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ABSTRACT
This study examined the nature of literature reviews published in
Australian Social Work between 2007 and 2017. An audit was
conducted to determine the number of reviews; types of reviews
(systematic, meta-analysis, metasynthesis, scoping, narrative,
conceptual, critical); and elements that were commonly reported
(based on items drawn from the PRISMA checklist) including quality
appraisal. A total of 21 reviews were identified. Results showed the
overall number of reviews published remained relatively consistent
across the decade. In relation to review types, systematic and
scoping reviews appeared with greater frequency in more recent
years. Most reviews reported significant proportions of the
elements consistent with the type of review undertaken, although a
minority did not report the search strategies and only one review
included a quality appraisal. In conclusion, the reviews published
over the last decade provide a strong foundation upon which
further advances in the diversity and quality of reviews can be built.

IMPLICATIONS
. Literature reviews are an indispensable tool for accessing

knowledge to inform social work practice.
. This first audit of literature reviews in Australian Social Work found

a growing sophistication in the reviews published over the past
decade.

. Continued improvements in the design, conduct, and reporting of
literature reviews will be an invaluable resource in equipping the
profession to respond successfully to the growing complexity of
demands placed on social work practice in the 21st century.
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Literature reviews are an important research method for exploring, distilling and evaluat-
ing the current published knowledge in a particular field. Specifically, a review shows the
path of prior research and how that is linked to a current project or issue; integrates and
summarises what is known in an area; and can be the stimulus for new ideas (Neuman,
2014). Reviews have value for several reasons. Summarising the literature around a
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topic (Alston & Bowles, 2012; Littell, Corcoran, & Pillai, 2008) has become increasingly
important as the body of research publications within health and the social sciences has
been increasing almost exponentially (Crisp, 2015; Littell et al., 2008). A review also
helps to identify gaps in the literature which provide space to develop or test new ideas
or interventions (Fawcett & Pockett, 2015). Moreover, the growing influence of evi-
dence-informed practice has gone hand-in-hand with the expansion of reviews as a tool
for advancement, with systematic reviews in particular employed to identify evidence
for best practice in particular fields (Crisp, 2015; Littell et al., 2008). Schools of social
work have a growing expectation that students in graduate research programs will
conduct a literature review as a part of their training (Pickering & Byrne, 2014).
Reviews are not restricted to empirical research, but also play an important role in advan-
cing theory, and developing a conceptual and theoretical understanding around an issue.
They can apply frameworks from critical theory to identify, investigate and highlight areas
of inequality and oppression (e.g., Abdelkerim & Grace, 2012).

Given the value of literature reviews, it was important to identify the state of reviews
published in Australian Social Work (ASW). ASW is a dynamic journal that reflects
trends occurring both within the profession (nationally and internationally) (Bigby,
2010; McDermott, 2017) as well as the wider fields of health and social sciences research.
In the broader literature, there has been a proliferation in the types of reviews. For
example, a well-known typology has distinguished 14 different methodologies employed
in conducting literature reviews (Grant & Booth, 2009). Some of these methodologies
are recent developments (e.g., scoping reviews as developed by Arksey & O’Malley,
2005), highlighting the dynamic nature of the science. So it would also be useful to
examine whether an expanding range of review methodologies can be observed in
ASW, in line with the growing methodological pluralism of research within the profession
more generally (Shlonsky, Noonan, Littell, & Montgomery, 2011).

As the Cochrane and Campbell collaborations have spearheaded an increased sophis-
tication and rigour of review methodology across health and the social sciences (Levin,
2001; Petrosino, 2013), this has had flow-on effects in the conduct of literature reviews
more generally. Checklists have been developed to identify the essential elements that
should be included in the report of reviews, with the goal of promoting greater transpar-
ency and accountability (Montgomery et al., 2013). One example is the PRISMA (Pre-
ferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) checklist, which is
now recommended by many journals as the benchmark for the reporting of reviews
(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009). Therefore, it is also important to examine
which elements were commonly included in reviews reported within ASW.

One element of reviews that has been growing in importance is the quality (or critical)
appraisal of studies included in a review. In quantitative research, the aim of quality
appraisal is to ensure the internal validity of the review by ensuring that studies with a
high risk of bias are not included (Higgins et al., 2011). Critical appraisal of qualitative
studies is a more complex question, given the broad range of underlying epistemological
approaches, goals of studies and methods employed. Despite these challenges, there has
been a move towards the development of approaches to undertake the critical appraisal
of qualitative evidence (Australian Journal of Social Issues, 2011; Carroll & Booth,
2015). Although quality appraisals are not a required element in every type of review, it
is not known whether any of the reviews published in ASW have employed quality
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appraisal. The aim of the current study was to audit literature reviews published in ASW,
with the objectives of determining: (i) the number reviews published; (ii) the types of
reviews; (iii) which elements were commonly reported; and (iv) whether quality appraisal
was included. The findings can support the design, conduct and reporting of literature
reviews within ASW.

