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ABSTRACT
Research on the systematic literature review process is extensive, but a
justified explanation of how a narrative literature review process
progresses remains absent from the existing literature. The purpose of
this study is to increase understanding about the narrative literature
review process. By building on process theory and the literature on
systematic literature reviews and by empirically examining the literature
review processes for bachelor’s theses in a European business school,
we reveal that a narrative literature process is iterative, non-structured
and multi-layered; contains several cumulative written outcomes; and is
embedded in a social context wherein various official and non-official
actors guide and support the beginning researcher. This study is a fresh
attempt to explain the progress of a literature review process with help
of process theory, thereby offering novel insights into the research on
literature reviews in general and on narrative literature reviews across
various fields of human sciences specifically.
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Introduction

A literature review provides the basis for all academic research. Researchers recognise a spectrum of
literature review types, varying from very formulaic, systematic approaches to unsystematic narrative
overviews. A systematic literature review refers to ‘sequential steps to collect, know, comprehend,
apply, analyze, synthesize, and evaluate quality literature in order to provide a firm foundation to
a topic and research method’ (Levy and Ellis 2006, 182). Systematic reviews aim to test a theory
and they are typical in natural sciences (Xiao and Watson 2019). A narrative literature review, on
its part, refers to a comprehensive narrative synthesis of previously published information (Green,
Johnson, and Adams 2006). Narrative reviews aim to build theory (Baumeister and Leary 1997)
and they are typical in the humanities and social sciences, including management research
(Becher 1994; Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart 2003; Pickering et al. 2015).

The existing literature (e.g. Durach, Kembro, and Wieland 2017; Xiao and Watson 2019) offers very
detailed guidelines for how to conduct a systematic literature review. Despite some valuable general
guidelines (Baumeister and Leary 1997) and suggestions for structuring the review (Green, Johnson,
and Adams 2006), questions such as how a narrative literature review process progresses and why it
progresses as it does are inadequately addressed in previous studies. This is a major gap, specifically
from the viewpoint of beginning researchers who often face many challenges in conducting a nar-
rative review (see Chen, Wang, and Lee 2016).
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The objective of this study is to increase understanding about the narrative literature review
process. To reach this aim, we build on process theory (e.g. Van de Ven 1992; Langley 1999), which
gives us a basis to examine a narrative literature review as a social process consisting of cumulative
and iterative steps. To the best of our knowledge, no previous research on literature reviews builds
on process theory. We identify the feasible steps of the process on the basis of the existing research
on systematic literature reviews and empirically examine the narrative literature review process of
bachelor’s theses in a European business school during 2018–19. This study contributes to the existing
literature by offering a clear roadmap with practical steps for conducting narrative literature reviews,
thereby enhancing the role of the narrative literature review across various fields of human sciences.

The paper begins by revisiting process theory and reviewing the existing research on literature
review processes. The methodological section describes our empirical setting, data and analyses, fol-
lowed by the results. The study closes by discussing the importance and limitations of the results, as
well as by identifying future research avenues.

Conceptual background

Process theory

Process theory differentiates developmental and variance processes. The former provides explanations
for thedynamic sequenceof actions, events, stagesorphases that unfoldand theactorswhoare involved
in the process of the central entity’s existence over time, leading to an outcome; the latter explains causal
relationships between independent and dependent variables (Van de Ven 1992; Langley 1999; Van de
VenandPoole2005).Webuildour approachondevelopmentalprocess theoryas it iswell suited toexam-
ining literature reviewprocesses. Althoughprocess theorywasoriginallydeveloped for examiningorgan-
isational development and change, researchers acknowledge that social entities and processes not only
occur at the organisational level but also at individual and group levels (Langley et al. 2013).

