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Choosing your topic

Prior to starting a meta-analysis, you should have at least a
basic understanding of the field. Plus:

1 Policy interest
2 Missing publication bias analysis (in previous

meta-analyses)
3 Missing heterogeneity analysis
4 Missing focus on economics
5 New methods
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Inspiration
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Motivation example 1
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Motivation example 2
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Motivation example 3
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Motivation example 4
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Motivation example 5
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Motivation example 6
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Google Scholar

Advantages:
• Full text, not just the abstract, title, keywords
• Inclusive
• Up-to-date

Disadvantages:
• Algorithm changes in time (replicability issues)
• Too many results
• Sometimes relevance unclear
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Search steps

1 Find 5 most relevant studies (AI can help)
2 Design a Scholar query that shows the 5 studies near the

top
3 Go through first 500 hits
4 Read abstracts
5 Download potentially useful studies
6 Skim them
7 Repeat the procedure for the most recent studies (last 3

years)
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Search query 1
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Search query 2
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Primary studies
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Snowballing

• No query is perfect
• Idea: cover studies not identified by the query but

frequently mentioned in the literature
• For each primary study, download the list of references
• Inspect the 50 studies most frequently cited by the primary

studies
• If you can use some of them, add them to your list
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Snowballing example
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Minimum requirements for meta-analysis

For modern meta-analysis techniques to work, you need at
least:

1 30 estimates
2 10 studies
3 effect sizes
4 standard errors
5 sample sizes
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Quality

• Some studies are published in poor journals or use weak
identification. What to do?

• Option 1: exclude these studies ex ante. Not
recommended.

• Option 2: include these studies with controls for journal
quality and methodology. You can always exclude them as
a robustness check.

• Note that some fields have standardized quality
benchmarks (risk of bias)
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Unpublished papers

• Try to collect all studies, published and unpublished
• If unfeasible, it is possible to focus just on published

studies (fewer typos, peer-review)
• Including unpublished papers unlikely to alleviate

publication bias
• Still too many papers? Recruit a co-author or use a

random subset (last resort)
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PRISMA: document your literature search

T. Havranek (Prague) Lecture 3: Literature Search Meta in Econ and Finance 20 / 20


