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Between Anything Goes and Methodical Rigor —
An Empirical Analysis of Systematic Literature
Reviews in Adult Education Research

TiM VETTER, GWENNAELLE MULLIEZ & EvA BONN

Abstract

Within the past two decades, the use of systematic reviews (SRs) in the context of adult
education research has increased against the backdrop of the debate on evidence orien-
tation. Following on from this, this paper examines the implementation of the method
within the discipline. Based on an integrative review (IR), 57 adult education SRs were
identified and subsequently analyzed using a differentiated coding system. The find-
ings point to varying degrees of methodical grounding in the application of the SR
method. The article forms the starting point for further methodological reflection on
SRs in adult education research.

Keywords: Systematic Review; Adult Education; Integrative Review; Research Method
Reflection

Zusammenfassung

In den letzten zwei Dekaden hat die Verwendung von Systematic Reviews (SRs) im
Kontext der Erwachsenenbildungsforschung vor dem Hintergrund der Debatte um
Evidenzorientierung zugenommen. Hieran ankniipfend untersucht der vorliegende
Beitrag die Implementierung der Methode innerhalb der Disziplin. Ausgehend von
einem integrativen Review (IR) konnten 57 erwachsenenpidagogische SRs ermittelt
werden, die anschliefend mittels eines ausdifferenzierten Kodiersystems analysiert
wurden. Die Befunde verweisen auf unterschiedliche Ausprigungen methodischer
Fundierung in der Anwendung der Methode des SRs. Der Beitrag soll den Grundstein
zur weiterfithrenden methodischen Reflexion zu SRs in der Weiterbildungsforschung
legen.

Schlagworte: Systematic Review; Erwachsenenbildung; Integrativer Review;
Forschungsmethodische Reflexion

1 Introduction

The thorough preparation of the state of research on a subject of interest, both in theo-
retical and empirical terms, can be understood as a cross-disciplinary common sense in
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the process of gaining scientific knowledge. However, approaches to the collection,
processing and presentation of current academic knowledge on a specific topic are di-
verse and usually diverge in terms of their degree of systematization. Methodical ap-
proaches to achieve the highest possible degree of systematization are systematic re-
views (SRs), which have their origin in evidence-based medical research (EBM). This
methodical procedure is linked to the claim to process the state of knowledge on clearly
defined problems on the basis of collected empirical evidence that meets predefined
selection criteria and freeing it from possible biases in order to generate empirically
more robust decision-making knowledge (cf. Higgins etal. 2019, p. xxiii). Within the
last one to two decades, there has also been a lively interest in SRs and their potential
outside of EBM. In the meantime, various efforts to claim the method in different ways
for diverse topics of adult education can be identified. For instance, experiences from
employees with team learning in a vocational learning or work setting (Hannes etal.
2013), the transfer of vocational education and training (Toepper et al. 2022), the identi-
fication of factors of successful language acquisition in the context of functional illiter-
acy (Sahlender & Schrader 2017), explorations of the concept of innovation (Koller 2021)
or the investigation of interaction interfaces between personnel groups in adult educa-
tion (Goeze & Stodolka 2019) are examined.

However, while there is a consensus regarding the respective research objects and
the epistemological interests in medicine and in natural sciences in general, this is not
the case for research in the field of adult and continuing education — at least in its en-
tirety (cf. Rubenson & Elfert 2015). The lack of fundamental reflections on the condi-
tions under which the ‘import’ of SRs as a method seems appropriate can be consid-
ered a desideratum and marks a starting point for the present study, which aims at
analyzing the methodological application of SRs. Thus, this paper addresses the follow-
ing question: How is the method of systematic review adapted in the research field of
adult and continuing education?

The paper takes its point of departure by discussing the methodical roots of SRs
explaining issues of its adaptation in educational science in general and in adult educa-
tion research in particular taking into consideration the specifics of these research
fields (chapter 2). In order to address the research question, an integrative review (IR) is
conducted which is further described in chapter three. Based on the methodical explan-
ations, the paper then continues by presenting and discussing the essential results
(chapter 4) and finishes off with a conclusion and an outlook on further research (chap-
ter 5).

2  Systematic Reviews and Adult Education Research —
Positioning the Method in the Research Field

A SR can be defined as a method to systematically search, evaluate, and synthesize all
relevant research on a specific research question by means of explicit and reproducible
methods to minimize bias. It is a way of comprehensively and transparently summariz-
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ing the current state of evidence on a particular topic, with a focus on randomized con-
trolled trials (RCTs) as the highest level of evidence (cf. Chandler et al. 2022).

