical consultant was hired to complete more sophisticated statistical analysis 
to identify potential relationships between variables. The statistical consultant who con-
ducted the data analysis for this project signed a pledge of confidentiality, as required by 
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the authors’ institutional research ethics board, to ensure the security of participant data. 
The most appropriate method of statistical analysis for each question was determined by 
the statistical consultant. Two potential relationships were explored: first, between the types 
of learning activities participants engaged with and the number of SRs they had supported 
and, second, between the attitude respondents’ administrators held towards SR support 
and which types of support were available to them to participate in training. The former 
relationship was examined using Spearman’s correlation coefficient, and the latter through 
cross tabulation.

Results
There were a total of 379 responses, 161 of which met inclusion criteria and proceeded to 
the analysis stage, while the remainder were deleted. Ninety-eight respondents supplied 
the name of their institution. Forty-two of 108 (38.8 percent) US-based ARL institutions and 
twenty of thirty-one CARL institutions (64.5 percent) were represented in the survey. Of the 
forty-two ARL institutions, thirty-eight (90.4 percent) were R1 (Doctoral institutions – very 
high research activity), three (7 percent) were R2 (Doctoral institutions – high research activ-
ity), and one (2 percent) was an M1 (Master’s Colleges and Universities: Larger programs) 
institution. Thirteen (87 percent) of the CARL institutions represented in the sample were a 
part of the U15 – Canada’s collective of fifteen research-intensive institutions.24 De-identified 
study data is freely available online at OSF at https://osf.io/mqxf2/.25

As respondents were able to list multiple disciplines they supported, 521 total areas were 
reported. These were assigned to broader disciplinary categories as described in the Methods. 
Seventeen percent were Humanities, 41 percent were Social Sciences, 32 percent were Sciences, 
and 10 percent were Health Sciences. 

Knowledge and Confidence Relating to Aspects of SRs
When asked to indicate their knowledge of, and confidence in supporting patrons with, sev-
eral aspects of SR support, respondents typically reported similar levels of knowledge and 
confidence for specific aspects of SR support listed in both the Knowledge and Confidence 
questions. However, for most aspects of SR support, respondents indicated slightly lower 
levels of confidence in their ability to help patrons with that element than their reported level 
of knowledge (see Figure 1).

As Table 1 indicates, respondents were most confident helping library patrons with ac-
tivities related to database searching, with 117 (80.7 percent) indicating they were confident 
or very confident helping patrons with advanced database searching techniques, and 108 
(74.5 percent) confident or very confident with the aspect of translating search strategies for 
use in other databases. More than half of respondents indicated that they were knowledge-
able or very knowledgeable of the following: the review process, and what makes different 
types of reviews unique (60.7 percent); translating search strategies for use in other databases 
(66.9 percent); searching the grey literature (53.8 percent); requirements for record keeping 
and literature search reporting (51.7 percent); and using reference management software for 
de-duplication of large result sets (62.7 percent). Respondents indicated that they were least 
knowledgeable about peer review of electronic search strategies (PRESS), with sixty-two (42.8 
percent) indicating they were not at all knowledgeable, and using screening software designed 
for SRs, with forty-nine (33.8%) indicating they were not at all knowledgeable. 

https://osf.io/mqxf2/
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Training
Training can take many forms, whether it is self-directed, as part of informal learning groups, 
or as part of much more structured professional development. Librarians were asked to iden-
tify what, if any, training on SRs they had already completed. Figure 2 below shows that 82.6 
percent of respondents (120) had previously participated in at least some form of learning 
activity related to systematic reviews. These activities included: independent learning through 
reading relevant professional literature and/or online content (66.5 percent; 107 respondents); 
participating in continuing education workshops, including webinars (52.2 percent; eighty-four 
respondents); mentorship from a colleague who has experience supporting SRs (48.4 percent; 
seventy-eight respondents); and completing a postsecondary course, including MOOCs (5.6 
percent; nine respondents). Of the remaining respondents, twenty-three (16 percent) said 
they had not received any training whatsoever, and four (3 percent) were unsure. Multiple 
responses were possible for this question.

