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Abstract
Human-computer interaction (HCI) as a research field is very diverse in methods, values, and foundational
understandings of what constitutes knowledge. This key characteristic is crucial to consider when setting an
agenda for meta-research in HCI. In this workshop paper, I provide a quick snapshot of the approaches to
meta-research found in the synthesis methods of systematic reviews at CHI—based on a TOCHI paper that I am
presenting as part of the CHI 2025 journal track. Reflecting on how this may represent disciplinary differences,
this emphasizes the need for flexibility and epistemic inclusivity when shaping the future of meta-research in an
interdisciplinary domain like HCI.
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1. Introduction and Background

Methodological rigour is paramount for trustworthy and robust research outcomes and a stable knowl-
edge foundation. This is in broad strokes agreed upon by most academic fields. However, there are many
differing views about what constitutes rigour and related concepts like robustness or trustworthiness
across epistemic paradigms—which directly impacts methodological choices and criteria for ”goodness
or quality” [1, 2].

HCI as a field that sits at the blurry intersection of science, engineering, and design [3] is highly
diverse in methodological approaches and epistemic values. This contributes greatly to its broad
problem-solving potential, as well as its ability to leverage both internal and ecological validity and
to contribute polished design artefacts and design knowledge. Systematic review methods originate
in the medical field and so conventionally reflect a strict hierarchy of evidence types that positions
randomized-controlled trials as the gold standard for primary research. Thus, for systematic reviews
that attempt to comprehensively synthesize knowledge from research publications, HCI’s diversity of
method and produced knowledge types is particularly challenging.

There are distinct tensions in HCI resulting in part from the multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary
nature of our field [3, 4, 5]. With the influence and interconnection of different disciplines come
sturdy differences in opinion about what makes knowledge valuable (aiming for knowledge that is
replicable, transparent, authentic, robust, ...) and what makes methods for knowledge generation
”correct”, or ”appropriate”, or even whether any can be determined to be ”correct” ones. Further, there
are explorations of and calls for more replication and open science principles in HCI [6, 7, 8], yet not
all of these principles are compatible in the strictest sense with all the epistemic paradigms in HCI;
not all research aims to be replicable. There are also increasing attempts to explore methodological
choices in HCI (e.g., [9, 10, 11]), but along with this also comes opposition to conversations about rigour
which is sometimes viewed as ”policing” and a potential trade-off to reflection [12]. Similarly, there
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is increasing pushback against long HCI papers, and reference lists of increasing length [13, 14], yet
part of phenomenon likely also—at least in part—reflects methodological differences and domain-based
expectations about reflection and engagement with the broader literature [15].

All of these tensions reflect broader rumblings across academia where methodological rigour is
defined in very different ways by researchers from different schools of thought. Outside of HCI too,
there are increasing pushes for pushes for rigour and the open science movement to define their goals
and principles in a more flexible manner that works across different disciplines and epistemic traditions
[1, 16]. Similarly, in the past, I have suggested that we need calls for rigour but also inclusivity in the
context of knowledge synthesis methods in HCI [17]. Knowledge synthesis methods like systematic
reviews are crucial to identifying and refining robust answers in a field, as well as creating new
knowledge and shaping future research directions, and thus make it a key aspect to explore when
considering meta-research. However, there are many different definitions, variants, guidelines, and
approaches to systematic reviews and knowledge synthesis broadly [18]. Complicating this further,
systematic reviews are often not reported in as much detail as might be desired [11].

To advance both HCI and meta-research in HCI, we need a broad, critical conversation about the
frameworks we use for synthesis, and whether they are suited for the kind of primary research prevalent
in HCI. Inversely, we need to explore more substantially what kind of knowledge we can draw from the
kinds of evidence and outputs (e.g., design artefacts) that our field produces, and which methods are
best suited to do so across disciplinary divides.

2. Snapshot of Systematic Reviews Synthesis Methods at CHI

For this quick look into systematic review synthesis methods in our field, I draw on the dataset from the
TOCHI paper by Rogers et al. [11] that presents an umbrella review1 that identified papers published as
CHI full papers prior to June 2021 that state to be a systematic review or to follow a systematic approach.
The goal of this paper was to explore reporting quality in CHI systematic reviews. This aspect of
”how we report research” in the context of systematic reviews falls at the intersection of the categories
of ”what we publish” and ”how we evaluate research” in Table 1 of this workshop’s Call for Papers
[13]—but is also a necessary precursor to understanding and assessing ”how we conduct research”. For
this position paper, I briefly illustrate a snapshot of this dataset, focusing on the self-reported synthesis
methods and the referenced frameworks, guidelines, and examples that shaped them.