Looking at systematic reviews in the context of EBM, it becomes obvious that there
are several special features of and developments in this research field contributing to a
strong entrenchment of SRs as a research method. SRs have been institutionally estab-
lished in medical research by the Cochrane Collaboration founded in 1993 (cf. Altman
& Burton 1999) aimed at making information and evidence on therapeutical issues
broadly available, facilitating medical decisions and informing patients through prepa-
ration, continual updating and dissemination of systematic overviews (cf. Bliimle et al.
2009, p. 88; cf. Antes & Oxman 2009, p.448). The relevance of SRs in medical research
is also displayed by corresponding funding programs (e. g. BMBF 2013). Furthermore,
SRs are applied quite naturally in medical research due to the overall paradigm of evi-
dence-based research.

This is certainly quite different in educational and therefore also in adult educa-
tional research as a subdiscipline. Educational research has been confronted with calls
for a stronger evidence-orientation coming from educational policy and the rather
young field of empirical educational research has indeed readily apprehended this de-
velopment (cf. Schrader 2014, p.194). Still, the debate on evidence-based educational
research is quite controversial within the educational research community. Proponents
for instance point to improvements of subject-related and methodical expertise in-
duced by competitive situations in the scientific community that have evolved around
evidence-oriented objectives (cf. ibid., p.210). Simultaneously, critical voices warn
against a functionalist appropriation of educational research on part of educational pol-
icy-makers (cf. e. g. Bellmann 2017). Common sense among researchers only seems to
exist with regard to the conviction that an unreflected adaptation of scientific practices
and paradigms from EBM cannot meet the specific requirements of educational re-
search.

Even though the critical reflection of the beginnings of evidence-based research in
educational sciences, starting off with PISA and incentives from educational policy (cf.
Baumert et al. 2002), can rather be seen as a self-reflection of the respective actors, SRs
being essentially connected to the paradigm of evidence-based research can still pro-
vide an additional value to educational research. However, the specifics of educational
research need to be taken into consideration here. According to Smith and Keiner
(2015), it can currently be observed that there are attempts of imitating methods from
natural sciences based on the evidence levels in educational research (cf. p. 666). Prob-
lems of these imitation attempts become most obvious regarding the focus on RCTs.
There are voices defending RCTs not only as a standard for educational policy pro-
grams and strategies but even as a gold standard of the current educational scientific
profession (cf. ibid.). Nevertheless, two points of criticism in particular illustrate the
need for a critical approach to such studies in educational science. First, in contrast to
medicine, educational research rarely offers the possibility to conduct laboratory stud-
ies. These can rather be found in cognitive psychology next to experimental designs (cf.
Schrader & Berzbach 2005, p. 30). The aspect of control in the context of RCTs in edu-
cational research is therefore often characterized by mutually dependent, confounded
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variables (cf. Smith & Keiner 2015, p.670). Second, the operationalization of success
criteria is not as clear in educational research as it might be in medical research. While
medical RCTs provide clear indicators for success, desirable outcomes of an educa-
tional RCT must first be operationalized. For example, educational success or compe-
tence development need to be operationalized and measured by means of different
sub-categories while medical RCTs can often observe clear effects (e.g., lower blood
pressure).

This also has far-reaching consequences regarding the relation between science
and educational and social policy. While health policy can convert objective insights
from an RCT into practical laws, regulations or recommendations, this cannot be done
in the field of education without critically evaluating the definition of benchmarks and
success factors. Evidence-based policy, that is, the deliberate use of the best evidence in
processes of decision making among policy options (cf. Burns & Schuller 2007, p. 16),
therefore faces increased complexity in education. Despite these difficulties, the field of
educational research attempts to bridge the gap between the method of SRs and the
specific field of educational research (see e. g., Newman & Gough 2020).

The criticisms described above are currently being discussed within the discipline
of educational science in the context of a methodological debate on the fit, usefulness
and implementation of SRs, as exemplified by the anthology by Zawacki-Richter et al.
(2020). In the context of the volume, critical methodological reflections on the method
within the discipline are formulated, emphasizing, for example, the necessary atten-
tion to other review forms besides SRs in order to counter the problems of an unreflec-
ted methodological adoption as described (cf. Hammersley 2020).

3  Methodical Design

The present study aims at exploring how SRs are employed as a research method in the
field of adult education research. It intends to gain a comprehensive and preferably
unbiased picture of the status quo of the application of SRs in adult education research.
Therefore, independent from the methodical quality, all kinds of empirical studies in
the field of adult education research that report conducting a SR are included in the
present review indicating the adequacy of an integrative review (IR) approach in this
context.

