Conducting A Literature Review

Almost every thesis or research paper varies depending on the subject matter and the research methodology applied but a common component is the literature review. The literature review is often the second section of a student’s work, following on from the introduction and discusses the “literature” around their chosen research topic. This guide is intended to help students through the process of conducting a literature review.

What is a Literature Review?
A literature review is an evaluation of what has already been published by scholars and researchers in a particular research area. The review is defined and guided by the central research concept of the student’s own paper. It is not merely a descriptive list of the material available nor is it a complete historical background in that topic area.
The review outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the relevant published material and highlights any information gaps that are evident in the current research which the student’s own research will fill. The objective for the student is to review literature which justifies their choice of topic; the literature should be referenced to their pre-determined research question or problem. The literature review must relate directly to the thesis or research question that the student is developing. 

What is ‘the literature’?
‘The literature’ is defined as previous works or sources of information relevant to the student’s own research topic such as books, journals, newspapers, theses, databases and the internet. Although it is good to consider many sources of information, it is recommended to primarily focus on academic material. The library subscribes to scholarly resources that can be accessed through the library website. Scholarly journals and articles are rarely available for free on the internet. NB Anyone can be a publisher on the internet and good-looking websites do not necessarily provide quality content. 
The following list of questions is designed to assist the student in evaluating information sources and identifying academic material:
· has the article been peer reviewed (i.e. examined and accepted by people with credentials in the article’s field of study) before it was published? Articles are generally only accepted for publication in academic journals once this process has been completed. Online database searches through the library website can also be limited to only include articles from scholarly publications.

· if not a peer-reviewed article, has the material been published by a reputable source or can you justify why it is an important source?

· is the author of the source an authority on the topic or qualified to report on the subject? Is the author affiliated to an organisation or university? Do other authors refer to their work?

· has the author of the source evaluated the literature relevant to their own article? Does the author include literature that would agree with both sides of their argument?

· does the content of the source material reflect a bias? If so, how does the bias impact the usefulness of the information?

· are in-text references used? Can factual information be verified through footnotes or references?

· is there an abstract (for a journal article) and a bibliography?

· if consulting a website, is there any advertising on the page? If so, are the advertisements clearly separated from the article content?

· is the writing divided into sections (with or without headings), such as introduction, literature review, methodology, results, discussion, conclusion and reference list?

· does the writer use technical language and discuss research that has been done?

· is the article of reasonable length? (Academic articles are usually at least 8 pages long.)

· is the publisher a recognised academic publisher?

· when was the material written? Is the material still influential and up to date in the student’s field of research? As a rule, the more recent work in an area should be prioritised.

· if consulting a website, when was the page last up-dated? Are there any dead links? 

· if consulting a website, are contact details clearly provided?

· if statistical data is presented in graphs or charts, is it labelled clearly?

(RMIT University 2012; Flinders University 2011)


Why Do A Literature Review?
The purpose of a literature review is for the student to provide an overview of the existing studies related to their own current area of research. The review is always dictated and informed by the student’s own research question. The main purpose is for the student to locate their research in the context of what is already known in their topic area and show how their own research agrees with or differs from this material. A good review constantly makes connections between the literature of others and the student’s own area of research. By conducting a literature review from the perspective of their own research question or topic, the student can familiarise themselves with the existing material and consequently:
· increase their breadth of knowledge in their own subject area

· identify and learn terminology

· identify “the gap” in the existing knowledge

· indicate where their own research fits

· make a case for the necessity of their research 

(RMIT University 2012; Flinders University 2011)
It is a mistake to simply demonstrate a wide knowledge of a particular topic or provide a history of that particular topic – the purpose of the literature review is to provide support and direction to the investigation or inquiry at hand. By conducting a thorough literature review the student can outline a framework for the body of their own research paper. Reviewing the literature relevant to an area of research helps to refine a research question and to develop an argument for the importance of the student’s own research question.

How Long Should It Be?
A literature review can vary in length from several pages to several chapters depending on the length of the thesis/research paper and also the availability of current research (RMIT University 2012). If the student has any doubts regarding the length of their literature review it is advisable to consult with their supervisor.

What Questions Will The Literature Review Answer?
· What do we already know in the chosen area of research?

· What are the key concepts, factors or variables?

· What are the existing theories?

· What are the inconsistencies, limitations or problems in the existing research?

· How does the existing knowledge relate to your study?

· Why study this problem?

· What contribution could the present study make? Who will benefit?

(RMIT University 2012)
By asking these or similar questions a student is better able to construct a framework for the body of their own research paper.

How To Begin To Write A Literature Review?
Besides enlarging the student’s own knowledge about a topic, the literature review should demonstrate two skills to the reader, namely:
· an ability to find and select relevant information 

· an ability to critically evaluate the selected material
The literature review usually starts broadly, defining or identifying the general topic before then narrowing the focus down to the student’s own area of research. In the introduction of a literature review it is important for the student to outline their point of view in relation to the existing literature and then indicate the form and structure that their review will take.
It is advisable for the student to start out by making a list of keywords and subject headings relevant to their topic - this should help clarify the limitations of the research question. The student can then investigate which material (books, databases, journals etc.) they intend to use for their research. 
“There is no literature to review!” When searching for relevant literature a good strategy for a student to adopt is to analyse the bibliographies of any relevant articles that they have found. 
“There’s too much information, I don’t know where to start!” Don’t try to read everything. A student should briefly read the introduction and conclusion of any article they think could be helpful and then select the most useful and relevant research for their own specific topic.
There are a few questions a student can ask about their own literature review which may help develop a research strategy:
· What are the keywords for my topic/thesis?

