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1. INTRODUCTION

In order to be effective in their work, scientists must
prioritize staying up-to-date with the latest knowledge.
Considering the vast amount of information published
each year, staying updated on new data is a challenging
endeavor.’

Updating knowledge can be easily accomplished
through the study of literature reviews. These facilitate
the task of updating knowledge, as readers not only are
provided with a concise access to the key references with-
out the need to scrutinize the entire literature on a specific
subject, but also benefit from a synthesis from an expert’s
viewpoint.?

In scientific literature, itis common to come across two
distinct types of review articles, each with its own set of
characteristics and objectives. These types are systematic
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reviews and narrative reviews (also referred to as expert
or traditional reviews).” The aim of the present article is to
provide a description of the main characteristics of system-
atic and narrative reviews and to delineate their position
and role in current scientific research.

2. NARRATIVE REVIEW

Publications known as narrative, expert, or traditional
literature reviews provide a theoretical and contextual ex-
amination of the current state of scientific knowledge on a
specific topic or issue. For an extended period, the narrative
review has been the preferred form of summarizing research
published on a specific subject. The process of selecting
articles does not encompass all possibilities and does not
adhere to a standard scientific protocol. The data is subject
to qualitative analysis, with the subsequent presentation
of results adopting a narrative format, accompanied by a
critique of the current situation.?

The definition of a narrative review entails a scholarly
report that incorporates interpretation and critique of a
body of literature.? Consequently, the narrative review offers
a comprehensive overview of the literature pertaining to a
particular subject, serving as a valuable tool for obtaining
a comprehensive understanding of the topic. It resembles
the chapters of a textbook that encompass a particular
subject. The literature suggests the following objectives for
narrative reviews: theory development, theory evaluation,
topic knowledge review, problem identification, and histori-
cal research object review.? Scholars who are recognized
as experts in a specific field typically undertake narrative
literature reviews and they offer readers expert insights
and knowledge.’

Narrative reviews prove to be valuable in situations
where topics demand the synthesis of complex or broad
research evidence, as well as nuanced description and
interpretation.? They are employed to address questions
in emerging fields that cannot be quantitatively analyzed,



lack clear hypotheses, or have insufficient data sources.”
As per the views of others, they serve as a useful tool for
less-explored subjects, as well as for innovative concepts or
alternative approaches within well-established, researched
domains.® Furthermore, they prompt further investigation,
outline future research trajectories, and encapsulate the
shortcomings of previous research.” They play a crucial
role in continuing education by summarizing existing
knowledge, particularly in subjects of a descriptive nature.’

Narrative reviews have certain drawbacks. One of these
is the lack of standardization, reproducibility, and trans-
parency. Due to its inherent subjectivity, the evaluative
comments provided by the author often present signifi-
cant challenges when the underlying evidence is closely
examined.” The validity of these depends primarily on the
integrity of the authors, as well as the diligence of the re-
viewers and editors.” Some argue that in order to enhance
objectivity, the publication of narrative reviews should be
standardized.®

In conclusion, this type of review is hindered by a lack of
transparency and is particularly susceptible to bias. Authors
may incorporate personal opinions into their writing and
merge them with evidence.’

3.SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

It is significant to point out that there is no prevailing
definition of a systematic review. Nevertheless, it can be
stated that a systematic review is a concise synthesis of the
literature that employs transparent and replicable methods
to search for, critically evaluate, and synthesize a particular
subject and implements strategies aimed at reducing bias
and random errors.’

According to the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic
Reviews of Interventions, a systematic review aims to gather
all empirical evidence that meets predetermined eligibility
criteria in order to address a specific research question.
It is distinguished by a well-defined set of objectives, a
methodology that can be reproduced, a comprehensive
search, an evaluation of the validity of the findings, and a
systematic presentation.’?

Systematic reviews are based on evidence-based prac-
tice and, together with meta-analyses, constitute the “gold
standard” of research reviews.' The utilization of systematic
reviews presents particular benefits, including the ability to
obtain reliable and accurate conclusions, reduce bias, and
enhance the generalizability, consistency, and precision of
results.”?They prove to be especially valuable in cases where
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there exist robust studies on a clinically pertinent inquiry, yet
the response remains contentious due to divergent study
findings.”? Through the process of systematically searching
the literature, one can consolidate evidence, generate new
ideas, and highlight areas where knowledge is lacking.™

Systematic reviews have faced criticism, with reports
suggesting that their prevalence has reached epidemic
levels.The literature has raised concerns about the mass pro-
duction of systematic reviews, as they are often perceived
as vehicles for easy publication or marketing purposes.’”®