Providing a developmental process theory explanation relies on deep, unobservable process
theory structures in the form of a generic story, which, at minimum, describes a progression or
sequence of events and includes a clear beginning, middle and end (Pentland 1999). Two typical
abstract ideal types of theories of change processes help identify this kind of explanation: life-
cycle process theory and teleology process theory (Van de Ven 1992). Life-cycle process theory
suggests that the underlying logic of a process, from its beginning to the final end state, is prefigured,
consisting of a unitary, cumulative and conjunctive sequence of stages which must occur in a certain
order (Van de Ven 1992; Van de Ven and Poole 1995). The systematic literature review process, entail-
ing a specific sequence of actions that are to be concluded in order to reach the goal, reflects this line
of thought. Researchers use visual maps or diagrams to demonstrate processes and their iterative
dynamics; in illustrations, boxes usually represent states, phases or events and arrows represent
flows (Van de Ven and Poole 1995; Langley et al. 2013).

Teleology process theory proposes that there are no prefigured rules and stages toward the goal
(Van de Ven 1992). Although some vital steps or functions can be defined, the developing entity is pur-
poseful and adaptive, socially constructs its envisionedend state and can achieve thegoal via anumber
of alternative but equally effective paths, either by itself or in interaction with others (Van de Ven 1992;
Van de Ven and Poole 1995). This often includes unpredictable and constructive movement back and
forth between the stages (Juntunen 2015). As our empirical evidence suggests, the narrative literature
review process builds on the logic of teleology process theory. We continue by reviewing the existing
literature on literature reviews from the viewpoint of life-cycle process theory next.

A literature review as a process

We followed the guidelines for systematic literature reviews (see e.g. Webster and Watson 2002; Okoli
2015; Xiao and Watson 2019) in conducting a comprehensive search of the literature to find articles
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that specified the steps of the literature review process. We identified all the steps the existing litera-
ture referred to, and combining some closely related steps resulted in nine steps through which the
phases of planning, conducting and reporting (Brereton et al. 2007; Xiao and Watson 2019) the litera-
ture review progresses, including possible iterations (see Figure 1).

Selecting the topic starts the process (Pickering et al. 2015). A literature review can either focus on
an emerging topic with the aim of establishing theoretical foundations or a mature topic that

Figure 1. The literature review process in the existing literature.
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concentrates on analysing and synthesising the existing literature (Webster and Watson 2002;
Steward 2004; Torraco 2005). Starting out with a too broad a topic, which needs to be narrowed
down, is typical (Xiao and Watson 2019). Researchers (e.g. Green, Johnson, and Adams 2006)
advise preparing well before moving onto the next step by conducting preliminary searches of
the literature and gradually refining the topic of the review.

Regarding defining the objective and formulating the research questions, a clear objective (Bearman
et al. 2012) and a well-defined research question (or questions) (Steward 2004; Xiao andWatson 2019)
guide all the other steps of the process. The objective of a thesis often is to summarise the state-of-
the-art literature on the topic (Rowley and Slack 2004) or to describe it, but a literature review can also
aim to test, extend or critique the existing research (Xiao and Watson 2019). The research question is
very explicit in systematic literature reviews, but more ambiguous in narrative reviews (Bearman et al.
2012). As with selecting the topic, research questions are often too broad and need revising (Xiao and
Watson 2019).

Developing and validating a review protocol is comparable to research design in empirical research
(Xiao and Watson 2019). It contains a pre-set plan for how a researcher aims to conduct all the other
steps of the research process (Gates 2002; Xiao and Watson 2019). Validation of the protocol by a
more experienced person, such as a thesis supervisor, is essential.