Contrary to SRs, IRs allow for the inclusion of both experimental and non-experi-
mental studies. The IR “[...] combines data from theoretical and empirical literature,
and has a wide range of purposes, such as definition of concepts, review of theories and
evidence, and analysis of methodological problems of a particular topic (Tavares de
Souza etal. 2010, p. 103). However, the rather large methodical scope for interpretation
and application compared to SRs needs to be viewed critically with regard to potential
biases and a lack of stringency (cf. Whittemore & Knafl 2005, p. 548, Toronto & Rem-
ington 2020). Whittemore and Knafl (2005) therefore developed a five-step process
model aiming at ensuring a systematic and standardized application of the method.
The first phase comprises the definition of the guiding question(s) for the review while
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the second phase continues with the literature search. In the third phase, the data pro-
duced through the literature search is evaluated with the use of predefined quality indi-
cators. Phase four includes the data analysis which can vary in terms of the analytical
categories depending on the research question and objectives. Finally, the results are
presented in a structured manner in phase five (cf. ibid., pp. 548-552). As the guiding
question for the present study (phase 1) has already been presented in chapter one, the
following explanations will focus on describing the phases 2 to 4 as conducted in this
review.

Two search strategies were used in the search procedure of this study including a
database search and a manual examination of relevant international journals in the
field of adult education research. Complementing the database search by a manual
search can be considered an essential methodical step as it helps identify studies that
would otherwise not become visible through database searches only (cf. Booth etal.
2022, p. 140).

The database search was conducted from August 29" to 30t, 2022 by the first
author who has profound experiences in working with selected databases based on pre-
vious review projects. A total of five databases of interdisciplinary and pedagogical con-
texts and disciplines related to pedagogy, which are considered standard sources in
their research contexts, were considered (ibid., pp. 129 {f.). All databases were searched
via the advanced search tool using the search term (fig. 1) in order to look for papers
whose title, abstract or keywords indicated that a SR was conducted in the context of
adult education research. The search string was constructed by initially collecting syno-
nyms for ‘adult education’ and ‘systematic review’ and then combining these terms
(both in English and German).

TITLE, ABSTRACT, KEYWORDS ("adult education" OR "adult learning" OR "further education" OR
"continuing education" OR "lifelong learning" OR "life-long learning" OR "lifelong education" OR "life-
long education"” OR "vocational learning" OR "vocational education" OR "vocational training" OR
"andragogy" OR "Erwachsenenbildung" OR "Weiterbildung" OR "Fortbildung" OR "berufliche Bildung"
OR "betriebliche Bildung" OR "lebenslanges Lernen" OR '"lebensbegleitendes Lernen" OR
"erwachsenenpidd*" OR "Andragogik") AND TITLE, ABSTRACT, KEYWORDS ("systematic review"
OR "systematic literature review" OR "systematisches review" OR "systematische Literaturrecherche")

Figure 1: Search string

As explained in chapter two, upcoming debates on evidence orientation in adult educa-
tion research suggest that SRs have only recently been adapted in this research field.
Therefore, the selection of studies was not limited with regard to publication dates.
During the browsing search conducted on September 20, 2022, nine journals were
identified that are either listed in the Journal Citation Report or in the SCImago Jour-
nal & Country Rank and that can be explicitly assigned to adult education research (cf.
Vetter 2022, p. 111). Since the German adult education research context is considered,
two renowned German journals were included in the manual search in addition to the
International Yearbook of Adult Education. The flow diagram (fig. 2) presents all data-
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bases and journals included in the search along with the respective number of identi-
fied studies.

Duplicates were then removed and the resulting pool of literature was screened
using the following inclusion and exclusion criteria. All empirical studies were in-
cluded that were published as monographs, journal articles, or edited volume contribu-
tions in German or English and that, according to their own statements, conduct a SR
in the context of adult education as a central or accompanying method. On the other
hand, articles were excluded that were published in other languages, did not conduct a
SR or that conducted other forms of review, such as a scoping review or thematic re-
view, or belonged to research disciplines other than adult education research.

The final number of identified studies relevant to the guiding question were then
analyzed by means of qualitative coding (phase 3 and 4). In order to evaluate the appli-
cation of SR in international adult education research, the quality indicators for SRs
presented by Talbott et al. (2018) were modified and adapted as a coding framework.
For their field of interest, namely special education, the authors note that despite an
overall international orientation towards evidence-based practice, there are still no
quality criteria for SRs (cf. ibid., p.1). Against this background, they develop 43 quality
indicators for SRs classified in five process phases. The resulting quality framework
was adapted for the field of adult education research and inductively condensed in
order to serve as a reliable coding framework for the present study (tab. 1). As with
Talbott (2018), independent subcategories were binary coded (“present”/“absent”).
Only the subcategory “Research Question” was coded tripartitely (“Implicit Research
Question”, “Explicit Research Question”, “No Research Question”). The criteria cata-
logue by Talbott et al. (2018, pp. 20 ff) on the one hand fits the field of adult education
and on the other hand provides a differentiated systematization of the SR method
based on methodical standard works.