Methods

An audit was conducted of all articles published in ASW between 2007 and 2017, and
involved four steps: identification of the concept; selection of studies; data extraction;
and collating and summarising the results.

Identification of Concept

The audit focused on works in which the review was the sole purpose of the article. Articles
which had a sub-section in the introduction titled “Literature review,” but the primary
purpose of the article was to report on research findings, or articles in which the aim
was twofold (e.g., an interview and a literature survey) were not included. The same cri-
terion also helped distinguish theoretical papers from conceptual reviews. A theoretical
paper explores a particular issue but without the explicit aim of canvassing the literature
around that topic.

Selection of Studies

A database search employing search terms was not required for the audit. Instead, all
material published in ASW from 2007 to 2017 was examined. The timeframe was
chosen in order to focus on contemporary practice, rather than undertaking a historical
survey. The audit was conducted between December 2017 and January 2018. The follow-
ing inclusion criteria were applied: Original or Practice, Policy, & Perspectives (PPP)
articles published in ASW; the word “review” was specified in the title, abstract, keywords
or methods; the sole purpose of the paper was to undertake a review; the methods section
contained some detail describing how the review was conducted. Other types of material
published in ASW (i.e., editorials, book reviews, commentaries) were excluded.

An Excel-document was employed to record results from the initial screening of titles
and abstracts. In some cases, the full text of the article was required in order to determine
whether it met the inclusion or exclusion criteria. In cases of uncertainty, both authors
independently examined the article, and came to a conclusion by consensus.

Data Extraction

Based on the work of Grant and Booth (2009) and Coughlan and Cronin (2017), seven
distinct types of reviews applicable to social work research were distilled for the current
study; (i) systematic review, (ii) meta-analysis, (iii) metasynthesis, (iv) scoping review, (v)
critical review, (vi) conceptual review and (vii) narrative review.

Systematic reviews search in a structured and methodical order, often adhering to pre-
registered protocols, to appraise and synthesise existing research to answer a specific
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research question and to find best evidence for practice (Grant & Booth, 2009). Meta-
analysis is a set of statistical methods used to analyse and synthesise the results from quan-
titative studies on the same topic, to provide a precise effect of the results (Grant & Booth,
2009).Metasynthesis is “an interpretive synthesis of data, including phenomenologies, eth-
nographies, grounded theories and other integrated and coherent descriptions or expla-
nations of phenomena, events or cases” (Bondas & Hall, 2007, p. 115). Scoping review is
a defined and systematic process to explore the extent, range and nature of research
activity (Levac, Colquhoun, & O’Brien, 2010) and identify gaps in the existing evidence
base (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), with results from initial searches leading to the modifi-
cation or addition of additional search terms and strategies (Levac et al., 2010). Conceptual
reviews aim to examine concepts in order to clarify their characteristics and to achieve a
better understanding of the meaning of the concept (Coughlan & Cronin, 2017). Narrative
review is a generic term for a literature review that can cover a wide range of subjects at
various levels of completeness; it may or may not include comprehensive searching and
typically employs a narrative-based synthesis (Grant & Booth, 2009). Critical reviews
involve a thorough search and critical evaluation of the quality of literature around a
topic (Grant & Booth, 2009). However, in sociology, a critical review applies critical
theory to analyse and illuminate the political and ideological assumptions underlying
existing literature addressing a particular issue, or to position a review within an emanci-
patory or anti-oppressive framework (e.g., Abdelkerim & Grace, 2012). This second
meaning was employed in the audit.