· What sources will I use?

· Who are the major authors in my area of research?

· Who are the minor authors?

· What information gap am I trying to fill?

· How will I divide the literature? By ideas, themes, methodologies or another arrangement?

· What are the goals of my review?

(Flinders University 2011)
In a literature review a student is required to critically analyse and synthesise the views and merits of research in their field. There are different ways for a student to group the literature in their review such as grouping related studies together or grouping studies together that support different sides of an argument. The review should be organised around the central themes that arise from the student’s research question. The review is NOT just a descriptive list or summary of the material available. 
In the body of the literature review it is important to compare and evaluate the literature – the student should consistently make connections between the existing work of others and their own research question. It is advisable to begin each paragraph with an introduction of the topic covered in that section and conclude each paragraph with a summary of the issue covered. This strategy can help the student stay close to their central research question and also help the reader understand the main issues discussed.
There are several questions a student can use when analysing literature:
· What assumptions have been made? Are they reasonable?

· What arguments have been given? Is there enough evidence to support them?

· What conclusions are made? Are they logical?

· How does the writer address the disagreements with others in the field?

· How does this article relate to other work?

(RMIT University 2012)
The conclusion of the literature review should summarise the literature, link back to the introduction of the review and reiterate the student’s point of view in relation to the existing literature. The student should then summarise the gaps, inconsistencies and issues in relation to the literature that are relevant to their own field of study. The review can then conclude by repeating the need for the current research thereby linking to the main body of research to follow.
NB Remember, all source material must be properly credited and correctly referenced.

What Makes A Good Literature Review?
A good literature review:
· limits the subject matter to what is relevant to the research question, demonstrating a balanced coverage of the resource material available

· covers the most important literature relevant to the area of study, including the most recent studies

· provides a good critical analysis of the literature, pointing out similarities and differences, strengths and weaknesses

· identifies gaps and limitations in the literature covered

· stays relevant to the research question, moving from a broader concept to a more specific focus

· is logically structured, focussing on themes or ideas rather than authors and demonstrates a cohesive argument

· should develop questions when they appear in the literature, setting up a rationale and solid foundation for the main body of the research

· indicates the source of the literature by referencing accurately

· shows the reader that the student has a clear understanding of the key concepts/idea/studies/models related to their topic

Self-Assessment Of The Literature Review
Some questions a student can use to self-assess their own literature review:
· Have I clearly stated my research question or problem at the outset?

· Have I provided an introduction that clearly indicates the structure of my review?

· Have I discussed all the concepts/terms that are used in my research question?

· Have I conducted a comprehensive search for all relevant literature including the most up to date studies, demonstrating current knowledge of the area?

· Have I stayed relevant to my research question in all parts of my review?

· Have I critically analysed and evaluated the literature?

· Have I linked the different ideas to form a cohesive and coherent argument, demonstrating the need for my own research?

· Have I credited and correctly referenced all material included in my review?

· Have I proof-read the review to check for any spelling or grammatical errors?

· Have I used an appropriate number of sources for the length of my paper?

· Have I cited and discussed material that is contrary to my own perspective?

(Casey 2011)

Checklist for Analysing a Literature Review

Introduction to the Review 
Is the area of interest explained? Does the author of the review explain their connection or experience with the area?
Is the purpose of the review made evident to the reader?
If terminology or concepts are being introduced as part of the review, are these defined or clarified?
Is the organisation of the review made evident to the reader?
Is the method for selection of reviewed materials described?

Organisation and Writing Qualities of the Review
Are headings used to group the literature according to themes?
If there are sections within the review are these logically ordered and explained to the reader? 
Does the author provide clearly articulated transitions between sections?  (Is the storyline easy to follow?)
Is each item in the literature review cited appropriately?
How are quotes used?  (If included, they should only be used when the author cannot paraphrase the message easily.)

Presentation of Studies Being Reviewed
Does the presentation of the studies within sections include a storyline, that is, is the connection between each piece of literature made explicit for the reader?  
When an item of literature is introduced, is it summarised for the reader in terms of what the authors did, when they did it, how they reached their conclusions, etc.?
Is the author critical about each piece of literature?
Read the lead sentence in 5 or 6 successive paragraphs.  If this were all that was written would the storyline in this literature review still be evident (it should be!)?

Evidence of Critical Analysis and Synthesis in the Review
Does the author go beyond summarising the studies? Is there evidence of analysis and critique of individual studies? 
Is there evidence of analysis and synthesis across the studies? Are the messages that emerge from the literature made evident? (This may involve comparing results, identifying differences among a number of studies). 
Are the gaps, problems, or issues unresolved by the literature clearly identified?
Does the author provide evidence to support the arguments, analysis, and criticism being made? Is the evidence sufficient and convincing?
Is the author's voice separate and distinct from that of the authors they are summarising, critiquing, and reviewing? 

Conclusion to the Review
Does the author provide some summary and conclusion that pulls together their entire review?
Does the author identify the contribution made by their review efforts?
Does the author make suggestions for research that needs to be conducted in the future?
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