Regarding the coding process, the coding framework was initially tested with
three articles in the context of a coding workshop. Following, overall 30 studies were
double-coded by the authors and Cohen’s Kappa was calculated in order to determine
the interrater-reliability. The determined value was «=0.90 and thus can be considered
“almost perfect” (Landis & Koch 1977, p.165). Any coding differences were discussed
and consensually resolved among the authors. Due to the high interrater-reliability and
based on the further development and specification of the coding framework, the re-
maining studies were then single-coded by the authors.

The final analysis of this IR is divided into a part with overarching findings and
five sub-segments oriented towards the superordinate categories of the coding frame-
work. Since the analysis aims at an exploration of the application of SRs in the field of
adult education research and not on an analysis of the methodical quality of single
studies, the results are presented focusing on comprehensive observations and the
studies are referred to by anonymized codes. An overview of all anonymized SRs and
their assigned codes as well as the reference list of the coded articles are provided as a
separate document in a repository.!

1 Linkto the document: https://doi.org/10.57743/891


https://doi.org/10.57743/891

147

Tim Vetter, Gwennaélle Mulliez & Eva Bonn

(1 = u) uoneONpa [00YOS INq
JX9)U00 UOTBONPI }[NPe U. JON
(1 = u) uoneonpy [erwadg nq
JX9)U0O UOTBONPI J[NPE U. JON
(7 = u) ASoj0yohsd mq
JXQ)U0O UOT)EONPS J[Npe U. JON
(7 = u) a1RoyBY Inq

JX9)U00 UOTBONPI J[NPE UB JON
(ST = ) uoneonpy JPYSIH nq

aunpadoid yoieas ay1 1o} wiesSeip Mol YINS|¥d z 34ni4

Ir=u
AypiqiStya 10y passasse sprodoy

x

(9L =W
JeAd1na1 10J JySnos sprodoy]

(6 = U) yon( ‘esangnjioq
‘ystuedg ur jnq ‘uewron
10 ystSuy Ul UOPLIM JOU SBA\

(19 = u) SIXIUOD IOYJO" "~
(21 = u) A30j0ydAsq nq
“)XQJU00 UOT)BONPA J[NPE UL JON

v

(1=
[OIe3s puey BIA PIpN[OUL SIAIPNIS
9y =w

SOSEQEIEp BIA PAPNOUI SAPMIS

(9y =)

IX9JU00 UONBONPI JNpe Uk JON (67 = u) uoredNpa [00YS INq N Anqiqr8ipa 10y passasse spodoy
(0S = u) paurrogiod sem YS ON “JXQJU0D UO)EIONPD J[NPE Ue JON
:papnjoxad sprodoy (5T = ) woneonpy 19Y3IY Inq
“JX2JU0D UOHELINDS J[NPE UE JON
(1 = u) uoneonpg (01 = u) a1eoY)[EIH Inq
MNPV JO 300qIed A [RUONBUINIUL IX0JU00 UONBONP? JNPE Uk JON
(1 = u) Sururear] (17 = u) pouroyrod sem S ON (zee=w
NPV JO [BUINOf UBIENSNY :popn[oxa spodoy] [eAdLa1 10§ JYSnos sprodoy
T=w
0=uw AJ19)1enQ) UOTIRONPT JNPY
pasarnar jou sprodoyy ¢ 0 = ) NPy
JO uonEINpI Y UI SAIpMIS
(T=1
uoneonps] SUMunuo)) ur SAPNg
(6 = W) uoneonpy 0=
IoySIH pue IoylIn, JO [eUInof paratnax jou spoday
(z = ) voneanpg
Sumunuo)) pue Jnpy Jo [euInof
(t = w) vonwonpg
SU0[aJ17] JO [BUINO[ [EUOTJRUIDIU]
(¥ = u) Sururea
[eUOISS9JOI puE AjUnuIwio))
(6 =1) NPV JO [eUINO[ [BUOLBUINU] (S8T = ) 20UBIOS JO GQOA
o1eas oseqEIEp 0} Poje[ol < (¢ = W) SunppgsyoA (ot 3 W < (T = W) XAANIASd
$p10021 dyeordnp pasoway g INE[E AYISISSIH 3 pasowal splodar ajeariend (€8 = 1) 90UAIOG [100S 15AND0I
:Bulud2.10s 2.40/5q PIAOUWIAI SPIOOTY (6 = u) uononpy Buio0.405 240/24 PAAOWAL SPI0IY (st = w) Sunppig SIA
NPV U0 YIIBISIY 0§ [eUInof (YT =1 oA
WOIJ PAIJIUIPI SPIOAY 1WOIJ PAFHUIPI SPIOORY
AJ[EUOn) BUI)UT

pue AURULIIG UI YIIBISIT UOHEINPI JNPE JO S[EWINOf JULAI[II UI YII¥IS ULy

SISEQEIEP BIA SIIPNJS JO UONEIYNUIP]

papnpuy ]

[

Surudaag

uonNEeIYNUIPY



Between Anything Goes and Methodical Rigor — An Empirical Analysis of Systematic Literature Reviews

148

in Adult Education Research

Table 1: Coding Scheme and Code Definitions (adapted version based on Talbott et al. 2018)

Criteria designation

Coding condition

Evaluation of the guiding research question

Implicit Research Question

If only an intention or topic formulation is formulated without a precisely
answerable question.

