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Systematic reviews, along with other types of knowledge synthesis, are a type of
research methodology that attempt to find all available evidence on a topic to help
answer specific questions. Librarian involvement in systematic reviews is well estab-
lished in the health sciences, and in recent years there has been growing awareness of,
and literature about, librarians outside of health supporting systematic reviews. This
study benchmarks librarian support of systematic reviews in the sciences, humani-
ties, and social sciences (SHSS) by looking at the growth of demand for support, the
disciplines requesting this kind of librarian support, and the specific types of support
needed. It also examines what SHSS librarians need to be successful in this type of
work, including administrative support and workload adjustments.

Background
Knowledge synthesis is a collection of secondary research methods that use the systematic
collection, evaluation, and integration of previous research to answer a research question.
Over 40 types of reviews which go by a variety of names (sometimes used interchangeably by
researchers) fall under the knowledge synthesis category, including systematic reviews, scop-
ing reviews, integrative reviews, and meta-analyses.! For simplicity, we use the term system-
atic review (SR) in this article to refer to all types of knowledge synthesis. Different areas of
research adopted SR methods at different rates. We often hear anecdotally that SRs originated
in the health sciences and have since spread to other disciplines, but this is not accurate. SRs
took hold and spread widely in health along with the Evidence-Based Practice Movement in
the mid-1990s, but the social science disciplines of education, psychology, and business and
economics have continuously used the SR methodology since the mid to late 1970’s, albeit
without the same fervor seen in the health disciplines.?

Library literature has discussed library support for SRs since at least the mid 1990s.?> Health
librarians found roles on SR research teams, likely due to well-established methodological
guidelines from the Cochrane Collaboration and the Institute of Medicine, that advise review-
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ers to consult with an experienced health sciences librarian to ensure a high-quality literature
search for the project.* As secondary research, the literature search that identifies the existing
knowledge base forms the foundation for a SR’s data collection. Research has demonstrated
that health librarian participation on SR teams is associated with better quality search strategies,
lower risk of bias, and better reporting of search methods.” Health sciences librarians increas-
ingly contribute to SRs in roles that extend beyond searching, including protocol development,
source selection, and teaching.® The number of SRs published by health researchers is high and
continues to grow. Hoffman and colleagues used the PubMed database to estimate that 80 SRs
alone—that is, not including other types of knowledge synthesis reviews like scoping reviews,
rapid reviews, etc., —were published per day in 2019. According to their analysis, this publication
rate is 20 times greater than it was 20 years earlier, in 2000.” Unsurprisingly, the ever-increasing
popularity of SRs, as well as the demand for health librarian involvement, have led to concerns
over librarian workload and the capacity to provide SR support along with other library services.®

While SRs and librarians’ role in that research have long occupied a large amount of the
health librarianship discourse, SR research—and library support for it —within the humanities,
social sciences, and sciences has only started to gain more attention in the library literature
relatively recently.” Outside of health, the reported involvement of librarians in published SRs
in the social sciences and sciences is low. Premji found that two percent of SRs on business
topics published from 2014 to 2019 mentioned consulting a librarian, and only one percent
credited the librarian with running the search itself."” Similarly, Slebodnik et al. found that
3.3 percent of the science and social science SRs they examined reported that a librarian was
consulted for the review.! Given this evidence, one might assume that even though SRs are
being conducted in these fields, librarians are typically not involved in the process. However,
we know that librarians regularly work on SRs without receiving credit for their contribution
in a resulting publication.” Indeed, Kogut and colleagues reported in 2020 that the number
of librarian consults at their institution for SRs in education increased over a period of six
years, from fewer than 20 consults per year to more than 100 per year. This increase in demand
threatened to exceed the library’s capacity to provide support services and required training
additional education librarians to provide SR support to maintain the service.”

We know that a variety of disciplines use SRs, but existing library literature has not pro-
vided an overview of librarian involvement in SRs outside of health. This article starts to fill
this gap by benchmarking Association of Research Libraries (ARL) and Canadian Associa-
tion of Research Libraries (CARL) SHSS librarians” involvement in SRs. We collected the data
presented here as part of a larger survey regarding SHSS librarian involvement in SRs, their
comfort and competence with SR processes, and their perception of library administrators’
level of support for SHSS librarian participation in SRs.