Searching the literature contains four main aspects. First, articles in scholarly journals form the core
of the literature review (Rowley and Slack 2004). These can be found via online databases, such as
EBSCO, ABI/Inform (ProQuest), Web of Science and Google Scholar. The search terms, keywords
(and their synonyms, abbreviations, alternative spellings) and related terms for the search stem
from the research question (Xiao and Watson 2019). Second, conducting a search on a specific jour-
nal’s homepage (see Webster and Watson 2002) may reveal articles that would not be discovered by
a keyword search. Third, a backward search helps find supplementary articles from the reference list
of each article and a forward search discovers articles that have cited the original articles (Xiao and
Watson 2019). Fourth, the use of other scholarly publications, such as books (Rowley and Slack 2004)
and conference papers (Webster andWatson 2002), depends on the objective of the literature review:
they may be essential in a literature review with the purpose of describing what is known about the
topic but unimportant in a literature review with the purpose of testing which only uses high-quality
articles (Xiao and Watson 2019). Other practical search aspects include the publication language and
date range of publications (Okoli 2015; Xiao and Watson 2019). Some researchers (e.g. Levy and Ellis
2006) suggest ceasing the literature search when new material is hard to find, whilst others propose
continuing as long as the paper is published.

Selecting the literature refers to deciding which articles are included in the analysis or excluded
from the analysis. The assessment is guided by the research question and is conducted by reading
abstracts, skimming through the articles and making notes, all of which aid researchers pre-
analyse and understand each study, and thus help build the analysis and synthesis around the
most important studies on the topic (Xiao and Watson 2019).

Analysing refers to extracting data and making sense of it (Randolph 2009; Bearman et al. 2012;
Okoli 2015; Xiao and Watson 2019). It includes reading and rereading the selected articles (Jabareen
2009); systematically mining the appropriate information from the articles (Okoli 2015); and coding
concepts and themes either inductively or deductively (Xiao and Watson 2019) so that similar data
are categorised and grouped together (Whittemore and Knafl 2005).

Synthesising is about organising the grouped data into a specific structure (Xiao and Watson
2019), often around themes or conceptual categories (Chen, Wang, and Lee 2016). In systematic
reviews, synthesising refers to using rigorous methodological approaches, such as a meta-analysis
(Bearman et al. 2012; Okoli 2015), whilst in narrative reviews there is no one answer regarding
what the structure of synthesis should be (Rowley and Slack 2004). Instead, a synthesis is
framed through the expertise of individual researchers (Bearman et al. 2012) in order to organise
the data into a structure that is either guided by a theory (Torraco 2005) or emerges from the
literature (Rowley and Slack 2004) and is designed to actively search for contradictory findings
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and rival interpretations (Whittemore and Knafl 2005; Randolph 2009). A table, figure, diagram or
matrix helps in illustrating the findings (Torraco 2005; Whittemore and Knafl 2005).

Concluding refers to the reviewer’s analysis and interpretation of the findings (Steward 2004),
representing higher levels of abstraction than the results (Whittemore and Knafl 2005). The con-
clusions include demonstrations of how the findings extend existing research, the implications for
practitioners and academics, suggestions for further studies (Webster and Watson 2002) and the
methodological limitations of the review (Whittemore and Knafl 2005).

Reporting refers to textually expressing the essential aspects of the review. The structure of the
report varies depending on the outlet, but generally includes a title, abstract, introduction,
methods, discussion, conclusion, list of references (Green, Johnson, and Adams 2006) and in
most cases also a description of the theoretical or conceptual background. The content of the
reporting depends on the objective of the review as, for instance, a descriptive review presents
the data as it is reported and extending review goes beyond the data (Xiao and Watson 2019).
In each case, the report uses a clear, academic writing style (Torraco 2005). We empirically
examine the existence of the above steps in the process of conducting a narrative literature
review next.

Methodology

Data

We have years of experience in supervising hundreds of business research theses in a European
AACSB-accredited university business school. This fits well with examining developmental pro-
cesses, which often build on the lengthy involvement of researchers in the processes studied
(Van de Ven 1992; Langley 1999). In line with developmental process research, our data consists
of interviews and documentary data (Van de Ven 1992; Langley 1999; Van de Ven and Poole
2005) as they enable researchers to build interactional expertise on the topic, provide close
access to the events and practices at hand, and help researchers describe the process (Pentland
1999; Langley et al. 2013).