Explicit Research Question

If a sentence can be found that hast he grammatical strucutre of a precise
question.

No Research Question

Ifthe article is based neither on an intention or topic formulation nor an
explicit question.

Inclusion and Exclusion Prodcedures

Population Defined

Only if research design is reported.

Research Designs Reported

Only if review refers to empirical studies and if specified which forms of
empirical work were included.

Time Constraints Reported

If atimeframe is reported, no justification for setting the frame needed.

Search Procedures

Databases Identified

If complete, explicit naming of all searched databases.

Unpublished Studies Included

If explicitly reported that unpublished studies were included.

Search Keywords Reported

If complete, explicit naming of al search terms used is listed.

Date of Implementation
Reported

If execution date is reported for the search.

Hand Search Reported

If additional searches based on bibliographies or using the snowball
principle is explicitly reported.

Inclusion of Thematic SLR

If explicitly formulated that thematic SRs were taken into account.

Subject Matter Experts
Consulted

If additional researchers or institutions were contacted to identify
invisible/hidden or internal studies.

More Than One Languages
Included

If more than one language was considered in the search.

Abstracts Reviewed

If abstracts were screened.

Quialifications of Searchers
Reported

If explicitly reported what kind of qualification the searchers have.

Study Retrieval Procedures

Number of Studies Identified
Reported

Ifthe number of overall studies identified through the searches is reported.

Number of Studies Excluded
Reported

If explicitly stated how many studies were excluded.

Number of Studies Retrieved

Ifthe number of studies used in the further evaluation process of the SR is
reported.
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(Continuing table 1)

Criteria designation Coding condition

If arguments/aspects/criteria are named that lead to the inclusion of a

Exclusion Criteria Reported study in the further SR procedures.

If arguments/aspects/criteria are named that lead to the exclusion of a

Inclusion Criteria Reported study in the further SR procedures.

Reliability of Screening If a specific reliability value is reported.

Procedures
Process for Resolving If a procedure for handling nonconformity during the screening process is
Disagreements described.

Coding Scheme Procedures

Coding Scheme Reported If an explicit coding scheme is reported and defined.
Coder Expertise Reported Lfeasgrri?;eddure that provides information on the qualification of the coder is

Reliability of Coding Scheme If a specific reliability value is reported.

Reported

Process for Resolving If a procedure for handling nonconformity during the screening process is
Disagreements described.

Data Analysis Plan

Ifthe use of a methodologically sound procedure to analyze date from SR

Data Analysis Plan Reported is described.

4 Results and Discussion

As shown in the PRISMA flow diagram (fig. 2), a total of 57 papers were identified that
conducted SR in the context of adult education research. Three papers (Cenka etal.
2022, Handzic et al. 2017 and Ioannidou & Parma 2022) did not use SR as the central
method of the study, but as an accompanying tool. Since it is likely that accompanying
methods are not described as detailed and the underlying measurement tool relies on a
comprehensive description of the methodical approach of the studies under review, the
three aforementioned papers were excluded from the analysis. A rough thematic clus-
tering of the publication venues of all identified articles shows that the majority of the
identified journals fall into one of three groups. The largest of these groups consists of
journals with a clear focus on adult education and (vocational) training (n = 26), fol-
lowed by a group of journals that focus on information and communications technol-
ogy (ICT) in relation to educational topics (n=10), and finally journals that focus on
topics of broad educational research (n = 8).

In the following, the findings of the present analysis are presented and discussed
along the five phases of an SR. Preceding the phases is a subchapter that addresses the
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transverse category of the research question. The chapter will close with cross-categori-
cal findings.

41  Research Question

As with all other empirical methods, the formulation of a precise guiding research
question plays a decisive role, as specific, measurable, achievable, and time-bounded
goals are co-formulated here (cf. Alves 2018, p.184). Especially for SRs, the develop-
ment of a research question is crucial (cf. Thomas etal. 2019, p.13). Thus, it is even
more surprising that not all identified SRs in adult education research operate with a
decidedly formulated and clearly identifiable research question. The 12 (22.22 %) pa-
pers that use an implicit research question achieve an average of only u=9.1% codes. In
contrast, the SRs with one or more stated questions reach a value of p=13.2 codes.
Although the coding was purely descriptive, the findings indicate that an implicit ques-
tion also results in inaccuracies affecting the following steps of an SR.