Methods

Survey Design

We created an open survey using SurveyMonkey software. The survey included 29 potential
questions in total, over 14 “screens” or pages; 23 questions were closed-ended and six open-
ended. The survey used conditional logic so that respondents were only asked applicable
questions. Responses to all questions were optional. Participants could return to previous
questions using the back button on their browser to revisit their responses, if desired. The
survey began with background questions about participants’ subject responsibilities and years
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of experience. Next, it asked respondents details about involvement or requests for involve-
ment with SRs. The next set of questions asked about supports available to respondents in
their provision of SR support. The final set of questions related to training involvement and
preferences, which we will explore in a forthcoming C&RL article. We piloted the survey with
five colleagues, using their feedback to refine questions for clarity. The University of Manitoba
Research Ethics Board approved the final questions and study design (JFREB J2020:062). We
translated the recruitment materials and survey instrument into French to obtain responses
from librarians who speak both official Canadian languages.

Study Population and Recruitment

Academic librarians working at ARL and CARL institutions were invited to participate in
the survey in a convenience sample using 22 listservs maintained by Canadian and American
library associations. Due to restrictions from our research ethics board, we could not contact
libraries or librarians directly and were only permitted to use listservs. We obtained consent
through a form at the beginning of the survey. We offered no incentives in exchange for com-
pleting the survey.

To be included in the study, respondents had to be librarians at an ARL or CARL institu-
tion, who currently, or within the last 5 years, provided direct library services and support to
faculty, staff, or students within the SHSS disciplines. The survey did not provide definitions
for which subject areas fell under these categories because programs can be interdisciplinary
and their points of focus can vary, leaving this open to interpretation. Instead, it provided
a definition of health sciences to allow respondents to determine whether their subjects fell
under the category of health sciences and allowed them to use their judgment as to the cat-
egorization of their liaison areas. The provided definition was as follows:

For the purposes of this study, the Health Sciences is deemed to include programs
or disciplines where health or health care is the primary focus and includes: Allied
Health, Dentistry, Dental Hygiene, Nursing, Medicine (including Public Health),
Pharmacy, and Rehabilitation Sciences (Physical Therapy, Occupational Therapy,
Rehabilitation Therapy). We urge those librarians working with other disciplines
that may include strong health components (e.g., kinesiology, psychology) to fill
out this survey.

We excluded responses from librarians serving the health sciences, except in cases where
respondents supported SHSS disciplines as well as the health sciences.

Librarians who identified themselves as not meeting these inclusion criteria were rejected
prior to beginning the survey. The survey was open for seven weeks, with an initial recruitment
email sent out in November 2020 and a reminder email sent three weeks later in December 2020.
Supplementary materials, including the survey instrument, a list of listservs the survey was sent
to, and anonymized data, are available via Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://osf.io/mgxf2.

Data Analysis

We downloaded all responses from SurveyMonkey to a private group in Microsoft Teams,
which our institution approved as a secure location for research data. We discarded responses
that did not meet the inclusion criteria.
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Original data files are stored in password-protected files, accessible only to the authors. We
anonymized responses prior to data sharing via OSF in the following manner. We categorized
reported liaison areas into four broad disciplinary areas for analysis: Humanities, Sciences,
Social Sciences, and Health Sciences (see the OSF page (https://osf.io/mgxf2) for the categoriza-
tion scheme). As there is no definitive list of liaison areas assigned to a specific discipline, our
standard for those liaison areas (e.g., kinesiology) that could be part of different disciplines
depending on the institution was to categorize based on where they sat within our home in-
stitution. We separated references to specific employers from the data set that we analyzed,
and we completely removed them from the shared dataset to maintain participant anonymity.
Open-ended responses also presented the possibility of including identifiable information,
so we removed them from the shared dataset. The statistical consultant who conducted data
analysis signed the required oath of confidentiality, as per research ethics board requirements.