A matrix was developed to describe which elements were reported in the conduct of the
different types of reviews. The elements were drawn from the PRISMA checklist (Moher
et al., 2009). Fourteen items were selected (Table 1). The elements were grouped into Title
(identify the paper), Introduction (rationale, goal), Methods (eligibility criteria, infor-
mation sources, selection criteria, data extraction, quality appraisal), Results (studies

Table 1 Items adopted from PRISMA

Topic
PRISMA
number

Number used in
review Items

Title 1 1 Identify the paper as a review (extended to include abstract and
keywords)

Introduction 3 2 Rationale: Describe review rationale
4 3 Goal: Goal or aim of review defined

Methods 6 4 Eligibility criteria: Report criteria for eligibility (e.g., PICOS if applicable,
years, language, publication types)

7 5 Information sources: Outline search terms, databases, date of search,
other search strategies)

9 6 Selection: Report processes for selecting studies (e.g., flow diagram)
10, 11 7 Data extraction: For each study specify how the data were extracted

(e.g., use of templates, contact authors); detail the data that were
sought (quantitative variables or thematic material)

15 8 Quality appraisal of reviewed studies
Results 17 9 Studies selected: Report number of studies screened, eligibility and

number of studies included in review
18 10 Study characteristics: Report elements of the studies (e.g., research

design, country, study size, other key elements)
21 11 Present results: Synthesis of main findings or procedures

Discussion 24 12 Summary of evidence
25 13 Limitations discussed
26 14 Conclusions: Provide general interpretation of results, implications for

future research
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selected, study characteristics, present results), Discussion (summary of evidence, limit-
ations, conclusions). The total number varied with the type of review: all 14 elements per-
tained to systematic reviews, whereas only seven elements were relevant for narrative,
conceptual and critical reviews.

Having developed the matrix, the first author then independently assessed the studies
and allocated them to one of the seven categories. If the authors had specified the type of
review, the article was allocated to that category. In six articles, the authors had not
specified the type of review, and in these cases the review was classified by the first
author. In cases of uncertainty, both authors checked the review and concluded by
consensus.

The selected articles were then reviewed by the first author to identify which elements
were reported, indicated by a Yes, No or Partly rating. If the appraisal was unsure, both
authors independently assessed the article, and a consensus decision was made. In
addition to the matrix, descriptive data were also collected on year of publication, the
topic of the review and whether authors cited references for the review design.

Collating and Summarising the Results

To identify change in the frequency of reviews published, the audit timeframe was divided
into two time periods and the number of reviews for each period calculated. Frequency
data were generated for the focus of the review and review type. The types of reviews
were also cross-tabulated against the two time periods.

Ratings on the elements (Yes, Partly, No) were entered into the matrix and tabulated.
For ease of reporting, “Yes” and “Partly” were scored as “1” and “No” scored as “0”. The
number of elements found to be present within each article was summed and compared
(as a percentage) with the total number of possible elements. In addition, the elements
most commonly present or most frequently absent across the different types of reviews
were also identified.

Results

Number of Reviews

A total of 362 original articles and PPP papers were published in ASW over the audit
period. The selection process is outlined in Figure 1. A final set of 21 articles were selected.

Reviews comprised 5.8% (21/362) of all original articles and PPPs published in ASW
between 2007 and 2017. Breaking the time frame into two time periods, 13 reviews
were published between 2013 and 2017 (6.9%, 13/188) and eight between 2007 and
2012 (4.6%, 8/174). The review topics reflected a range of fields of practice (Table 2).

Types of Reviews

The two most common types of reviews were systematic (n = 8) and narrative reviews (n =
6). The remaining types of reviews were less commonly found (scoping reviews, n = 3; criti-
cal reviews, n = 2; conceptual reviews, n = 2). There were no examples of meta-analyses or
metasynthesises. Figure 2 displays the mix of review types across the two time periods.
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Elements of Reviews

Table 3 provides a summary of the elements present across the 21 reviews. In presenting
these data, the elements relevant to all review types will be reported first. This will be fol-
lowed by a closer examination of the patterns across each of the different types of reviews.

Seven elements were common to all types of review, namely Title (including abstract
and keywords), Introduction (2 items), Present results (item 11) and Discussion (3
items). The element relating to Title (i.e., the appearance of the word “review” either in
the title, abstract, or keywords) was highly endorsed (20/21, 95%), although the word
review only appeared once as a key word. Three other elements were also highly endorsed,
namely Rationale (21/21, 100%), Present results (21/21, 100%) and Summary of evidence
(20/21, 95%). Goal/aims (15/21, 71%) and Conclusions (16/21, 76%) were explicitly
reported in approximately three quarters of the reviews. The one item that was endorsed
in less than half of the reviews was Limitations (8/21, 38%).

Systematic reviews were judged on all 14 audit items. One of the reviews included all 14
elements; another three covered 13/14 items (93%); and one study covered 10/14 items
(71%). The three reviews that scored 13/14 all missed the quality appraisal element.
Finally, two reviews only covered half of elements (7/14 items; 50%), more consistent
with a narrative review. In one of these cases the authors acknowledged they were under-
taking a “less stringent, less detailed literature review methodology of a systematic review”
(Abdelkerim & Grace, 2012, p. 107).

