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This essay is a reflection that was guided by the systematic literature review (SLR) reporting standards of PRISMA (Ocampo, and Saunders, 2025), and adapted to Gibbs' Reflective Cycle, which is broken down into description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action planning.

Description
In my dissertation I had to conduct a systematic literature review on the relationship between transformational, transactional, servant, laissez-faire and democratic leadership with employee performance and motivation. I created the review following a PICO research question structure, searched four databases, and used fixed inclusion/exclusion criteria that I had pre-registered before screening, (Ritakallio and Laine, 2022.). Fifteen empirical studies that are peer-reviewed and published from 2015 to 2025 were selected and appraised for quality and then synthesized thematically and, if available, meta-analytically.
Feelings
I began with some doubt that a review made solely from secondary data (not first-hand observational data) would be able to produce a defensible, original contribution (Leonelli 2023). As the first database searches brought back several thousand records, I became more unsure of myself if my eligibility decisions at screening were sometimes inconsistent, and potentially subjective (Warren and Keane 2024). As the two-stage PRISMA screening continued and patterns emerged, often related to how motivation and engagement appeared to be facilitating their leadership performance and not just its consequence, my anxiety was replaced by real intellectual curiosity (Murphy, 2025).
Evaluation
The positive development was that the protocol, search strategy and eligibility criteria were developed before the screening process, providing the review with a "trail" from the research question to the ultimate synthesis, and lowering the risk of selection bias getting into my decisions (Imam, 2025). What didn't go so well, however, was the time taken to full-text screen and evaluate studies at abstract stages to see if they matched my PICO criteria, which slowed my initial timeline a lot (Fiorillo and Cervino, 2022).
Analysis
In retrospect, the effort spent on screening was not a mistake, but the methodical wisdom of having done the screening properly and with criteria (Rohan, and Thapliyal, 2023). Comparing and contrasting studies with varying designs, measures and effect sizes also entailed a consideration of methodological quality in that I am not always persuaded by all of the studies included, but instead, had to be critical, not just descriptive, in my discussion of evidence hierarchies (Flanagan, and Beck, 2024).
Conclusion
It would have been better for me to have applied my data-extraction template to a few studies before I started screening fully to establish the categories that I needed to record from the beginning of the screening process to avoid having to change my template partway through. I also acknowledge that in the initial weeks I sometimes relied on a single strong study more heavily than warranted and consciously worked to ensure the overall weight and consistency of the evidence across studies, not a single study.
Action Plan
For future systematic reviews, I will pilot and finalize my data-extraction and quality-appraisal template prior to commencing full text screening; and will introduce an explicit calibration step early on to ensure that my eligibility decisions are consistent. In general, I would still make a clear distinction between what I am using evidence to support and where I am going beyond it in future academic and professional research and allocate more realistic time on screening and appraisal than to writing (Mao and Liu, 2024).
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