We conducted descriptive analysis for each close-ended question included in the survey.
Because of the conditional logic used in the survey and the optional nature of the questions,
percentages reported below are based on the number of responses received for individual
questions, rather than the total number of individual respondents. We coded responses pro-
vided in the free-text questions into broad themes that indicated common issues brought up
by multiple respondents.

TABLE 1
Relationships Between Variables Explored through Cross-Tabulations
Variable 1 Variable 2
Did librarians discuss SR support with their Number of SRs supported in the last 5 years
administrators?
Administrators’ expressed attitudes towards SR support Number of SRs supported in the last 5 years
Administrators’ expressed attitudes towards SR support Respondents’interest in participating in SRs

Would librarians be provided with time away from regular | Respondents’interest in participating in SRs
duties

Would librarians be provided with a reduction in workload | Respondents’interest in participating in SRs

Librarians' years of experience Confidence in all aspects of SR support

Librarians'years of experience Number of SRs supported in the last 5 years

Because we were interested in relationships between specific variables, we created a list
of these variables and hired a statistical consultant to complete more sophisticated statistical
analysis. Depending on the type of data gathered and quantity of responses, the consultant
determined whether and how to best complete the analyses. In most cases, this involved
cross-tabulations (shown in Table 1). Spearman’s correlation coefficient could be calculated
to measure the correlation between variables in two cases: the correlation between librarians’
years of experience and their confidence in all aspects of SR support; and their years of experi-
ence and the number of SRs they had supported in the last 5 years.

Results
The survey received 379 responses. After filtering for the inclusion criteria, the total number
of usable responses was 161. Not all respondents answered every question, so the true num-


https://osf.io/mqxf2

610 College & Research Libraries May 2024

ber of responses is indicated for each individual question below. Anonymized study data is
freely available online at OSF.

Due to our recruitment strategy of library listservs, calculating a response rate was
not possible, however, respondents were asked to provide the name of their CARL/ARL
institution. There were 98 total responses for this question, but multiple respondents came
from the same institution. In total, 42 out of 108 US-based ARL institutions (38.8 percent)
and 20 out of 31 CARL institutions (64.5 percent) are represented. Of the 42 ARL institutions
represented, 38 (90.4 percent) are R1 institutions, three (seven percent) are R2 institutions,
and one (two percent) is an M1 institution. Of the CARL institutions, 13 (87 percent) are
U15 institutions.™

Liaison Area

As outlined above, we categorized liaison areas into four broad disciplinary categories: Hu-
manities, Sciences, Social Sciences, and Health Sciences. Individual respondents may sup-
port more than one discipline,

faculty, or department. As a FIGURE 1

result, a total of 521 liaison Respondents’ Areas of Responsibility
support areas were indicated;
17 percent were classified as
the Humanities; 41 percent
were classified as the Social
Sciences; 32 percent belonged
to the Sciences; and ten percent
of liaison areas were classi-
fied as the Health Sciences
(see Figure 1). As noted in the
inclusion criteria above, all
included respondents who
had liaison responsibilities in
the Health Sciences also had
liaison responsibilities in non-
health disciplines. Of the 151
respondents, 84 (52 percent)
had liaison responsibilities within a single category; 58 (36 percent) had liaison responsibili-
ties across two categories; and nine (5.5 percent) had liaison responsibilities across three
categories.

Total Years as a Librarian

To analyze based on years of experience and other factors, respondents were asked how many
years they had worked as a librarian. Of the 157 responses, eight (five percent) answered zero
to one years; 25 (15.9 percent) answered two to five years; 35 (22.3 percent) answered six to
ten years; 20 (12.7 percent) answered 11 to 14 years; and 69 (43.9 percent) answered 15+ years.
Spearman’s correlation coefficient analyses were done to look for potential relationships be-
tween years of experience as a librarian, and either confidence in SR support or the number
of SRs completed in the last five years, but no correlations were found.