FIGURE 1
A Comparison of Reported Knowledge, vs Reported Confidence Related to Specific 

Aspects of SR Support (Percentage) Starred (*) items have no comparator
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In addition to indicating whether they had participated in any learning activities related 
to SRs, respondents provided their preferred way to engage in that type of learning. There 
were 120 responses for this question. As shown in Figure 3 (below), learning independently 
through literature and online content was the first choice for 56 percent; second choice for 
0.9 percent; third choice for 9 percent; and fourth choice for 34 percent. Being mentored by 

TABLE 1
Reported Levels of Knowledge about, and Comfort with, Aspects of SR Support (Count (Percent))

Not at all 
knowledgeable

Somewhat 
knowledgeable

Knowledgeable Very 
knowledgeable

Not at all 
confident

Somewhat 
confident

Confident Very 
confident

The review process 
and what makes 
different types of 
reviews unique 

11 (7.6%) 46 (31.7%) 56 (38.6%) 32 (22.1%) 22 
(15.2%)

44 
(30.3%)

46 
(31.7%)

33 
(22.8%)

Different forms of 
bias and how to 
mitigate them in the 
literature search 

24 (16.6%) 57 (39.3%) 43 (29.7%) 21 (14.5%) 42 
(28.8%)

52 
(35.6%)

34 
(23.3%)

18 
(12.3%)

Established tools and 
published guidelines 
for systematic review 

20 (13.8%) 57 (39.3%) 44 (30.3%) 24 (16.6%) 37 
(25.5%)

40 
(27.6%)

43 
(29.7%)

25 
(17.2%)

Advanced 
bibliographic 
database search 
techniques 

— — — — 10 
(6.9%)

18 
(12.4%)

42 
(29.0%)

75 
(51.7%)

Translating search 
strategies for use in 
other databases 

10 (6.9%) 38 (26.2%) 41 (28.3%) 56 (38.6%) 11 
(7.6%)

26 
(17.9%)

47 
(32.4%)

61 
(42.1%)

Searching the grey 
literature

14 (9.7%) 53 (36.6%) 55 (37.9%) 23 (15.9%) 21 
(14.5%)

45 
(31.0%)

49 
(33.8%)

30 
(20.7%)

Requirements for 
record keeping and 
literature search 
reporting 

26 (17.9%) 44 (30.3%) 37 (25.5%) 38 (26.2%) 39 
(26.9%)

37 
(25.5%)

35 
(24.1%)

34 
(23.4%)

Peer review of 
electronic search 
strategies (PRESS)

62 (42.8%) 38 (26.2%) 24 (16.6%) 21 (14.5%) — — — —

Using reference 
management 
software for de-
duplication of large 
result sets 

15 (10.3%) 39 (26.9%) 46 (31.7%) 45 (31.0%) 22 
(15.2%)

39 
(26.9%)

36 
(24.8%)

48 
(33.1%)

Using screening 
software designed 
for use in systematic 
review

49 (33.8%) 41 (28.3%) 27 (18.6%) 28 (19.3%) 60 
(41.4%)

33 
(22.8%)

29 
(20.0%)

23 
(15.9%)
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colleagues was first choice for 23 percent; second choice for 22 percent; third choice for 21 
percent and fourth choice for 35 percent. CE workshops was the first choice for 10 percent; 
second choice for 28 percent; third choice for 38 percent and fourth choice for 24 percent. 
Post-secondary courses was the first choice for 9 percent; second choice for 48 percent; third 
choice for 32 percent and fourth choice for 11 percent.

FIGURE 2
SR Learning Activities Completed by Respondents (more than one response possible)

FIGURE 3
Preferred Mechanisms for Receiving SR Training
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Where to Go For Help 
When asked who they would go to if they had questions about SR support, the majority of 
respondents indicated that they would approach library colleagues who have experience 
supporting SRs, either working within their institution (79.6 percent) or outside of their in-
stitution (34.2 percent) (see Figure 4 below). Nine respondents (5.9 percent) indicated that 
there was nobody they could turn to for help. Other places respondents would go to when 
help was needed were: online resources, such as LibGuides, videos, or Google (4.6 percent); 
listservs (2 percent); publications (2 percent); or recognized authorities on SR methods, such 
as journal authors or research methods groups (2 percent).

Supports for SR Training
Respondents were asked to indicate what types of support (if any) they had received from 
their administration for SR training (see Figure 5). The most common type of support was 
fundings for fees (e.g., registration fees) at 61.9 percent (91); time away from regular duties to 
participate in training at 45.6 percent (67); funding for travel at 45.6 percent (67); and resources 
such as software or manuals at 40.1 percent (57). Eleven respondents (7.5 percent) reported 
never receiving training support, and sixteen (11 percent) indicated that the question was 
“not applicable.” Seventeen respondents (11.6 percent) selected “Other;” the most frequent 
response noted in “Other,” at 5 percent, was local training provided by health librarians 
(seven), followed by local discussion groups at 1 percent (two).