We conducted three group interviews with nine supervisors in summer 2018 and three
group interviews with seven volunteering students in December 2018. All of them participated
in the school’s bachelor’s thesis process during the spring term 2018, which was in the third
year of the students’ studies. We chose group interviews as they allow for the efficient use
of resources (Frey and Fontana 1991) and because the group dynamic may add valuable
insights to the depth and dimension of the knowledge gained (Goldman 1962; Vaughn,
Schumm, and Sinagub 1996). Each group size equated the size of an informal conversational
group (Edmiston 1944).

The interview outline included some general questions, such as questions about the success
factors and challenges in supervising/conducting bachelor’s theses, as well as specific questions con-
cerning the steps of the literature review process. We considered the interview as a meaning-making
conversation (Holstein and Gubrium 2016, 70) and emphasised active, responsive interviewing by
asking further questions from the interviewees (Rubin and Rubin 2011, xv). Altogether seven hours
of interviews were audio recorded and transcribed into over one hundred pages of text. The tran-
scriptions were verified by the interviewees.

The documentary data contains graphic illustrations from each interviewee on how they perceived
the iterative process; 125 bachelor’s theses published in May 2018; pre-existing written material for the
students, including generic guidance on the process of conducting a bachelor’s thesis, instructions for
the style of writing and guidelines for the outputs (the research plan, the mid-point report, the manu-
script and its presentation, the final report) of the process; and open-ended written feedback on our
preliminary narrative process illustration, gathered using Webropol software from 25 students who par-
ticipated in the bachelor’s seminar introductory lecture in January 2019.
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Analyses

The analysis utilised various sensemaking strategies (Langley 1999) in order to explain how a devel-
opmental process (Pentland 1999) for conducting a narrative literature review for a bachelor’s thesis
progresses. First, we analysed the structure of the process (Larty and Hamilton 2011) using a theory-
driven analysis (Langley 1999) in terms of the systematic literature review; that is, we identified how
different conceptual steps of the process in Figure 1 existed in the data. We soon recognised that,
although both the students and supervisors acknowledged a variety of steps, the actual process
was much more complex than the conceptual process.

Therefore, we continued with a theory-driven analysis in terms of developmental processes with
the aim of describing and explaining the beginning, middle and an end of the process; various actors
involved; critical events and turning points; foundational patterns that give an overall direction to the
process; causal factors that influence the sequencing of events; and the iteration cycle (Van de Ven
1992; Pentland 1999; Van de Ven and Poole 2005). Building on the ideas of teleology process theory,
we specifically tried to illustrate a number of alternative but equally effective paths to reaching the
goal (Van de Ven 1992; Juntunen 2015). Finally, we moved back and forth between the data and con-
ceptual framework in order to build a generic story (Pentland 1999) that also covers contradictory
findings and rival interpretations (Whittemore and Knafl 2005; Randolph 2009). The next section pre-
sents the results of our analyses.

Findings

From linear process illustration to iterative process illustration

Out of the 125 bachelor’s theses analysed, less than a third included an explicit description of the
process of the review. Without an exception, the illustrations were textbook examples of a systematic
literature review process. Obviously, the students were incapable to define their approach since vir-
tually all of the theses were narrative by their nature.

The interviewed students and supervisors who participated in the process in 2018 recognised all
the steps of the conceptual process (see Figure 1). However, the students almost immediately realised
that their process had not been that straightforward. One of the them described the process as
follows:

It [the process] is not that simple [as the conceptual framework] – it really does not go that way. – You analyse the
information [from literature searches] and then you might notice that something is missing which you need for
the analysis, and then you’ll search for more literature. –When you find the literature, you may recognise that you
need to change your research questions, or you start to think if the question is relevant on the basis of the existing
literature. – And then you analyse the material again and recognise that ‘Okay, I could revise my research ques-
tions’ – and the same applies to synthesising. (Student C)

Other interviewees instinctively expressed the iterative and cumulative nature of the process. Student
B stated: ‘The process kind of goes around all the time’, meaning that a student moves from one step
to another and back again and in no specific order until the thesis is ready. Student G continued:
‘There are many steps that circulate; you get to some point and recognise that “This does not
work”, then you get back and do it again’. After reflecting on the conceptual framework depicted
in Figure 1, Supervisor F declared: ‘This should rather be described as a hermeneutic circle’.