Benchmarking Librarian Support of Systematic Reviews in the Sciences, Humanities, and Social Sciences 611

Systematic Review Requests from The Past 5 Years

Respondents were asked whether they had been asked by a faculty member, researcher, or
student to participate in a systematic review in the past 5 years. Of the 149 responses received
for this question, 104 (70 percent) indicated yes; 38 (26 percent) said no, and seven (five percent)
were unsure. When asked how many systematic reviews they had supported during the last
five years, out of 139 respondents, 34 (25 percent) had not supported any SRs; 37 (27 percent)
had supported one to four; 32 (23 percent) supported five to nine; and 26 (25.9 percent) had
supported ten or more (see figure 2 below). Statistical analysis between the number of SRs
performed in the last five years and years of experience as a librarian, using Spearman’s rank
correlation, found no significant correlation between the two variables. Our analysis also did
not find a difference in the number of reviews completed based on whether respondents were
given time away from regular duties to complete reviews. For example, 29.7 percent of those
who were not given time away from regular duties to work on SRs completed five to seven
SRs in the last five years, compared to 34.5 percent of those who were given time away from
their regular duties. When asked if the frequency of SR support requests has changed over
the past five years, just over half of respondents (56.6 percent, n=81) indicated that they had
experienced a change, 31.5 percent of respondents reported no change, and 11.9 percent were
unsure if there had been a change in the frequency of requests. Of the 81 respondents who
reported a change, one reported a decrease in the number of requests, while the remaining
80 reported an increase in the number of requests received. This translates to 55.9 percent of
respondents indicating an increase in the frequency of requests overall.

FIGURE 2
Distribution of Systematic Review Requests Received by Respondents in the Past Five Years
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Most respondents (93, or 67.9 percent) received requests for SR support from only one of
the broad disciplinary areas. Close to one third of respondents (44, or 32.1 percent) indicated
that they received requests from a combination of two or three disciplinary areas. Over the past
five years, Social Science and Health Science disciplines were the main source of requests for
SR support, making up 39.3 percent and 37.7 percent of total requests respectively (see figure
3). Respondents received 65 requests (18 percent) from Science disciplines, and six requests
(1.7 percent) from Humanities disciplines.

FIGURE 3
Responses to the Question “In The Past Five Years Which Disciplines Have Requested
Systematic Review Support From You?”

Note: Answers have been classified into broad disciplinary areas

Types of Systematic Review Support

Respondents were asked to indicate the type of SR support they had provided, with the abil-
ity to select as many support types as applicable. As Table 2 shows, the areas with greater
number of responses were those that are typically seen as an area of expertise for librarians,
such as search development, search execution, and search translation. Consultation, which
was not explicitly defined, had the highest number of responses.

TABLE 2
Specific Types of SR Support Provided by Respondents
Type of Support Provided Count Percentage (%)
Consultation 116 83.5
Search strategy development 113 81.3
Search strategy execution 85 61.2
Search strategy translation 75 54
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TABLE 2
Specific Types of SR Support Provided by Respondents

Type of Support Provided Count Percentage (%)
Research question development 61 439
Protocol development 62 44.6
Deduplication 61 439
Write up of methods for publication 54 38.8
PRISMA or equivalent 45 324
Search update 42 30.2
Peer review of search strategy (e.g., PRESS) 25 18
Stage 1 screening 23 16.5
Project management 21 15.1
N/A 20 14.4
Stage 2 screening 13 924
Write up of other parts of the study for publication 10 7.2

Acknowledgement

Respondents were asked to indicate the types of acknowledgement they had received for
their support of SRs; respondents could select as many answers as were applicable. A thank
you via email/in-person/phone had the most responses (70; 50.7 percent); followed by: co-
authorship of a paper or presentation (55; 39.3 percent); no acknowledgement (42; 30 percent);
mention of working with a librarian in a paper or presentation (29; 30 percent); mention of
working with a librarian by name in a paper or presentation (29; 20.7 percent); mention of
working with a librarian by name in the formal acknowledgement of a paper or presenta-
tion (26; 18.6 percent); co-investigator/collaborator/investigator status on a grant application
(seven; five percent).