Two of the articles cited a methodology text that underpinned the review design.
Abdelkerim and Grace (2012) referenced a text by Torgerson (2003). McPherson et al.

Australian Social Work

Figure 1 Flow diagram
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Table 2 Range of topics
Topics Author(s), title

Children-related
topics:

Out-of-home care Cox, Skouteris, Hemmingsson, Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, & Hardy (2016). Problematic Eating and Food-
related Behaviours and Excessive Weight Gain: Why Children in Out-of-home Care Are at Risk.

Kiraly & Humphreys (2013). Family Contact for Children in Kinship Care: A Literature Review.
Murray & Goddard (2014). Life after Growing Up in Care: Informing Policy and Practice through
Research.

Child protection Skouteris, McCabe, Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, Henwood, Limbrick, & Miller (2011). Obesity in Children in
Out of-home Care: A Review of the Literature.

Child-aware
approach

McPherson, Atkins, Cameron, Long, Nicholson, & Morris (2016). Children’s Experience of Sport:
What Do We Really Know?

Tilbury, Walsh, & Osmond (2016). Child Aware Practice in Adult Social Services: A Scoping Review.

Health Azri, Larmar, & Cartmel (2014 ). Social Work’s Role in Prenatal Diagnosis and Genetic Services:
Current Practice and Future Potential.

Brough, Wagner, & Farrell (2013). Review of Australian Health-Related Social Work Research 1990–
2009.

Dellemain & Warburton (2013). Case Management in Rural Australia: Arguments for Improved
Practice Understandings.

Reed & Harding (2015). Do Family Meetings Improve Measurable Outcomes for Patients, Carers, or
Health Systems? A Systematic Review.

Whelan & Gent (2013). Viewings of Deceased Persons in a Hospital Mortuary: Critical Reflection of
Social Work Practice.

Mental health Maple, Pearce, Sanford, & Cerel (2017). The Role of Social Work in Suicide Prevention, Intervention,
and Postvention: A Scoping Review.

O’Neal, Jackson, & McDermott (2014). A Review of the Efficacy and Effectiveness of Cognitive-
Behaviour Therapy and Short-Term Psychodynamic Therapy in the Treatment of Major
Depression.

Robertson (2008). Suicidal Ideation in the Palliative Care Patient: Considerations for Health Care
Practice.

Indigenous Hunter (2008). Child Maltreatment in Remote Aboriginal Communities and the Northern Territory
Emergency Response: A Complex Issue.

Munro & Allan (2011). Can Family-Focussed Interventions Improve Problematic Substance Use in
Aboriginal Communities? A Role for Social Work.

LGBTQI Willis (2007). “Queer Eye” for Social Work: Rethinking Pedagogy and Practice with Same-sex
Attracted Young People.

Trevor & Boddy (2013). Transgenderism and Australian Social Work: A Literature Review.

Ageing Ozanne (2009). Negotiating Identity in Late Life: Diversity Among Australian Baby Boomers.
Environment Borrell, Lane, & Fraser (2010). Integrating Environmental Issues into Social Work Practice: Lessons

Learnt from Domestic Energy Auditing.
Refugees Abdelkerim & Grace (2012). Challenges to Employment in Newly Emerging African Communities in

Australia: A Review of the Literature.

Figure 2 Type of review by time (n = 21)
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Table 3 Matrix of items

Title Introduction Methods Results Discussion

Author, year
1.

Titlea
2.

Rationale
3.

Goalb

4.
Eligibility
criteria

5.
Information
sources

6.
Selection
criteria

7.
Data

collection
process

8.
Quality
appraisal

9.
Studies
selected

10.
Study

characteristics

11.
Present
results

12.
Summary
of evidence

13.
Limitations
discussed

14.
Conclusions

Systematic review
Robertson
(2008)

Yes Yes Partly No Partly No No No No No Yes Yes No Yes

Skouteris
(2011)

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Abdelkerim
(2012)

Yes Yes Partly No Partly Partly No Partly Yes No Yes Yes Yes No

Brough
(2013)

Yes Yes Yes Partly Partly Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Partly Partly

O’Neal et al.
(2014)

Yes Yes Yes Yes Partly Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Partly

Azri et al.
(2014)

No Yes Partly Yes Yes No No No No No Yes Yes No Partly

Reed (2015) Yes Yes Yes Partly Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
McPherson
(2016)

Yes Yes Yes Partly Partly Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Scoping review
Murray &
Goddard
(2014)

Yes Yes Yes Partly Partly No No NA No No Yes Yes No Yes

Tilbury
(2016)

Yes Yes Yes Yes Partly Partly Yes NA Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Maple et al.
(2017)

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Partly NA Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Critical review
Willis (2007) Yes Yes No NA NA NA NA NA NA NA Yes Yes No Yes
Whelan &
Gent
(2013)

Yes Yes Partly NA Partly NA NA NA Partly NA Yes Yes No Yes

(Continued )
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Table 3 Continued.