Our data thus revealed that a narrative literature review process is iterative, non-structured and
multi-layered and that it comprises of several cumulative written outcomes. Figure 2 demonstrates
that choosing a topic initiates the process and a bachelor’s thesis is the final outcome of the
process. Between these two ends, four partially overlapping steps iterate: exploring the literature,
(re)defining the focus, analysing and synthesising, and writing. The students undergo each step
several times during the process, sometimes simultaneously and not in any prescribed order. This
is illustrated with wide arrows in Figure 2. The importance and respective weight of each step
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varies depending on the phase of the process in terms of written outputs, which include: a research
plan, a mid-point report, a preliminary thesis manuscript (along with its oral presentation) and a final
thesis. Thin arrows in Figure 2 illustrate how these four outputs integrate into the process. From the
squared boxes in Figure 2, it is evident that the supervisor has an essential role throughout the
process, and the supporting role of other actors varies depending on the stage of the project.

Introducing a sketch of Figure 2 to the next year, that is 2019, bachelor’s seminar students revealed
that the majority of them considered that, despite ‘the fairly large number of arrows’ (anonymous
student comment #12), the illustration helped them to understand the essential steps and their inter-
connections: ‘The figure helps clarify that literature review is a process where the steps need to be
repeated several times and that a research process does not proceed in any specified order’ (anon-
ymous student comment #5). Many students considered the figure ‘to be enlightening’ (anonymous
student comment #9) and ‘to conveniently give the “big picture”’ (anonymous student comment #8).
We will discuss the process in detail next.

Choosing a topic

Choosing a topic refers to selecting a subject for the thesis. The students are allowed to choose the
topic by themselves because ‘in that way the work progresses more efficiently’ (Supervisor A). Simi-
larly, the students think this is a good practice because they ‘wanted to find an interesting topic on
which it is pleasant to write’ (Student A).

Figure 2. The narrative literature review process for bachelor’s theses.
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Yet many of the students considered choosing a topic challenging and changed the topic several
times. An interesting topic can be found for example from course material, existing theses or through
discussions with the supervisor. Sometimes older students had advised the younger ones to ‘think
about the topic early enough; thus, I had listed the topics on the note-taking app of my phone
during the whole autumn’ (Student F). A topic can also arise from everyday life, such as from
work, hobbies, family and friends as well as traditional and social media.

Some of the students presupposed that the topic needs to be timely in terms of practical life, but
the supervisors pointed out that this kind of thesis ‘is more challenging to conduct’ (Supervisor D)
because ‘there is lack of scientific research on the topic and, in my opinion, there has to be a lot
[of existing literature] before I encourage students to start writing about it’ (Supervisor E). Overall,
the supervisors did not consider it a problem if many students were interested in the same topic:
‘I supervised three [theses about the same topic] and each of them turned out to be totally
different’ (Supervisor B). However, Supervisor G ‘encouraged students to study something “crazy”’
in order to avoid the students studying similar topics.