TABLE 3
Specific Types of Acknowledgement Received for SR Support

Type of Acknowledgment Count | Percentage
(%)

Thank you via email/in-person/phone, etc. 71 50.7

Co-authorship of a written paper or presentation 55 39.3

No acknowledgment 42 30

Mention of working with a librarian in a written paper/grant/presentation 29 20.7

Mention of working with a librarian BY NAME within the text of a written paper/ 29 20.7

grant/presentation

N/A 27 19.3

Mention of working with a librarian by name within formal Acknowledgement 26 18.6

section of a written paper/grant/presentation

Other 9 6.4

Co-investigator/collaborator/investigator status on a grant application 7 5
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Administration Communication, Administration Attitude, and Librarian
Workload

Most respondents discussed participation in SR projects with their library administrators
or otherwise received communication from administration on the topic (100; 68 percent). Of
those who had discussed SR participation with their administration, 80 (54.4 percent) said
administration was supportive of participation; 34 (23.1 percent) believed their administration
to be neutral on participation; 5 (3.4 percent) perceived their administration as discouraging
of participation; 21 (14.3 percent) were unsure of administration attitude; and seven (four
percent) marked not applicable.

Statistical analysis shows that administrative attitudes toward SRs (discouraging, neutral,
or supportive) did not appear to correlate with the actual numbers of reviews the respondents
completed over the last five years. Of those who had had discussions with administration,
27.1 percent of respondents had supported five to nine SRs; 11.5 percent supported ten to 14
SRs; and 13.5 percent supported 20 or more SRs. The majority of respondents (52.6 percent)
with no discussion with their administration did not support any systematic reviews.

The survey included two questions related to workload adjustments. It asked respon-
dents whether they were or would be given time away from regular duties, and/or granted
a reduction in their existing workload to accommodate the work involved in participating
in SRs. A small number indicated that they were, or would be, granted protected time (29 or
19.9 percent) and/or a reduction in workload (nine or 6.1 percent). The majority indicated that
they would not receive time away from regular duties (77 or 52.7 percent) and/or reduction in
workload (98 or 66.7 percent) to participate in SRs. The remaining respondents were unsure
if these accommodations were possible (24 or 16.4 percent for time away from regular duties;
22 or 15 percent for reduction in workload) or responded with “not applicable.”

Interest in Supporting Systematic Reviews
When asked to rank their interest in participating in SRs on a 100 point scale, the largest
number of respondents indicated a high level of interest (see figure 4 below). Forty-three (28
percent) respondents indicated an interest level ranging from 91 to 100; 24 (16 percent) par-
ticipants entered a ranking in the 81 to 90 range; and 25 (16 percent) entered a ranking in the
71 to 80 range. Thirty-six participants (23 percent) indicated interest in the middle range (41
to 70), and 26 participants (17 percent) registered their interest in the low range (zero to 40).
Statistical analysis indicated that respondents’ interest in working on SRs was not related
to administration attitude towards support of SRs, whether that attitude is perceived as dis-
couraging, neutral, supportive, or if the respondent was unsure of administration attitude.
However, the data suggests that interest in supporting SRs is highest among those who are
now, or would be, given time away from regular duties (average of 88 on a 100 point scale)
or have their workload adjusted to accommodate SR support (average of 91). Those who are
not, or would not be, given time away from regular duties showed an average interest of 68,
and those who do not have other aspects of their workload decreased showed an average in-
terest of 70. Respondents who indicated they were unsure if they are or would be eligible for
time away from regular duties indicated an average interest score of 56, and those who were
unsure if they are eligible to receive a reduction in other aspects of their workload indicated
an average interest score of 66.
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Additional Comments