Administration Attitude and Support 
Respondents were asked a variety of questions about administration attitude and support 
towards SHSS librarians’ participating in SR projects. Statistical analysis done on these results 
show that regardless of administration attitude (discouraging, neutral, supportive) funding 

FIGURE 4
Where to Go for Questions about SR Support (more than one answer possible)
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for SR training programs and time away from regular duties to attend training is provided for 
between 50-69 percent of respondents. Librarians who report a discouraging attitude towards 
SRs from administration also less frequently report funding travel to attend SR training and 
access to training resources (e.g., manuals, software). Administration with a perceived neutral 
or supportive attitude provides travel funding 48 percent and 40 percent of the time, and ac-
cess to training resources 54 percent and 24 percent of the time, respectively. Administration 
that is seen as supportive or neutral of participation provides time away from regular duties 
to attend training (58 percent and 30 percent, respectively). Librarians who report their Ad-
ministration is discouraging of participation also report being provided with time away from 
regular duties to participate in SR training at the highest rate (80 percent).

Learning Activities Completed and Number of Systematic Reviews Completed
Spearman’s correlation coefficient was calculated to examine the relationship between the 
types of learning activities respondents had completed and the number of SRs they had com-
pleted. A correlation was found between respondents who had completed continuing educa-
tion (.391), mentorship (.267), and independent learning (.429) with the number of systematic 
reviews completed; the correlation was significant at the 0.01 level. No significant correlation 
was found between those who had completed post-secondary courses and the number of 
systematic reviews they had done in the last five years. 

Topics to Learn More About
Free-text answers were provided by 115 respondents when asked about additional topics 
they would like to learn more about. Some indicated that they would like to receive training 
on elements of support related to literature searching and liaison work, namely grey litera-
ture searching and documenting the search (twenty-five), advanced searching (seventeen), 
peer-review of search strategies (ten), search strategy translation (seven), automation for 

FIGURE 5
Number of Respondents Receiving Different Types of Support(s) for SR Training
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things like text mining and search strategy development (four), and deduplication of result 
sets (three). Thirteen respondents wanted to know more about how to effectively liaise with 
students and researchers who are interested in conducting SRs, and fourteen wanted to learn 
about applying for funds to support librarian involvement in SRs. However, the topics most 
frequently mentioned related to SRs themselves. The most frequent topic noted (thirty-three) 
was the need for greater awareness of and training on software tools to help in the SR pro-
cess–- whether they are for deduplication, screening, data extraction, appraisal, or reporting 
(e.g., Covidence, Rayyan, DistillerSR, MaxQDA, and OpenRefine). Twenty-five respondents 
indicated a need for additional training on identifying and minimising bias. Other topics of 
interest included choosing appropriate review types (ten), writing and registering protocols 
(seven), critical appraisal (six), and data extraction (four). Six respondents noted that they 
needed general information on the applicability and relevance of SRs outside of health, both 
as a tool for themselves and in discussions with researchers or students.

Additional Comments
At the end of the survey, respondents were able to provide additional free-text comments if 
they had anything else they wanted to add. Several respondents here noted that additional 
training was needed, saying, for example, “I don’t have enough regular experience with doing 
systematic reviews to feel confident;” “I’d like to shadow experienced SR colleagues as they work 
through the process;” and “I think that librarians in the social sciences would greatly benefit 
from having training aimed at their disciplines and also dedicated time at work or relief from 
other responsibilities to provide good support in this area.” Others advocated for increased 
mentorship or shadowing between librarians with more SR experience and those without it.

Another theme revolved around the similarities and differences between SRs in SHSS and 
the health sciences. Some noted concern that while shadowing health librarians might be help-
ful, it does add to health librarians’ workload or that health librarians might be quite separate 
(geographically) from their non-health librarian colleagues. Others pointed out that health 
librarians are not as familiar with SR methods or processes used in non-health disciplines. 
That being said, a background in health sciences was seen as a benefit to helping non-health 
researchers by others, with one respondent noting, “I started my career as a health sciences 
librarian and became familiar with systematic reviews at that time. Since then, I have moved 
to more SS/Humanities support, but am able to use the systematic review knowledge that I 
gained in my previous position to help current users.” Relatedly, several respondents indicated 
they were still unclear on how SRs applied to their work as humanities liaison librarians, with 
one wondering whether they would be supported in this type of work by their institutions and 
another noting that the nature of humanities scholarship requires that researchers do this kind 
of work themselves. Another respondent noted that SR methods need to be more inclusive in 
general, as SHSS reviews can’t always follow the same process as health SRs.