Dataset: Method and Snapshot The overarching dataset resulted from a search on the ACM digital
library (DL) for papers in the CHI proceedings mentioning ”systematic review” together or separately,
filtered to research articles, for subsequent screening to identify papers that report a review and claim a
systematic process in some way. The papers’ references were checked via snowballing to search for
more CHI systematic reviews not found by the ACM DL search, resulting in an additional paper. All
potential papers went through eligibility screening by two researchers and using a third researcher as a
tie-breaker. Overall, this search resulted in a corpus of 41 papers, which underwent data extraction and
appraisal following the same process. For more details on the search and selection stages, please refer
to the original paper [11].

As part of that review2, the papers’ self-reported synthesis methods were summarized and categorized
through an iterative open coding approach as belonging to one of three core review archetypes:
”narrative review”, ”categorical reporting”, or ”meta-analysis”. Similarly, the reviews were examined for
whether they had cited specific reporting guidelines as frameworks (and if so, which ones), or referred

1Labelled in this way as it better reflects the diverse nature of the examined corpus papers compared to the term ”review
of reviews”. Typically, both of these review variants attempt to synthesize a common answer based on evidence from
(systematic) reviews focused on the same question(s)—in contrast, here, the corpus reviews all focused on very distinct
research questions, and the umbrella review focused on their reporting practices.

2The analysis and synthesis overall is rather more extensive and explored the extent to which review papers met reporting
guidelines, specifically PRISMA [19, 20] (42 items) for quantitative-synthesis reviews and ENTREQ [21] (21 items) for
qualitative-synthesis reviews. This is omitted for this position paper for scope.



Table 1
The CHI review papers stating a systematic approach were classified as narrative reviews, categorical reporting
reviews, or meta-analyses. Categorical reporting was the most common (~71%); there were only two meta-
analyses in this dataset.

Review Archetype No. in CHI Corpus until and incl. 2021

categorical reporting 29
narrative summary 10
meta-analysis 2

41

to other reviews as an example for their conduct and/or reporting when describing their method. I
focus on these two aspects (essentially, two columns in the dataset) as a snapshot for this position paper.

Results The most common review archetype presented a categorical reporting approach, in which
elements in the corpus papers were categorized in some way, and then reported as frequencies (e.g., as
percentages [22] or counts [23]). These categorizations are created for example via quantitative content
analysis (e.g., [24]), or via inductive thematic analysis and affinity diagramming (e.g., [25]) or coding
more generally (e.g., ”all papers were coded in terms of aim of the study, measures, results, measuring
times, study designs, participants, game genre, duration of gameplay, and if provided, definition of
enjoyment” [23], or ”we distinguish several types based on the literature reviewed earlier” [7]).

This reporting of frequencies of course also involved narrative summaries of the results—when such
descriptions were predominant throughout without more than scarce frequency reporting, the paper
was classified as a narrative summary, which was the second-most common archetype (e.g., [26]). The
third archetype—themeta-analysis—was rare, with only two papers in the corpus [27, 28]. These involve
a statistical approach to summarizing effects found in interventional studies (ideally in randomized-
controlled trials) to calculate an overall effect size. An overview of review archetypes in this dataset is
provided in Table 1.

At the same time, a fair number of these review papers cite either quantitative-focused synthesis
reporting checklists or none at all. When a reporting checklist was cited, it was usually PRISMA [19]
(9/41 overall, or 9/15 of those citing a framework), which was developed for quantitatively focused
systematic reviews (with an interventional research question) and meta-analyses. However, in HCI
review papers, the checklists or guidelines seem mainly applied to the search and selection stage of
the review, e.g., providing a PRISMA flowchart to illustrate this part of the process, and following a
multi-stage selection process for screening potential papers based on outlined inclusion and exclusion
criteria3—but not necessarily addressing PRISMA items in subsequent stages of the review. For example,
very few review conducted critical appraisal to determine risk of bias or similar: Stowell et al. [27]
employed the CASP quality assessment tool, Esterwood et al. [28] conducted robustness checks, and
Brulé et al. [30] using custom quality metrics.

The other frameworks cited were Kitchenham [31]’s guidelines for reviews in Software Engineering,
and QUORUM (for meta-analyses) [32]. Fourteen papers (either instead of, or in addition to citing
frameworks) referenced other review papers as examples that informed their method and approach (e.g.,
Mekler et al. [23] reference that their use of QUORUM is precedented by Bargas-Avila and Hornbæk
[33]). Another fifteen referenced neither frameworks, nor examples (e.g., [34]). Table 2 shows an
overview of this aspect of the dataset.

