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The Utility of Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses

The cumulative nature of science is arguably one of themain
pillars for the advancement of scientific knowledge which
relies on the accumulation of empirical findings. This view
can be tracked back at least to the 17th and 18th centuries,
at first in the writings of classical empiricists, and later
emphasized with the emergence of August Comte’s posi-
tivism (Niiniluoto, 2019). Even though it had (and probably
still has) its critics, the cumulative view passed the scrutiny
of time and is both explicit and implicit in nowadays’ scien-
tific thinking in many different ways. Consider, for example,
our current knowledge regarding life on Earth. It is hard to
imagine we could have achieved such a complex grasp with-
out the constant accumulation of findings in evolutionary
biology in such areas as genetics or fossil record research
(Zeigler, 2012). An example in the domain of psychological
science is personality psychology, that is nowadays often
explained through an integrative trait taxonomy – the five-
factor model of personality (Condon et al., 2020; Goldberg,
1993; McCrae & John, 1992) – that has developed over time,
through slow accumulation (Goldberg, 1993), and has been
in the focus of a plethora of primary studies and research
syntheses (e.g., Digman, 1997; van der Linden et al., 2010).

In fact, to combine the body of evidence on a specific
topic in order to avoid the errors inherent in isolated find-
ings is the standard approach in many fields, both for
advancing our theoretical understanding and for informing
practice and policy (see, for example, the evidence-based
pyramid; e.g., Tomlin & Borgetto, 2011). Initially, this task

was met almost exclusively through narrative reviews
conducted by experts in a given field, in spite of the biasing
nature of expert subjectivity. This is the motive for the
emergence of methodologies suited for a more systematic
(and more empirical) approach.

Biases (even for the best of experts) can slip through in
many stages of the process, such as selection of relevant
studies, focusing on what one specific expert considers
important in a given study, or focusing rather on positive
results in the publication process. No wonder that some-
times different reviewers reach contrasting conclusions on
the same question. A memorable illustration is the debate
started by Hans Eysenck’s 1952 review that concluded that
psychotherapy was not effective, and to which a compelling
response was given only in 1978 by Gene Glass, who aggre-
gated the findings on psychotherapy outcomes statistically
and offered the opposite conclusion (Glass, 2015). Glass
named this method meta-analysis, and it was one of the
pivotal points in stepping towards a more systematic and
quantitative process of literature review. In Glass’s own
words, a meta-analysis is “the statistical analysis of a large
collection of analysis results from individual studies for
purposes of integrating the findings” (Glass, 1976, p. 3). This
definition can help us discern with more clarity between
these two contingent terms: systematic review and meta-
analysis. The first term labels the entire process of overview-
ing the knowledge related to a research question by exhaus-
tively identifying, selecting, and synthesizing the body of
evidence addressing that question, whereas the second, as
quoted, refers exclusively to statistically combining the data
resulted from the reviewed studies. A systematic review can
be conducted without including a meta-analysis, but it is
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harder to imagine a meta-analysis in the absence of a
systematic review.

The drift towards systematic reviews and meta-analyses
has noticeably accelerated in most fields of science in the
1990s (Borenstein et al., 2021). Nowadays systematic
reviews are ubiquitous and are characterized by having
clear sets of rules for searching the literature, inclusion of
relevant studies, and coding of focal information. Even
though subjectivity can still bias any of these stages, report-
ing standards emphasize transparency (e.g., PRISMA State-
ment: Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses; Page et al., 2021). And when a system-
atic review provides a sufficient volume of statistical results,
meta-analysis steps in, with a mature corpus of methods for
data aggregation based on well-developed procedures (e.g.,
Borenstein et al., 2021; Hunter & Schmidt, 2004), and with
continuing advancements in statistical sophistication (e.g.,
network meta-analysis; Bayesian meta-analysis, etc.).

Possibilities for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses in the
Assessment Literature

Despite its obvious strengths and comparative trendiness,
the systematic approach in reviewing empirical findings is
relatively rare in the psychological assessment literature –

though some notable contributions are visible – e.g., studies
in the tradition of reliability generalization (Sánchez-Meca
et al., 2021; Scherer & Teo, 2020). There are reasons for
this comparative scarcity of course – meta-analyses usually
focus on the intensity of relationships between variables, or
standardized differences between means, which by defini-
tion imply not one but several variables. For example, sys-
tematic reviews and meta-analyses in the tradition of
validity generalization are arguably about the relationship
of a predictor and criterion and less about the quality of
measurement in either of these two.