Relationships with other steps. Many of the students changed or redefined the topic several times
after their initial literature searches mainly because they were unable to find scientific literature on
the topic. The supervisors mentioned that this often relates to finding the proper scientific terms
and discussions:

Finding the specific scientific discussion is a tough job, and if you can get them [the students] to understand it,
you have done well, although it may take quite a long time. – It takes a while for students to recognise the differ-
ence between science and practical phenomena – it is a huge leap in thinking for them to find a scientific dis-
cussion instead of coming to my office saying that it [the topic] has not been studied. Yes, it has. But they
have to find the discussion. (Supervisor G)

Exploring the literature

Exploring the literature refers to getting oneself familiar with the existing literature on the topic. Our
data suggests that in a narrative literature review, this consists of an intertwined combination of
searching, evaluating, selecting, pre-analysing and reading the literature.

In terms of searching the literature, our students participate in an information retrieval training
offered by the university library. Along with academic databases, the library personnel as well as
supervisors encourage the use of a backward search as it helps the students to ‘quickly find which
[articles] most authors cite’ (Supervisor C), as well as the use of Google Scholar because it usually
‘helps you to find the most relevant [articles]’ (Supervisor D). Searching takes an enormous
amount of time and requires various rounds of searches. The students expressed that the supervisors
could emphasise more that searching is such a crucial part of the process. They felt that ‘it [the litera-
ture search process] was presented to us as being too simple – that you just choose some articles and
move forward; indeed, it does not go that way’ (Student B).

The students learn to critically evaluate literature along with their literature search during the
library training, which is probably the reason why they did not explicitly discuss about the issue in
the interviews. The supervisors, for their part, noted that for some of the students, critical evaluation
is challenging: ‘the source material contains more, well – they are scientific publications but of low
quality. Students are unable to recognise what’s high [quality] and what’s not’ (Supervisor B). The stu-
dents are also inclined to use non-academic references such as newspapers, market research and
other content from the internet. Although in some rare cases, when the topic is novel, some of
the supervisors let the students include ‘blogs as references in a literature review, even though I
find it a bit questionable’ (Supervisor I), they are generally very strict in this.

Selecting the relevant literature for the thesis is demanding: students may have dozens of articles
without comprehension of what to do with them. However, many were confident in selecting articles
and chose ‘something that supported it [what the student had found so far] or something which con-
tradicted it in order to get some discussion between them’ (Student C).
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We highlight the role of pre-analysing because some of the students expressed that they simul-
taneously conducted analysing with the literature search: ‘When you select articles, you simul-
taneously analyse them and take notes, and there will definitely be no time for a separate analysis
phase’ (Student B).

Reading is also closely connected to searching: ‘You search the literature, you read the texts, and
they are interwoven.’ (Student G). Although the students recognised that reading is essential part of
the process, they were surprised by how laborious and time-consuming it can be.

Relationships with other steps and outcomes. Student C highlighted the importance of the literature
search as it ‘suggests what I can study and what information already exists before I set my objective’.
In the beginning of the process, getting oneself familiar with the literature often leads to redefining
the focus of the review:

I searched for literature, and then I wrote down something. And then I went back to the research question and
started to search for new material. I did this repeatedly, but at some point you just need to stop and finalise [the
thesis]. (Student G)

A literature search also relates to writing. As described earlier, the students wrote notes while explor-
ing the literature. Although some considered this convenient, others found it challenging and
suggested emphasising the literature search before writing. Both the supervisors and students recog-
nised that sometimes the most essential references are found as late as at the end of the process.
Although exploring the literature is an extremely imporant part of the process, both the students
and supervisors recognised that at some point the active search needs to be stopped in order to
finalise the thesis.

(Re)defining the focus

(Re)defining the focus refers to (re)formulating the objective and the research question(s). Somewhat
surprisingly, only one interviewee highlighted the objective of the research: ‘It was unbelievably
difficult to set the objective and research questions. And they both changed during the process’
(Student C).

Instead, considerable attention was dedicated to research questions. Although some of the super-
visors considered formulating a research question to be essential at the beginning of the process
because ‘you need to have a viewpoint from which you approach [the phenomenon], and thus a
reasonable question’ (Supervisor B), others acknowledged that the questions typically sharpen or
even change during the process. As Student B expressed it: ‘Perhaps research questions have too
much weight at the beginning because my original and final research questions addressed two
totally different issues’.