4.2  Inclusion and Exclusion Procedures

A clearly defined and designated scope is important to keep the SR manageable and
timely (cf. Garritty etal. 2021, p.15). This paper focuses on the relevant population/
target group, the relevant study designs, and the relevant time frame that the SR should
cover. Looking at the first two codes, it is noticeable that very few studies make use of
these narrowing options (n =28, n=12). Of the 8 papers that report a specific popula-
tion/target group, all received above-average numbers of codes and, except for Doc_8,
also reported a study design that goes beyond the rough designation of ‘empirical stud-
ies’.

In turn, a temporal containment framework is indicated by 43 studies. A closer
look at these contributions reveals that the majority (n = 25), such as Doc_7 or Doc_33,
do not justify the set frame. 17 contributions, on the other hand, choose a substantive or
thematic justification while 4 contributions mention a research pragmatic justification.
An explicit justification of a temporal containment frame is important for reasons of
transparency. This includes reasons why the decision was made not to use the tempo-
ral constraint. To make no statements at all about this limitation criterion, as is the case
with 6 studies in the present sample, is detrimental to the replicability of the study and
in this way to its scientific quality.

43  Search Procedures
This category in the coding guide is of particular relevance for the replicability of SRs.
In addition, very basic components of a SR are collected here, which are also common
to other review forms and are considered in all reporting guidelines for reviews (cf.
Booth et al. 2022, p. 326).

While codes in this category are frequently assigned, considering their low-thresh-
old nature and their basic methodical function, the numbers still seem rather low. 13

2 To avoid too much bias due to extreme values, the average is replaced by the 10 % trimmed mean. To calculate the 10 %
trimmed mean, the top and bottom ten percent of cases are removed.
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(24.07 %) of all SRs identified in adult education research do not explicitly mention all
databases consulted. 15 (n=27.78 %) do not publish the complete list of search terms
used, let alone the search string. In this way, neither an assessment regarding the oper-
ationalization of the guiding question of the SR, nor the replicability is guaranteed.

With regard to the integration of multilingual articles within the SRs, it is noticea-
ble that only 7 (12.96 %) include more than just English or German articles. This find-
ing suggests that especially those articles are at risk of a language bias (cf. Song etal.
2010), which do not investigate localized questions. Language bias in the context of
systematic reviews describes the phenomenon that many results remain invisible due
to the focus on one language in the context of the inclusion and exclusion criteria de-
pending on the guiding research question. In a SR, this can lead to biased results. For
SRs in the field of social science, the identified language bias is due to a lack of re-
sources, forcing review teams to rely on their limited language skills rather than the
assistance of professional translators (cf. Rasmussen & Montgomery 2018). This find-
ing also seems applicable to the field of adult education research.

Within the Search Procedures category, those categories that are not implemented
in all sub-forms of the Reviews family of methods, and in this way maximize the degree
of systematization of the data base, are particularly noticeable. In addition to the the-
matic inclusion of contributions in different languages, these are the consideration of
unpublished studies (n=3), the consideration of SRs that also have a thematic rele-
vance for one’s own review (n =4), the contacting of potential authors (experts) to iden-
tify possible publications (n=3), qualifications of the searchers are reported (n=0),
and a complementing manual search (n=22). Since the latter criterion was assigned
comparatively frequently, a more detailed analysis is necessary here. While six papers
did not report how many relevant findings could be generated via manual search, the
remaining SRs reported between 3 and 115 relevant hits generated e.g. via manual
search in relevant journals and conference papers or manual review of reference lists.
In 7 SRs, even different strategies of manual search were combined. Depending on the
research question, manual search strategies can increase the number of hits, e. g. when
investigating new trend topics in adult education.

4.4  Study Retrieval Procedures

To identify appropriate studies, researchers must first conduct a search of databases
and other sources, reviewing each title and abstract to create an initial pool of studies
for further review, then followed by a full-text evaluation (cf. Papaioannou et al., 2010,
p.119; Talbott et al. 2018, p. 10). The hit counts thus reduced are usually presented via
the PRISMA flowchart (cf. Page etal. 2021, p.5). Here, it is particularly important not
only to show the excluded studies numerically, but also to name the reasons for exclu-
sion based on the exclusion criteria.

