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Abstract

Context: Many of the systematic reviews published in software engineering are related to research or methodolog-
ical issues and hence are unlikely to be of direct benefit to practitioners or teachers. Those that are relevant to practice
and teaching need to be presented in a form that makes their findings usable with minimum interpretation.

Objective: We have examined a sample of the many systematic reviews that have been published over a period of
six years, in order to assess how well these are reported and identify useful lessons about how this might be done.

Method: We undertook a tertiary study, performing a systematic review of systematic reviews. Our study found
178 systematic reviews published in a set of major software engineering journals over the period 2010-2015. Of these,
37 provided recommendations or conclusions of relevance to education and/or practice and we used the DARE criteria
as well as other attributes related to the systematic review process to analyse how well they were reported.

Results: We have derived a set of 12 ‘lessons’ that could help authors with reporting the outcomes of a systematic
review in software engineering. We also provide an associated checklist for use by journal and conference referees.

Conclusions: There are several areas where better reporting is needed, including quality assessment, synthesis, and
the procedures followed by the reviewers. Researchers, practitioners, teachers and journal referees would all benefit
from better reporting of systematic reviews, both for clarity and also for establishing the provenance of any findings.
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1. Introduction

The idea of adapting the use of secondary studies
(systematic reviews) to form a tool of empirical soft-
ware engineering was first proposed in 2004 [1]. Since
then, they have become a well established tool for em-5

pirical research.
However, what may easily be overlooked is that the

motivation for using a systematic review in software en-
gineering usually differs from those that occur in other
disciplines, such as health, education and the social sci-10

ences. For those disciplines, both systematic reviews
and the primary studies that form their inputs are com-
monly sponsored and commissioned by government and
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research agencies to support practice and policy-making
[2]. This influences both the topics that are studied as15

well as the way that the outcomes are reported.

In software engineering the funding for such stud-
ies (when available) is more likely to be from research
grants and the choice of topic is apt to be driven by the
interests of the researchers involved. Hence systematic20

reviews in software engineering are more likely to be
concerned with identifying research practices, often tak-
ing the form of mapping studies [3, 4]. Many also ap-
pear to be undertaken to underpin study for a PhD [5],
with the focus of the research questions being upon re-25

search trends or research practice.

In 2011 we undertook a tertiary study (a systematic
review of systematic reviews) to identify how well the
systematic reviews then available could be used as a
source of material to help inform introductory teaching30

about software engineering (and hence by implication,
could provide useful knowledge to underpin software
engineering practice) [6]. For convenience we will refer
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