Respondents received the option to provide additional comments following the closed-ended
questions. A common theme from the respondents” comments was the need to create new
positions for SR support, such as a SR librarian, or evidence synthesis librarian, to meet increas-
ing demand for SR support coming from areas outside of the health sciences. Unfortunately,
this increase in demand is not always matched with the commensurate support needed. One
comment stated:“The requests are repeated and overwhelming [...] We’ve talked about how
to support this need but honestly, without a reduction in workload, it’s just unsupportable.”
One reason noted for an increase in SR requests was the disruption of in-person research
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. A different respondent noted that, even though research-
ers are increasingly turning to SRs, faculty do not necessarily understand what SR research
involves, writing: “They don’t really know what it [systematic reviews] means but it sounds
good and could get their work published so they want it — whatever it is.” Lack of support
for librarians participating in SRs, whether through training or workload reduction in other

TABLE 4
Supports Provided for SR Work With Respondents’ Interest in Providing SR Support

Supports provided for participation in SR work | Mean interest reported (1-100) Standard

Deviation
Time away from regular duties
Yes (n=29) 88 16
No (n=77) 68 28
Unsure (n=24) 56 33
Adjustment in workload
Yes (n=9) 91 16
No (n=98) 70 29
Unsure (n=22) 66 29

FIGURE 4
Number Of Respondents Reporting Interest In Participating In Systematic Reviews On A
Scale Of Zero To 100, Where A Higher Score Indicates A Higher Level Of Interest
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areas, was also emphasized in the comments. While the ability to support SRs was seen as an
important way to demonstrate value to faculty and the academic community, the need for
educating library administrators on this type of research and its importance was also noted.

While most additional comments on SRs were positive, notwithstanding noted areas
requiring improvements, some respondents did not see a need for this kind of support in
their liaison areas, stating that their faculty do this type of work themselves. For example,
one respondent stated: “The other, more newfangled aspects of systematic reviews that you
mention here I'd not heard of and do not seem to apply yet to doing comprehensive literature
reviews in my collection areas.” For some librarians, there was simply a lack of interest in this
type of work, stating that “If poorly implemented, [SRs] represents one of the lesser inspiring
and also quite robotic activities in which librarians might engage.”

Discussion

Librarian support of SRs in the SHSS disciplines can be viewed positively in many ways,
including acknowledgement of librarian expertise, demonstrating value in library services,
and relationship building between research teams and librarians. Our data indicate that SHSS
librarians are facing an increasing number of requests for SR support, and many are rising to
the challenge regardless of the number of years of experience as a librarian they may have.
This supports what the growth in literature over the last ten years," development of robust
training programs,'® and anecdotal evidence have indicated. Broadly, disciplines within the
social sciences are more likely to request librarian support than the sciences or humanities.
This aligns with a strong history of SR in psychology, business, and education."”

Consultation was the most frequently reported form of SR support requested. Consulta-
tion, whether provided over email, video, or in-person, is a chance for a librarian to provide
guidance and answer any questions that a research team may have. Consultation as the most
common form of SR support aligns with a thank you via email/in-person/phone as the most
common form of acknowledgement (50.7 percent). The percentage of librarians who receive
co-authorship of a paper or presentation (39.3 percent) is high and similar to numbers reported
by health science librarians,' although it does not reach the numbers reported by health sci-
ence library administrators.” As noted by Ross-White* authorship on SRs is an important
indicator that researchers value librarians” work and contributions to the team. Consults
alone do not typically lead to authorship, but can be formally acknowledged in a paper; they
are often the first step to a librarian taking on a more substantive role on a SR team, such as
search strategy development, translation, and execution, which were the next most frequently
requested support that respondents reported. These types of requests are unsurprising, as
they draw upon fundamental areas of librarian expertise.

One of the most striking themes to emerge from our data is the high level of interest in
supporting SRs among SHSS librarians. Library administrators should recognize that there
is both demand for SR support in SHSS and an appetite by librarians to take on this work.
Administrators who wish to encourage SR services should note that librarians who reported
knowing that they had organizational supports in place reported higher levels of interest in
participating in SR work, while those who were unsure of the organizational supports avail-
able to them expressed a similar level of interest to those who said they had no organizational
supports. Providing resources for SHSS librarians involved in SR research is important to
prevent burnout* and to ensure the long-term viability of offering this type of service to SHSS
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researchers and faculty. As such, consideration of SR services and organizational support for
SHSS librarians should be a part of library planning.