In the present sample of SRs in the context of adult education, it is noticeable that
not all contributions show the number of data in the unadjusted corpus, the number of
excluded studies, and the number of studies identified as relevant. In light of the trans-
parency claims of empirical methodology, this is noteworthy.
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Regarding the identification of inclusion and exclusion criteria, five contributions
stand out that do not identify any criteria at all. 4 of these 5 contributions only show an
implicit question. This finding raises the question of the extent to which implicit ques-
tions can be investigated using SR. One paper reports implicit inclusion criteria, but
the description at this point is not sufficient to replicate the study.

The reporting of a reliability value of the screening process (n =5, 9.26 %) and the
report of handling disagreements in the screening process (n=11, 20.37 %) suggests
that a large proportion of SRs studied rely on the estimation of a single person for the
screening process. However, for SRs, it seems advisable to test the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, as it is common for coding processes.

4.5 Coding Scheme Procedures

The coding procedure is an essential step in preparing the data retrieved from the
searching phase. Based on Talbott et al. (2018), the relevant quality indicators for this
phase include reporting a coding scheme, reporting the qualification of coders as well
as the reliability of the coding scheme and reporting how disagreements were handled
in the coding process. Coding schemes for systematic reviews can refer to study qual-
ity, describing the participants and setting of the identified studies and/or to describing
the variables under study (cf. Talbott et al. 2018, p.10).

In our corpus, 35 out of 54 studies report a coding scheme. Considering that the
coding procedure is an integral step of SRs, it is quite astonishing that only about 65 %
of the studies applying this method follow this guideline. A closer analysis of the cod-
ing schemes in our study corpus shows that the coding procedure itself is conducted
quite differently across the studies. In eight studies, the coding scheme serves to evalu-
ate the study quality. However, the quality-related coding does not necessarily relate to
the research questions of the respective studies. Only two studies included the coding
of study quality since it has a direct use in addressing their research questions (Doc_50,
Doc_51).

Apart from assessing study quality, coding schemes are frequently used in sys-
tematic reviews to capture the variables under study and thus address the research
question(s). Nearly half of the studies that report a coding scheme (14 out of 35) use it to
assess their variables under study. Here, the reference to the research question(s) is
rather direct. Finally, nine studies were identified that use the coding scheme to extract
other content-related aspects from their data and in three studies, the coding scheme
was part of a lexicometric analysis.

Regarding the coding procedure, it is striking that the studies in our corpus show
little transparency in their methodical reports. Only four studies report a reliability value
for the coding scheme. Considering that, e.g. in qualitative content analysis, reliability
scores have become a major quality indicator, it seems odd that this quality standard is
not adapted in systematic reviews. After all, 11 studies report on how disagreements in
the coding process were resolved providing at least some clarity and transparency on the
coding process. The qualification of the coders described as “the expertise and training
provided to individuals charged with coding studies” by Talbott et al (2018, p.4) is only
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mentioned in two studies. This might be due to the fact that the authors usually conduct
the coding themselves meaning that their expertise has built up throughout the search-
ing and coding framework development process already and no special training was
conducted.

Overall, it becomes obvious that reporting a coding scheme that directly serves to
address the research question(s) is rather a rarity than a standard in our study corpus.
While most of the studies use a coding scheme to assess the methodical quality and/or to
extract information about their variables under study, a significant share of studies men-
tions or reports coding schemes not directly addressed to the research question(s). Fur-
thermore, the quality and reliability of the coding procedures can hardly be assessed
since essential methodical descriptions are missing or are only vaguely described.

4.6  Data Analysis Plan

While after all 35 out 54 studies reported a coding scheme, only nine studies provide a
data analysis plan, i.e. any kind of statistical or other methodical procedure to further
analyze the (coded) data. Out of these nine studies, only two conduct a comprehensive,
methodically well-founded and transparently documented meta-analytical evaluation of
the data from their study corpus thus interpreting their research findings “within the
context of the methodical rigor of the systematic review” (Talbott et al. 2018, p. 5).

Though not as complex and rigorous, another study calculates effect sizes across
its identified studies and controls for publication bias by means of a funnel plot and
one study at least provides a descriptive comparison of effect sizes but without taking
the methodical quality into consideration. Two further studies use weighting proce-
dures for their data analysis while factoring in methodical aspects of the identified
studies.

In contrast to this, three studies analyze their data by means of qualitative-synthe-
sizing methods. In two cases, the qualitative synthesis is realized based on the Joanna
Briggs approach of meta-aggregation which is a standardized framework for analyzing
qualitative data in systematic reviews (cf. Lockwood etal. 2015). In one case, the data
analysis plan is only referred to as a narrative review method which is not defined any
further.

All in all, it needs to be noted that even though the nine studies described here
attempt to generate preferably evident findings based on their review data, there are
still 45 studies in our corpus that report no data analysis plan at all putting it into ques-
tion which kinds of results they (aim to) produce by means of SR.