4. COMPARISON

Systematic reviews offer distinct benefits because of
employing rigorous methods that mitigate bias, establish
dependable conclusions, expedite the translation of re-
search findings into practice, enhance the generalizability
of outcomes, generate novel hypotheses, and ultimately
augment the accuracy of results.’ Conversely, narrative
reviews possess the advantages of critical analysis, the
ability to draw conclusions, and the identification of gaps
and inconsistencies within a body of literature (tab. 1).””
In addition, they demonstrate flexibility and practical-
ity.° Narrative reviews are inherently limited in terms of
objectivity, comprehensiveness of the literature search,
and interpretation of findings.? They are commonly sub-
ject to author biases and, in general, lack systematicity
and reproducibility, which is not the case with systematic
reviews. Consequently, they are positioned beneath other
forms of reviews.*

Despite the potential limitations of limited scope and
time-consuming preparation, systematic reviews are widely
recognized as the epitome of evidence synthesis. Although
systematic reviews are not intrinsically superior articles,
and despite recent criticism towards certain systematic
reviews, narrative reviews have gained a reputation for
being unreliable.’®

Certain forms of reviews, such as hermeneutic, realist,
and meta-narrative, possess well-defined methodologies
and recognized standards for evaluating their quality. Con-
sequently, certain scholars categorize them as systematic
reviews, while others hold opposing views and regard them
as non-systematic. Thus, the boundaries between system-
aticand narrative reviews are both blurred and contested.?

In summary, systematic reviews serve the purpose of
identifying, critically evaluating, and synthesizing the find-
ings of primary research studies through a well-defined
methodological approach.” The narrative review is con-
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Table 1. Differences between a systematic review and a narrative review.””
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Systematic reviews

Narrative reviews

Review question

formulation hypothesis that needs to be tested

Usually, information of population, intervention, comparison and

outcome (PICO) is provided

Searching for relevant

studies explicit search strategy is employed and fully documented
Deciding which In order to minimize selection bias, the reviewer should provide
studies to include detailed descriptions of the specific types of studies to be included.
and exclude Inclusion and exclusion criteria for primary studies are clearly defined
Assessing study quality  The methodology employed in the primary articles is evaluated
Synthesizing study

the effectiveness of the intervention

They begin with a clear question that needs to be answered or a

An effort is made to find all applicable studies to decrease bias. An

Itis possible to initiate with a specific question
to be addressed; however, more frequently
they consist of a general discussion on a topic
without a stated hypothesis

It is not common practice to attempt to find
all relevant literature. Usually not specifically
mentioned, potentially biased

Typically, the information about including
articles is not explicitly stated and many have
a bias

Rarely documented and when documented,
typically lacking in systematic approach

Sometimes a meta-analysis is conducted, resulting in an estimation of On many occasions, a summary of qualitative

nature is provided

sidered to be of lesser quality compared to the systematic
review, resulting in a lower likelihood of publication. How-
ever, there is an opposing viewpoint asserting that narrative
review should not be considered a lesser form of scholarship
compared to systematic review, but rather as a separate
and potentially complementary approach. Despite the
limitations and lower validity concerning evidence, narrative
reviews have a significant role within the framework of the
modern scientific approach, as they provide a convenient
reference for current and comprehensive information in a
specific area of interest.? For specific purposes, systematic
reviews are preferable, whereas narrative reviews are more
appropriate for other objectives. Both types serve the pur-
pose of helping readers stay up-to-date with the literature.
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Ol a@NYNMATIKEG AVAOKOTIFOELG XPNOIOTTOIOUVTAV TTOAAL-
OTEPA KATA KOPOV yla TN cVvVoYn TNG YvWwong mou gixe &n-
HoolevTEil o€ évav Topéa. Ot avaoKOTINOELG aUuTEG SEV aKo-

AouBoUv pia ocuvernn pEBodo Katl n EAAePNn TUTTOTTOINONG,
avanapaywylpotnTag Kat Sta@davelag meplopilel TNV €yKu-
POTNTA TOUG. AVTIOETA, Ol CUCTNUATIKEG AVACKOTINOEIG XPN-
olpoTToloVUV auoTtnpr neBodoloyia, Tou PeTPlalel TN HEPO-
Anyia kat evioxVeL TNV akpifela twv amoteAecpdtwy. Etol,
BewpouvTal To XpLood MPATUTIO TWV AVACKOTINOEWV. H gu-
@Avion VEwvV TUTTWV AVOOKOTIIOEWV @AiveTal va Kablotd
Suodidkpitn TN Sla@opd PHeETAEY CUCTNUATIKWY Kal agn-
YNHOATIKWV AVACKOTIOEWV. H KPITIKA TTOU aOKEiTal OTIG OU-
OTNMATIKEG AVACKOTTAOELG £XEL MEPIKWG AUAUPWOEL TO KUPOG
TouG. Emi mAéov, n avtiAnyn OTt ol a@nynuATIKEG AVAOKOTIN-
OEL1G €XOUV HIKPOTEPN onpacia og cUYKPLoN UE TIG CLUOTN-
HOATIKEG AVOOKOTIAOELG OUVIOTA AVTIKEIEVO oulATNONG, HE
OPIOMEVOUG VA TIG BewpPoUV WG EeXxwpLoTry Kal SuvnTIKA ou-
UIMANPpwUaTIKA péodo.