Relationships with other steps. At the beginning of the process, research questions typically evolve
with new information from literature searches:

It was quite surprising that when you gained more information, the research questions changed a lot. – I think my
first question was too broad and not focused enough. And when you understand that it’s really difficult to do
anything with a broad question, you realise that you need to focus much more, and then it became much
easier [to proceed]. (Student E)

Research questions also change due to analysing and synthesising, as already shown above. Further-
more, not only the questions but even the title can change at the end of the writing process in order
to better fit the content of the thesis: ‘I changed the title at the very last moment when I returned the
final version. It [the process] culminated in that’. (Student G)

Analysing and synthesising

Analysing refers to deconstructing and investigating the data and synthesising is about reorganising
the scattered data. As described earlier, analysing can either be embedded in exploring the literature
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or considered as a distinctive step that comes after it. It was widely agreed that analysis precedes
synthesising: ‘To me they [analysis and synthesis] are two different things because it is very important
for you to understand the subject and related concepts first, before you start pulling together infor-
mation’ (Student C).

Relationships with other steps. Many of the students considered synthesis to be a turning point
before which ‘other steps of the process have been iterated’ (Student B). Analysing is linked to
reading and writing: ‘When you start sketching the synthesis, you [have to] go back to the article
if you have not made good enough notes’ (Student G).

Writing

Writing refers to a continuous process of producing different types of texts, varying from note-
taking to polished scientific writings. While some of the students considered writing challenging,
others did not: ‘Basically, scientific writing is easy. It wasn’t difficult to write out what I had absorbed
from the articles.’ (Student E). The students had a writing course along with the thesis seminar, and
many students organised writing sessions on their own with their peers. Both the students and
supervisors emphasised consistent expression throughout the report. The students found it confus-
ing that the process of conducting a literature review does not follow the linear structure of the
thesis:

I would have preferred to write in a specific order, but it really doesn’t go that way. I felt bad that it [the introduc-
tion] was missing at the beginning [of the process], but you really cannot write it before you have an idea of what
the outcome will be. (Student C)

Relationships with other steps and outcomes. Writing crystallises in cumulative written outcomes,
which the supervisor and peers comment on and after which the process continues guided by
these comments. The first written outcome is a research plan, which is usually written after choosing
a topic, conducting preliminary literature search and formulating initial research question(s). After the
research plan, the process usually continues by exploring the literature. The second output is a mid-
point report, varying from approximately half of the final report to a full sketch of the final report, and
after which the process usually continues with analysing and synthesising the gathered data. The
third written outcome is a manuscript on which the student gives an oral presentation too. The pres-
entation is an important part of the process as it helps students to find out if their manuscript con-
tains incoherencies that make it difficult for outside readers to understand their text. Thereafter, the
process usually continues with more writing: ‘It was “just” finalising [the thesis], but it was probably
one of the toughest stages of the process − having enough strength to refine the thesis.’ (Student C).
The fourth output is the final outcome of the process: a bachelor’s thesis.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to increase understanding about the process of conducting a narrative
literature review. By building on process theory and the existing literature on systematic literature
reviews, we specifically aimed at describing how a narrative literature review process progresses
and explaining why it progresses as it does. Our empirical examination focused on the process of con-
ducting a bachelor’s theses in a European business school.

We showed that a narrative literature review process is iterative, non-structured and multi-layered
and that it contains several written outcomes. The process is embedded in its social context where
specifically the supervisor but also other official and non-official actors guide and support the begin-
ning researchers in their path.