Testing and assessment research usually focuses on the
quality of measurement regarding one single variable, and
when several variables appear, they are included rather
for cross-validation purposes. In this respect, more obvious
issues that may be investigated through meta-analytical
procedures in the testing realm would be investigations into
the relationships between items and (latent) variables, e.g.,
the investigation of the relationship between an item (e.g.,
“I have many friends”) and a construct (e.g., extraversion),
across different tests, samples, or cultures. Or, the already
mentioned meta-analyses of test reliability (Scherer &
Teo, 2020), and factor structures meta-analyses (e.g.,
Gnambs et al., 2018; Huang & Chen, 2015).

But Should They Be Used? If Yes,
How?

We strongly believe that, at the very least, systematic
reviews (and in many cases also full-fledged meta-analyses)
can and should be used to summarize insights gathered
over time with a specific test, a family of assessments, or
a domain of assessment. For example, a systematic inquiry
of the psychometric properties and other characteristics of a
test, reported across different papers, samples, contexts,
and cultures, may shed more light into that test than any
specific study, no matter how well designed. A systematic
overview of all the test adaptations developed for a specific
test may provide the best possible indicator for the cross-
cultural invariance of that specific test. A systematic review
of all the assessments typical for a specific domain (say,
burnout, or cognitive ability) may give incredible insight
into the pros and cons of how that domain is currently
approached in terms of assessment and, at the same time,
highlight the gaps in the measurement of that construct,
which, in turn, would mandate the development of new
measures.

Additionally, when sufficient data are available, system-
atic reviews may be complemented with meta-analyses.
These could offer, for example, comprehensive empirical
overviews of the validity of different measures, as in matters
of construct validity (e.g., meta-analytical nomological net-
works and factor structures) or of criterion validity (e.g.,
meta-analytical findings on assessment-criteria relation-
ships), that could go as deep as item-level meta-analysis
(Carpenter et al., 2016). The latest developments in multi-
variatemeta-analysis (e.g., meta-analytic structural equation
modeling; Cheung, 2015) enable researchers to expand the
validity evidence from single effect sizes (e.g., correlations
between a construct score and a criterion) to multiple,
dependent effect sizes (e.g., indicator-indicator correlations)
and thus test more complex theories and assumptions on
themeasurement of constructs. Also, by quantifying and dis-
entangling the heterogeneity in the various operationaliza-
tions of a specific construct (e.g., as reflected through
variations in the relationships with other variables), a
meta-analysis could provide insights for scrutinizing and
even revisiting (failed) conceptual replications – that is,
when the replication and the original study investigate the
same construct but by means of different measures (Stanley
et al., 2018).

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses can also be used
to examine the performance of diagnostic tests. This is an
important practical implication for clinical tests that can
only be summarized through research that aggregates
data on such attributes like the specificity and sensitivity
of one or several measurement instruments that focus on
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a specific diagnostic call. Hence, systematic reviews and
meta-analyses could offer a well-needed overview, critical
analysis, and necessary practical guidance on “When?”,
“Where?”, on “Whom?”, and “How?” specific measures
can be used.

Notable Examples in the Literature

Some illustrative examples of good practices in using
systematic reviews and meta-analyses can be spotted in
the field of psychological testing and assessment.

For example, Elosua and Iliescu (2012) systematically
reviewed the psychometric practice for the ten most used
psychological tests in Europe from a decade ago. Their
work looked at the practice of psychological assessment
and reviewed the manuals of those commercially available
instruments. They identified and elaborated on the gap
between psychometric theory and practice pushing towards
a stronger reconciliation of science with practice. Also with
a cultural focus, Zeinoun et al. (2021) conducted a recent
systematic review of the psychological tests that were pub-
lished in the mental health domain in Arabic. Their effort
identified 138 instruments for the assessment of psycholog-
ical disorders and discussed the degree to which each of
them aligns with the latest psychometric standards.
Through this, they offered a comprehensive perspective
both for researchers and mental health practitioners who
study and work with Arabic-speaking populations.