3For example, Hirzle et al. [29] apply a first screening stage to the papers’ title, abstract, and reference sections, and assess the
full text of the remaining papers in a second screening stage.



Table 2
Some CHI review papers made reference to frameworks/guidelines or prior (systematic) reviews as examples
when describing how their method was aligned. Frameworks were referenced similarly often as example papers.
When frameworks were referenced, the PRISMA was the most common.

Reference to Frameworks or Examples No. in CHI Corpus until and incl. 2021

none cited 15
examples cited for methodology 14
frameworks cited for methodology 15
... PRISMA cited as framework 9
... Kitchenham [31] cited as framework 5
... QUORUM cited as framework 3
combinations of the above 5

3. Discussion

In summary, CHI review papers that employ (at least in parts) a systematic process (at least until and
including 2021) most commonly apply a kind of categorical reporting approach to their synthesis,
often in the form of qualitative coding approaches. This—especially when coupled with a lack of
a critical appraisal stage, which was rare in this dataset, and a broad, non-interventional research
question [11]—more closelymatches a scoping review (or systematicmapping study or scoping study [31])
than what is expected in a conventional systematic review.

Yet the frameworks we reference when describing the method (PRISMA, QUORUM, and Kitchenham
[31]’s guidelines) generally target conventional systematic reviews with a quantitative synthesis to
answer an interventional research question. Moreover, these guidelines also include—and in QUORUM’s
case specifically expect—statistical meta-analyses. Yet the CHI proceedings only rarely contain meta-
analyses. These are mismatches that deserve more attention in future meta-research in HCI.

Which Reporting Guidelines Work for Interdisciplinary Synthesis? There are a number of
guidelines that may be better suited to the kind of research found in HCI. For example, guidelines for
scoping reviews (e.g., their protocols [35], their conduct [36], and their reporting [37]) would match the
broader research questions and methods better.

Even when conducting quantitative systematic reviews, other guidelines that specifically target and
include the synthesis of non-interventional studies, such as the NIRO-SR [38], may be better suited.
Additionally, criticisms raised against PRISMA have been improved on in guidelines such as ROSES
[39] in the environmental sciences—yet a search of the ACM DL (dated 14 March 2025) suggests neither
of these two examples has yet to be employed by any HCI papers.

Further, given the strong prevalence of qualitative and mixed-method research in HCI, synthesis
methods and guidelines for qualitative reviews and mixed-methods reviews (e.g., [40, 41]) may be more
helpful than PRISMA. The ENTREQ [21] is a starting point for qualitative reviews of a specific kind,
but it disregards the need to address methodological limitations and does not expect reflexivity even
though this is highly important for many types if not all of qualitative research [42].

Finally, it is worth noting that none of guidelines work for more constructivist approaches or
traditional narrative review types, that tend to eschew checklists in principle. Reviews of this nature are
also valuable to the field. The commonly used guidelines also do not work for synthesizing knowledge
found in specific design instances and iterations, and knowledge contributions resulting from interaction
design research [43]. What synthesis methods and reviews would look like if designed to gather and
develop knowledge across this kind of work remains an open question.

What Kinds of (Meta-)Research Does HCI Need? I strongly believe that the multi- and interdis-
ciplinarity of HCI is a strength, and that it something we should try to incentivize and facilitate. In
practice, I believe this means we need the following:



• More randomized controlled trials to be able to conduct more meta-analyses to provide more
robust answers to targeted research questions. This also requires more attention to the reporting
of effect sizes.

• Use of more applicable guidelines, frameworks, and other resources for reviews of non-
interventional studies and scoping/mapping reviews for better reporting quality in secondary
research.

• Use of appropriate qualitative review method guidelines, frameworks, and other resources for
synthesizing qualitative research for better reporting quality in secondary research. Depending
on the epistemic paradigm at play, this may indeed involve rejecting checklists entirely, but still
alternative conceptualizations to rigour will likely apply (e.g., to assess trustworthiness and/or
the ability to become a catalyst for action [2]).

• More meta explorations and development of review synthesis methods for design artefacts and
design research.

• Broader community awareness of the different types of knowledge created through different
types of primary and secondary research, as well as epistemic inclusivity and flexibility with
regards to their assessment. The guiding questions in Rogers et al. [11] presented as prompts for
reflection when reporting systematic reviews may be a useful resource for starting this process.

Overall, this means the need to consider different conceptualizations of rigour and related concepts
within HCI, and doing so in a way that is flexible, pragmatic, and mitigates epistemic exclusion and
entrenchment.
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