Title Introduction Methods Results Discussion

Author, year
1.

Titlea
2.

Rationale
3.

Goalb

4.
Eligibility
criteria

5.
Information
sources

6.
Selection
criteria

7.
Data

collection
process

8.
Quality
appraisal

9.
Studies
selected

10.
Study

characteristics

11.
Present
results

12.
Summary
of evidence

13.
Limitations
discussed

14.
Conclusions

Conceptual review
Munro &
Allan
(2011)

Yes Yes No NA NA NA NA NA NA NA Yes Yes No No

Trevor &
Boddy
(2013)

Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes NA NA Partly NA Yes Yes No No

Narrative review
Hunter
(2008)

Yes Yes No NA NA NA NA NA NA NA Yes Yes No No

Ozanne
(2009)

Yes Yes No NA NA NA NA NA NA NA Yes Yes No Yes

Borrell et al.
(2010)

Yes Yes No NA NA NA NA NA NA NA Partly Yes No No

Dellemain & Warburton
(2013)

Yes Yes Yes NA

NA NA NA NA NA NA Yes Yes No Yes
Kiraly (2013) Yes Yes Yes Partly Yes Yes Yes NA Partly Yes Yes Yes No Yes
Cox et al.
(2016)

Yes Yes Yes NA NA NA NA NA NA NA Yes No No Yes

Notes. aExtended to include abstract and keywords
bSometimes reported at the beginning of methods.
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(2016) referenced a systematic review protocol, used previously by McCalman et al. (2014)
in an earlier systematic review (not published in ASW).

Only one review included a quality appraisal of the selected articles (Reed & Harding,
2015). The review examined the efficacy of family meetings in health settings for improv-
ing outcomes for clients, carers, and health systems. A validated 10-item scale designed to
evaluate the methodological quality of randomised and non-randomised trials was used
(Downs & Black, 1998), finding that all identified studies were of low or moderate
quality in research design and delivery.

Scoping reviews, are a recent development in review methodology, and reflecting this,
the three scoping reviews identified by the audit were conducted in the 2013–2017 time
period. Quality appraisal is not a standard part of scoping reviews (Arksey & O’Malley,
2005; Levac et al., 2010), so the number of elements was based on 13 items. Generally,
the scoping reviews incorporated most elements (two reviews 12/13 items, 92%; one
review 8/13 (62%). The element most commonly missing was a description of the study
characteristics (item 10). One article (Tilbury, Walsh, & Osmond, 2016) cited the
seminal reference for scoping reviews (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) as the basis for the
design of their review.

Critical reviews, Conceptual reviews, andNarrative reviews do not require the same level
of reporting of the methods as systematic or scoping reviews, and therefore were examined
for the presence of seven elements (items 4–10 were not applicable). Three of the studies
scored 6/7 items (86%), three 5/7 items (71%) and four 4/7 items (57%). One of the articles
(Kiraly & Humphreys, 2013) although described by the authors as narrative, included a
number of elements in the methods more in keeping with a systematic review.

Discussion

Approximately one in 20 original articles or PPPs published in ASW over the past 11 years
were reviews. In relation to review types, systematic and scoping reviews appeared with
greater frequency in more recent years, although the total number of reviews and
limited time frame did not enable statistical tests to determine whether this represented
a trend. Generally most reviews reported significant proportions of the possible elements
consistent with the type of review undertaken.

The increasing diversity in the types of reviews published within ASW reflect the
growing methodological pluralism observed more broadly within the profession (Shlonsky
et al., 2011). The absence of meta-analyses was not unexpected, but given the strong quali-
tative research tradition represented within ASW (Simpson & Lord, 2015), the absence of
any reviews undertaking a metasynthesis was more surprising. The methodologies associ-
ated with metasynthesis are continually evolving in their sophistication (Bondas & Hall,
2007; Lockwood, Munn, & Porritt, 2015) with journals such as Qualitative Health Care
now publishing large numbers of such reviews.