Respondents also mentioned the need for a deeper understanding among graduate 
students and faculty members in the SHSS of the role of SRs, as well as the work required to 
complete them. One respondent noted “It seems that almost all graduate students today feel 
like they have to author a systematic review for every MS and PhD program; simply not true 
and many topics don’t warrant it.” Another respondent noted that it was difficult to support 
researchers doing SRs when the librarians don’t have access to the relevant tools, such as 
Covidence or DistillerSR, or the training needed to use these tools properly. 
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Finally, those who had received some form of training, such as at University of Michi-
gan’s Systematic Review Workshop, extolled the benefits of the training and their subsequent 
ability to then mentor their own institutional colleagues. Three respondents noted that due to 
the increased demand in SR requests, they had been hired specifically into institution-wide 
SR librarian roles.

Discussion
SR methods are being used in a variety of Science, Humanities, and Social Science disciplines 
and demand for library support for these projects has been increasing.26 Individual librarians’ 
degree of interest in supporting such projects may differ, but a basic understanding of SRs and 
the types of support they require is useful—after all, one never knows when that first request 
for SR support will be received. The information gathered through this survey indicates that 
librarians serving the Sciences, Humanities and Social Sciences have been taking steps to learn 
about various aspects of SR support, but more training opportunities are needed to increase 
their confidence in providing support to faculty, researchers, and students. The authors were 
surprised that respondents who indicated that their administration discouraged librarian 
involvement in SRs also reported that they were allowed time away from their regular duties 
to participate in SR training more frequently than respondents whose administrations were 
neutral or supportive of librarians providing SR support (80 percent versus 30 percent and 58 
percent respectively). It is possible that these librarians have more autonomy when it comes 
to deciding how to spend time that is available for continuing education, but conclusions can-
not be drawn from the data collected here. It is also interesting to note that even though the 
primary mode of support librarians receive for learning about SRs is funding and time away 
to participate in formal continuing education activities, this was not the first choice for most 
respondents. This is consistent with Premji and colleagues’ findings that the business librarians 
participating in their study generally preferred informal learning opportunities, such as self-
directed reading and on the job mentoring by other librarians, to formalized training.27 There 
is no one-size-fits-all approach to learning so a combination of learning options is desirable, 
but administrators may consider facilitating opportunities for more peer-to-peer mentoring 
and shadowing for SHSS librarians to gain knowledge and experience. This approach would 
be consistent with examples of successful training programs documented in the literature.28 
While mentoring or shadowing more experienced librarians is a good approach, administra-
tors should be cautious not to over-burden librarians who have an abundance of their own 
SR work to complete. A train-the-trainer approach, such as used by the Evidence Synthesis 
Institute29 is likely a more sustainable strategy. 

One theme that emerged from participants’ free text responses was whether and how SR 
methodology, tools, and standards used in the health disciplines translate to other disciplin-
ary contexts. Health librarians have benefited greatly from the availability of accepted SR 
standards such as the Cochrane Handbook and the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, and these types of guidance are needed 
in other disciplines as well. The Methodological Expectations of Campbell Collaboration 
Intervention Reviews (MECCIR) for Conduct and Reporting are excellent examples of this 
in the Social Sciences but are currently primarily relevant for interventional studies.30 Other 
resources, such as Gough et al.,31 provide an overview, but may be too broad in focus to provide 
guidance for specific disciplines. Areas like Business tend to draw upon highly cited meth-
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odological articles for methods guidance,32 but stand-alone articles cannot act as a substitute 
for the accountability and methodological rigour of an official guideline. The Collaboration 
for Environmental Evidence’s (CEE) Guidelines for Knowledge Synthesis Methodologies in 
Environmental Management33 is a good example of a more standard SR methodology in a 
specific discipline. The continued development of standards tailored to individual disciplines, 
and the work necessary to maintain and keep them up to date is significant but need not be 
done in isolation. SHSS librarians may find opportunities to partner with subject specific 
research centres and contribute to furthering SR guidelines in SHSS. 