4.7  Consolidating Discussion

While the previous chapters have described and discussed findings alongside the cod-
ing scheme for this study, i.e. based on the overall process steps of SRs, the following
chapter now focuses on identifying and discussing overarching findings on the case of
SRs in adult education research. By looking at our study corpus as a whole against the
guiding question of how SRs are adapted in adult education research, five groups of
studies can be identified based on their coding results regarding the quality indicators.
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Group A is made up of studies that provide rarely any or even no description of the
method at all (n = 6). SR is simply mentioned in the abstract, title or full text but the full
text provides hardly any information on how the review was conducted.

Group B consists of studies that do not meet baseline quality criteria since basic
methodical standards of data searching and screening are not comprehensively re-
ported (n = 14). However, while only some of the basic indicators are reported, the stud-
ies in this group sporadically refer to more advanced aspects of SRs, e.g. elaborated
search procedures by manual searching or by contacting potential authors.

Group C comprises studies that meet baseline methodical requirements of litera-
ture reviews in general, especially with regard to a systematic and transparent search
procedure (n =15). However, the methodical outline of the reviews in this group hardly
goes beyond these baseline requirements.

Group D is made up of studies that fulfill the baseline requirements and simulta-
neously report some more sophisticated methodical aspects of SRs (n=16). These
more advanced aspects are in most cases displayed through the description of a coding
scheme and reports on the coding procedure making the analysis both more systematic
and transparent. Furthermore, the studies in this group usually provide more compre-
hensive search procedures and a detailed documentation of the screening process.

Finally, Group E presents studies that come closest to the ideal method descrip-
tion of SRs as operationalized in this paper. They are highly reliable as the findings can
be replicated based on detailed methodical descriptions regarding both the searching,
the screening and the analysis procedures. Furthermore, the studies in this group
approach the standards of SRs in that they soundly work towards generating evident
findings. Yet, we only identified 3 studies in our sample that could be assigned to this
group.

Against the background of this classification, it can be observed that there are ob-
vious efforts of adapting the method of SRs in adult education research in a coherent
and methodically reflected matter and the majority of studies does so successfully by
meeting at least baseline requirements. However, the studies identified often end with
the data extraction, i.e. the searching and screening of literature, and no further sys-
tematic analysis is provided generating new insights or even new evidence from the
respective pool of existing studies. At this point, it remains unclear to what extent the
methodical rigor of the studies analyzed here might also be linked to the project and
funding structures in which they are embedded and how the publication format might
affect methodical descriptions (e. g. monographic publications allow for more detailed
reports than comprised journal articles).

Taking into consideration the specifics of adult education research as a discipline
with its just beginning orientation and efforts towards evidence-based research (cf.
chapter 2), it is not surprising that SRs in adult education research often refer to a qual-
itative data basis and hardly to randomized controlled trials. Still, there already are a
number of approaches offering methodically systematic and well-founded ways for
synthesizing and analyzing qualitative data (see e. g., Booth et al. 2022, pp. 235 ff). Fur-
thermore, depending on the research question addressed in the study, an SR approach



Tim Vetter, Gwennaélle Mulliez & Eva Bonn 155

might not be perfectly suitable, but there are numerous other methods in the literature
review family offering differentiated opportunities for synthesizing and analyzing ex-
isting literature corpora (e. g. narrative/integrative/scoping review; for the adult educa-
tion research field, see e. g. Herbrechter et al. 2018, Mulliez 2021).

5 Conclusion and Outlook

The present study examined the question of how SRs are adapted in adult education
research by means of an IR. Overall, 57 studies were identified as relevant and a coding
scheme was used to assess how the method of SR was applied. The findings suggest
that a majority of the studies fulfill baseline requirements for literature reviews but the
specific approach of an SR is rarely applied since the demands for reliability, transpar-
ency and methodically controlled data synthesis are hardly met.

These findings open up several implications for further research and methodical
debate within the discipline of adult education. Most importantly, future research
might take a closer look at single findings from this study. For instance, there is a need
for further exploring the application of SRs in adult education regarding the fit between
the method of SR and the research question as our findings suggest a frequently occur-
ring mismatch between methodical steps of the SR and the stated research question.
Furthermore, the development of the methodical application of SRs over time might be
analyzed by taking a longitudinal look at the broader literature corpus of SRs in (adult)
education. Finally, the catalogue of quality indicators presented in this study might be
further developed and adapted contributing to a debate on and establishment of me-
thodical standards for SRs in the discipline of (adult) education research.

For adult education researchers planning a literature-based review to address a
clearly stated research question, this paper demonstrates the relevance of a fit test be-
tween research question, data material, and review method. In many cases, an SR is
not the best choice in the context of adult education research. Instead, other methods
from the literature review family might be more appropriate.
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