NéEerg evupeTnpiov: AvaokomAoElg, A@NYyNMATIKEG AVAOKOTAOELG,
EmotnpovikA €pguva, ZUCTNUATIKEG AVAOKO-
TINOEIG

References

1. HENRY BM, SKINNINGSRUD B, VIKSE J, PEKALA PA, WALOCHA JA,
LOUKAS M ET AL. Systematic reviews versus narrative reviews
in clinical anatomy: Methodological approaches in the era of
evidence-based anatomy. Clin Anat 2018, 31:364-367

2. FURLEY P, GOLDSCHMIED N. Systematic vs narrative reviews in
sport and exercise psychology: Is either approach superior
to the other? Front Psychol 2021, 12:685082

3. VALDERRAMA A, JIMENEZ-CONTRERAS E, VALDERRAMA P, ESCA-
BIAS M, BACA P.Is the trend to publish reviews and clinical tri-
als related to the journal impact factor? Analysis in dentistry
field. Account Res 2019, 26:427-438



282

. GREENHALGH T, THORNE S, MALTERUD K. Time to challenge the

spurious hierarchy of systematic over narrative reviews? Eur
JClin Invest 2018, 48:e12931

. COOK DA. Narrowing the focus and broadening horizons: Com-

plementary roles for systematic and nonsystematic reviews.
Adv Health Sci Educ Theory Pract 2008, 13:391-395

. SUKHERA J. Narrative reviews: Flexible, rigorous, and practi-

cal. J Grad Med Educ 2022, 14:414-417

. HODGKINSON GP, FORD JK. Narrative, meta-analytic, and sys-

tematic reviews: What are the differences and why do they
matter? J Organ Behav 2014, 35:51-S5

. GREEN BN, JOHNSON CD, ADAMS A. Writing narrative literature

reviews for peer-reviewed journals: Secrets of the trade. J Chi-
ropr Med 2006, 5:101-117

. COOK DJ, MULROW CD, HAYNES RB. Systematic reviews: Syn-

thesis of best evidence for clinical decisions. Ann Intern Med
1997, 126:376-380

. HIGGINS JPT, THOMAS J, CHANDLER J, CUMPSTON M, LI T, PAGE MJ

ET AL. Cochrane handbook for systematic reviews of interven-
tions. 2nd ed. John Wiley & Sons, Chichester, 2019

. CLARKE MJ, STEWART LA. Obtaining data from randomised con-

trolled trials: How much do we need for reliable and informa-
tive meta-analyses? Br Med J 1994, 309:1007-1010

. GREENHALGHT. Papers that summarise other papers (system-

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

N. NIKITIDIS and G. CHARALAMPOUS

atic reviews and meta-analyses). Br Med J 1997, 315:672-675
HENRY BM, VIKSE J, GRAVES MJ, SANNA S, SANNA B, TOMASZEWS-
KA IM ET AL. Variable relationship of the recurrent laryngeal
nerve to the inferior thyroid artery: A meta-analysis and sur-
gical implications. Head Neck 2017,39:177-186

MCcENTEE MI. A typology of systematic reviews for synthesising
evidence on health care. Gerodontology 2019, 36:303-312
IOANNIDIS JPA. The mass production of redundant, mislead-
ing, and conflicted systematic reviews and meta-analyses.
Milbank Q 2016, 94:485-514

GOPALAKRISHNAN S, GANESHKUMAR P. Systematic reviews and
meta-analysis: Understanding the best evidence in primary
healthcare. J Family Med Prim Care 2013, 2:9-14

THE UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA AT BIRMINGHAM LIBRARIES. Reviews:
From systematic to narrative: Narrative review. UAB Libraries,
Birmingham, AL, 2023. Available at: https://guides.library.uab.
edu/c.php?g=63689& p=409774 (accessed 12.10.2023)
BASTIAN H, GLASZIOU P, CHALMERS I. Seventy-five trials and
eleven systematic reviews a day: How will we ever keep up?
PLoS Med 2010, 7:1000326

Corresponding author:

N. Nikitidis, 26 K. Karamanli street, 546 39 Thessaloniki, Greece
e-mail: nikitidis@yahoo.com