Librarians and administrators must exercise caution regarding scalability and capacity
to provide SR services. Providing high levels of SR support requires extensive training and
education by the librarian and a significant time investment. One study found that the average
time a librarian spent on a single SR is 26.9 hours (median 18.5 hours).”? Adding support for
multiple SRs to an already full workload can lead to burnout; one study found that SR-related
burnoutis a problem for health sciences librarians, but those who are assigned to spend more
than 80 percent of their time on SRs had lower personal burnout scores.” This suggests that
employing dedicated SR librarians or providing time away from regular duties for SR work
can help reduce burnout. SHSS librarians who are already involved in SRs or are interested in
it for the future, must pay attention to how they manage their workload. SHSS administrators
or department heads planning on offering or expanding SR services in the SHSS disciplines
should carefully examine existing workflow and capacity to ensure there is adequate staffing,
tools, and resources to ensure the long-term feasibility of that type of service. Researchers
in SHSS disciplines where SR are a new research methodology will likely need even higher
levels of librarian support and training to successfully complete the process.

Limitations and Future Research

The findings of this research are limited by the small sample size and use of convenience sam-
pling. Due to restrictions from our research ethics board, we were unable to directly contact
ARL or CARL libraries or librarians to increase the sample size and instead had to rely on the
use of listservs to recruit respondents. Based on the actual number of ARL or CARL academic
libraries that support institutions or researchers in the SHSS disciplines, we believe there is
a larger number of librarians doing this work than is indicated in this study. The original
design of this study only included librarians working at ARL or CARL institutions to narrow
a suspected large potential number of respondents; future research should include librar-
ians working at any academic institution who support SRs in the SHSS disciplines. Another
possible limitation 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 this survey on SRs relevant, which may have biased the sample. However, the fact
that 26 percent of respondents had not yet been asked to participate in a SR demonstrates that
at least some librarians who had not completed a SR filled out the survey, providing a small
amount of information about the views of this group.

Another limitation of this study relates to data analysis. Most of this analysis is descriptive,
as more sophisticated analysis was not possible with the data available. While this prevents us
from drawing firm conclusions about the data that can be generalized more broadly, it does
provide a snapshot of SR support in an area that has been under-examined to date.

A final limitation is the process used to categorize a librarian’s liaison area(s) into one or
more broad categories (e.g., a librarian who listed psychology as their liaison area was cat-
egorized into “Social Sciences” ). This is an imperfect process and is open to interpretation,
particularly in multidisciplinary areas (e.g., biomedical computing) or those that may be classi-
fied differently at different institutions (e.g., kinesiology). However, broad categorization was
necessary to maintain participant anonymity and facilitate data analysis. Fortunately, liaison
areas that could potentially have been assigned to multiple disciplines were in the minority
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(see OSF for the categorization scheme). Future surveys could, instead of asking respondents
to list their liaison areas in free-text format, provide standardized liaison areas or disciplines
and ask respondents to select those they feel most closely aligns with their liaison areas.

This study is among the earliest investigations into SHSS librarians’ involvement in SRs.
There are many potential avenues of research and inquiry into library support of SRs in the
SHSS disciplines. Examples could include subsequent benchmarking studies that document
growth in demand for library support and librarian participation, development of discipline-
specific SR standards, and documentation of time spent supporting SHSS SRs.

Conclusion

This study provides evidence that demand for SR support from librarians serving the sciences,
humanities, and social sciences at ARL and CARL institutions has increased, and that many
SHSS librarians are rising to the challenge of providing that support. However, SR support
is a labor-intensive endeavor that is not sustainable as an “off the side of the desk” activity.
Library administrators should consider both the benefits and challenges of providing such
service and should take steps to adequately provide for the development of library SR exper-
tise and ensure the scalability of library services.

Supplemental Material
All supplemental material, including survey instrument, listservs contacted, and anonymized
data are available on the Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/mgxf2.
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