The appearance of systematic reviews was encouraging. Systematic reviews play an
important role in the synthesis of research in a way that is both transparent and rigorous
and can be powerful tool to inform policy and practice around a given topic (Crisp, 2015;
Gray, Joy, Plath, &Webb, 2013). As identified in this audit, systematic reviews can address
a broad range of topics and study types, and do not simply focus on randomised controlled
trials (Crisp, 2015). However, as with all review methodologies, it is important to be aware
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of both the strengths as well as the limitations of such reviews in informing knowledge or
practice (Attanasio, 2014; Plath, 2006). The appearance of scoping reviews is also a posi-
tive development. Social workers often work and research in fields or on topics in which
there may be little research (Shlonsky et al., 2011), and in such areas the exploratory
approach of a scoping review is ideal.

There was a balance between reviews with more articulated methodologies (e.g., sys-
tematic or scoping reviews, n = 11) and the critical, conceptual and narrative reviews (n
= 10). Although narrative reviews have limitations in their comprehensiveness, and in
the reporting of the processes underlying study selection (Crisp, 2015; Grant & Booth,
2009), they have a role to play. They may be used in a broader perspective, having a
more exploratory aim of capturing the overall knowledge of a field, theme, or theoretical
understanding of a phenomenon. Moreover, conceptual or critical reviews are generally
specialised applications of a narrative review methodology. Another reason for selecting
a narrative review methodology can be logistic constraints such as limited time, resources,
access to databases, and so forth (Crisp, 2015).

In relation to review nomenclature, a discrepancy was found between the descriptor
and elements that were reported in some instances. For example, the review by Kiraly
and Humphreys (2013), although described as “narrative,” appeared to be more consistent
with a systematic review methodology. Another two papers were “systematic” in approach
(Brough, Wagner, & Farrell, 2013; Skouteris et al., 2011) but the review methodology was
unspecified, in all three cases maybe underselling the rigour of the review. In contrast,
three reviews may have overstated the extent to which they were systematic.

Documenting the elements reported in reviews is distinct from making judgements
about the quality of reviews themselves (Shea et al., 2009). Although it is desirable that
reviews are as comprehensive as possible in reporting elements highlighted in the
matrix, many other factors come into play in making determinations about quality
(e.g., the clarity of the research question, the validity of the individual studies incorporated
into the review, the quality of the synthesis). However, the more thoroughness with which
the review is reported, the easier it is to assess the overall quality (Moher et al., 2009).

It was notable that only one review incorporated a quality appraisal of the selected
studies (Reed & Harding, 2015). There are a growing number of critical appraisal tools
available for particular types of study designs (Katrak, Bialocerkowski, Massy-Westropp,
Kumar, & Grimmer, 2004) which could be deployed in future reviews. In qualitative
research, the notion of “quality appraisal” is more strongly contested, with arguments
that the philosophical and epistemological diversity rules out the possibility of valid
appraisal (Carroll & Booth, 2015; Dixon-Woods, Booth, & Sutton, 2007). Contrasting
views have suggested the importance of establishing the quality of primary qualitative
studies as a prequel to metasynthesis (e.g., Toye et al., 2013), and despite the challenges,
there is a growing body of experience in undertaking appraisal of qualitative studies
(Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Hannes & Macaitis, 2012).

In considering the findings of this audit a number of limitations need to be considered.
In developing the matrix, items were selected from the PRISMA checklist that were rel-
evant to the reviews most commonly published in ASW. However, there may have been
other elements that should have been included. Moreover, the type of review had to be
inferred in some cases and may not have reflected the intention of the authors. Next,
the appellation of “systematic” to reviews in the current audit may not meet more
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stringent definitions for systematic reviews adhered to elsewhere (Crisp, 2015). Finally,
some reviews could have been classified in more than one category.

Looking to the future, there is room for explicitly labelled critical reviews and meta-
syntheses. An increased focus on quality appraisal would also be invaluable. Few
reviews referenced the methodology employed for the review, and this would be useful.
More consistent use of review as a keyword could also strengthen the likelihood of the
review being identified in literature searches.

In conclusion, the number of reviews has been relatively stable over the past decade.
The greater proportion of systematic and scoping reviews in more recent years could
represent a trend to an increasing sophistication, and the reviews published over the
last decade provide a strong foundation for further advances in the diversity and
quality of reviews. An enriched environment of reviews will make a significant contri-
bution to growing the knowledge basis and evidence-informed practice within the
profession.
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