Choosing a topic initiates the process and a written report, in the form of a bachelor’s thesis, is
the final outcome of the process. This observation is similar to the existing research on literature
reviews (Brereton et al. 2007; Pickering et al. 2015; Xiao and Watson 2019). Between the start and
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end points of the process, four iterative steps (exploring the literature, [re]defining the focus, ana-
lysing and synthesising, and writing) – many of which are combinations of the steps identified in
systematic reviews – alternate, and their order, importance and relative focus varies. This clearly
differs from the linear process of conducting a systematic review. Of course, the linear process
may also contain iterations (Levy and Ellis 2006; Xiao and Watson 2019), but our findings on nar-
rative literature reviews fit better with teleology process theory wherein no prefigured steps exist
(Van de Ven 1992), the process is socially constructed and the goal can be reached via a number of
alternative but equally effective paths (Van de Ven 1992; Van de Ven and Poole 1995) and through
unpredictable movement back and forth between the steps (Juntunen 2015).

Continuous writing is characteristic to a narrative literature review process. Several cumulative
written reports and the knowledge gained from these steps help the students keep some logic in
their multidimensional and multidirectional process. This finding illustrates a perspective on report-
ing that diverges from that of systemic reviews, which consider reporting as the last step of the
process (Okoli 2015; Xiao and Watson 2019). Furthermore, analysing has a dual role both as an
embedded aspect of exploring the literature and as its own step, alongside synthesising. Although
systematic reviews recognise both of these roles (Xiao and Watson 2019), the dual role seems to
be extremely important in narrative research.

Implications

Theoretical implications

Our study offers two important contributions to the extant research on literature reviews. First, with
the help of teleology process theory, we explain how the process of conducting a narrative litera-
ture review progresses and why it progresses in that way. Researchers have described the various
steps of the systematic literature review process (Brereton et al. 2007; Okoli 2015; Xiao and Watson
2019), but aside from some general guidelines (Baumeister and Leary 1997; Green, Johnson, and
Adams 2006), the research on narrative literature reviews has been silent about how the process
progresses, at least from the viewpoint of teleology process theory. Our study fills these gaps
and thus contributes to the research on narrative literature reviews across various disciplines in
human sciences.

Second, by building on developmental process theory, we propose that the process of conducting
a systematic literature review follows the logic of life-cycle process theory. Despite an extensive meth-
odological interest in systematic reviews (e.g. Webster and Watson 2002; Xiao and Watson 2019), the
existing research has lacked this kind of underlying explanation for the process. Our study fills this
gap, thereby contributing to the research on literature reviews in general.

Practical implications

Previous knowledge on the standard steps of a literature review process is valuable yet confusing and
insufficient for the purposes of narrative researchers. Our study offers an appealing framework for
supervisors, students and researchers in general for conducting a narrative literature review. We
emphasise that exploring the literature is an arduous and time-consuming task which each
researcher should recognise and consider when preparing the research plan. We encourage research-
ers, thesis supervisors in particular, to contemplate the iterative and hermeneutic nature of the steps
of the narrative literature review process that we have just described. One of the students noted that
this may feel frustrating because it feels like the process rarely moves forward, not to mention ever
ends. Therefore, the role of several cumulative written reports in supporting the progress of both the
process and the final report should not be underestimated and be clearly written out in any guide-
lines for writing a thesis.
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Limitations and further studies

Firstly, by focusing on bachelor’s thesis students, we lack information on whether the process would
be similar for more advanced students or researchers. Secondly, as the responses are from volunteer-
ing students alone they may exclude experiences which interviewing all the students would have
covered. Furthermore, our rich data uncovered neither the role of the objective nor the structure
of the synthesis in a narrative literature review. Finally, the embedded role of the authors in the
research process can be questioned, although it is in line with conducting developmental process
research (e.g. Langley 1999).

Questions that remain unanswered include: What are the similarities and differences between
novice students and more experienced students in conducting a narrative literature review? How
is the process of conducting a narrative literature review for a journal article similar to or different
from the process described in this study? What are the roles of the objective and synthesis in a nar-
rative literature review? We encourage researchers across human sciences to test and further develop
our explanation for the narrative literature review process.
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