Another issue noted by some respondents was how best to navigate challenging con-
versations in an area in which they have limited experience. This can include how to advise 
researchers on the best type of review to take on, how to dissuade patrons when an SR is not 
the appropriate type of research in their situation, how to educate on correct methods and 
reasonable time frames for project completion, and how to advocate for proper acknowledge-
ment of a librarian’s contribution to the work. Building confidence in negotiating these con-
versations may take time; in the meantime, a useful approach is for librarians to familiarize 
themselves with tools and resources to which patrons can be referred. For example, online 
tools such as Right Review34 can prompt students and researchers to carefully consider their 
research question and the appropriate approach to take to answer it. In planning timelines, 
gathering concrete evidence on the time needed,35 or making use of online time estimators36 
can be helpful. In terms of acknowledgement, clearly outlined expectations around acknowl-
edgement are beneficial. Many libraries now have acknowledgement expectations listed on 
their website37 or require researchers to confirm that they have read co-authorship require-
ments before proceeding.38 Beginning with agreed upon roles, expectations, and timelines 
will ensure a much smoother and stronger research partnership. 

Pointing students and researchers to clearly outlined tiers of services and expectations ahead 
of a first meeting,39 requiring requestors to upload completed protocols prior to a consultation,40 
and negotiation between faculty members and library deans or directors on how to make SR 
assignments reasonable for both students and librarians41 are all ways to ensure that everyone 
is on the same page prior to starting a new SR. It is noteworthy that this study showed that just 
over half of respondents (53.1 percent) reported being less knowledgeable and less confident 
(“not at all” or “somewhat”) about established tools and published guidelines for SRs. Training 
time might then be well used in learning about these tools and learning to develop clear policies.

Limitations
This study has several limitations that should be considered. The sample size of 161 responses 
is small, which limits the conclusions that can be drawn as well as how broadly they can be 
applied. Participant recruitment efforts relied on the use of listservs to recruit a convenience 
sample because the authors’ Research Ethics Board would not permit directly contacting in-
dividual libraries or librarians. This limits the generalizability of results on a large scale or to 
other institutions. The survey was also limited to librarians working at ARL or CARL institu-
tions. However, as described above, many participants not from ARL or CARL institutions 
were interested in completing the survey and were excluded. Future research should include 
librarians that support SRs in the SHSS, working at any academic institution; this would both 
increase the sample size, and provide a more comprehensive picture of librarian support for 
SRs in these disciplines. 
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Another possible limitation is the categorization of a librarian’s liaison area(s) into the 
broad categories Humanities, Social Science, and Science for the purposes of maintaining par-
ticipant anonymity and identifying broader trends. This is an imperfect process that is open to 
interpretation, particularly in multidisciplinary areas (e.g., Biomedical Computing) or those 
that may be classified differently at different institutions (e.g., Kinesiology). However, broad 
categorization was necessary to maintain participant anonymity and facilitate data analysis. 

A final limitation of this study is that SHSS librarians who have not been asked to support 
SRs in their liaison areas, or who serve disciplines where this methodology is rarely used, may 
not have considered completing a survey on systematic reviews because they did not believe 
it to be relevant to them. SHSS librarians who are already supporting or thinking about sup-
porting SRs could have been more likely to fill out the survey, which may mean they were 
overrepresented in the sample, giving that group more of a voice on the issue of SR support 
in the sciences, humanities, and social sciences.

Conclusion
Demand for and interest in librarian support of SRs in the SHSS is evident. This research has 
shown that overall, SHSS librarians have some knowledge of the SR research process but may 
have slightly lower confidence levels in providing support for research teams. To further develop 
both expertise with and confidence in supporting SR research, additional training is required. 
Participant responses suggest that there is no single ideal training format that works for everyone, 
so those planning training efforts should be mindful that a mix of approaches would likely work 
best. In terms of content, training should focus less on areas of traditional librarian expertise (e.g., 
advanced searching, search translation, differentiating review types, grey literature searching, 
and deduplication) and more on areas in which respondents indicated they needed more sup-
port (e.g., PRESS, protocol registration, screening software, different forms of bias and how to 
mitigate them in the literature search, and familiarity with tools and guidelines for systematic 
reviews). It is also clear that more education is needed on the applicability and relevance of SR 
methods and standards outside of health. Administrators or educators providing training should 
be mindful that any training, professional development, or mentorship must be tailored to the 
group taking part, as different disciplines have different SR needs and requirements. 

Supplemental Material 
All supplemental material, including survey instrument, listservs contacted, and anonymized 
data are available on the Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/mqxf2 
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