Besides focusing on specific cultures, other scholars
inquired the operationalization of specific constructs (espe-
cially if these are of more recent development). For exam-
ple, King et al. (2020) systematically reviewed the available
instruments for gaming disorder. Besides identifying the
best existing measures, the authors also spotted large
inconsistencies between the various operationalizations
and signaled the need for a common understanding and
for aligned measurement instruments.

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses can also be devel-
oped on narrower topics in testing – for example through a
comprehensive focus on only one measure. Bardhoshi
et al. (2016) offer such a case through their meta-analysis
of the psychometric evidence regarding the Beck Anxiety
Inventory (Beck & Steer, 1993). The study provided a com-
prehensive quantitative overview on different forms of reli-
ability and validity, including diagnostic accuracy, being
highly informative for the evidence-based approach. In this
manner, we can address even narrower questions, such as a
specific psychometric property of a measure. For example,
Andrei et al. (2014) meta-analyzed the incremental validity
of the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire, or
Greenwald et al. (2009) meta-analyzed the predictive valid-
ity of the Implicit Association Test. Gnambs et al. (2018)

examined the factor structure of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem
Scale meta-analytically and tested several competing factor
models.

Of note, the very same researcher that came up with the
name meta-analysis also proposed its retirement 25 years
later, in favor of analyzing participant-level data from
multiple studies (Glass, 2000). Glass (2000) argued, that
instead of publishing studies and aggregating statistics at
the study level, involving often untestable assumptions
and precluding assessment of individual-level effects, the
original datasets should be aggregated. This is often referred
to as individual participant data meta-analysis (IPDMA) and
could even be considered the state-of-the-art in evidence
accumulation. Although IPDMAs are already common in
the medical field, in psychological assessment they are still
quite rare. Examples of IPDMAs in the field of assessment
include factor analyses of tests for cognitive functioning
(van Rentergem et al, 2020) and criterion validity of a
self-report measure for depression (Fischer et al., 2021).
IPDMAs involve pooling datasets from multiple studies.
Mixed-effects models allow for analyzing such data, and
even allow for combining results of studies from which indi-
vidual-level, as well as from which only study-level data are
available (Cooper & Patall, 2009; Sutton, Kendrick &
Coupland, 2008). Along these lines, we would highly value
submissions involving IPDMA. In order to allow for IPDMA,
we also strongly encourage the publishing of data and code
used in single- or multi-study reports.

One should bear in mind that we do not claim these to be
the only or the best expressions of the current scholarly lit-
erature, just some examples of the type of future contribu-
tions that we could imagine for the European Journal of
Psychological Assessment as well.

Conclusion and a Call to Action

We encourage submissions of contributions of systematic
reviews and meta-analyses in the vein described in this edi-
torial. We especially believe that three types of papers will
contribute massively to closing extant gaps in the literature:

First, we recommend work on systematic reviews and
meta-analyses that investigate the psychometric qualities
of a specific measure, and we would recommend in this
context that studies focus on acknowledged “gold stan-
dard” measures that are intensively used in practice and
research.

Second, we believe in the utility of systematic reviews
that focus on a specific construct and the various
approaches and measures used for its assessment. In this
regard we recommend that researchers focus on highly
used constructs that are often characterized by lack of unity
in conceptualization and measurement; examples such as
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“the assessment of burnout”, or “testing for student
wellbeing” or “the assessment of culture-bound clinical
syndromes” jump to mind.

Third, we suggest that systematic reviews that focus on
measures that have been developed or adapted, and are
available, in a specific cultural space will be useful. Espe-
cially understudied and non-WEIRD cultures such as sub-
Saharian Africa, the Arab cultural space, or South-East Asia
are of interest in this regard and could contribute to a lucid
view of the current state of psychological assessment and
the extant gaps to be addressed by future efforts in those
cultural spaces.

The editorial office will in the immediate future stream-
line the submission and review of these papers and will pro-
vide the possibility of a dedicated type of submission
(“Systematic Review”), with up to 10,000 words, which
we strongly recommend contributors to consider.

We should probably note here that we especially
encourage pre-registration of these reviews: through pre-
registration, a systematic review becomes even stronger by
promoting the spirit of open science this journal adheres to
(Greiff et al., 2020). The “Registered Report” route is also
open for these initiatives, andwe strongly encourage authors
to use this route (Greiff & Allen, 2018). Finally, a special
issue featuring such systematic reviews is in preparation,
and a call for proposals will go out presently.
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