THE LITERATURE REVIEW: A FEW TIPS ON CONDUCTING IT

What isa review of the Tterntare? A literature review is an account of what ks heen published on
a topii by accredited sclolars and researcbers. Occasomlly vou will be asked 1o weile one a8 2
separale nssigament (sametimes in the form of an annetated biblisgraphy—sce the bottom of the
nexd page), bul more oflen it is pant of the introduction o un essay, research report, of thesis. In
writing the litemture review, your purpase is to convey to your reader what knowledge and ideis
have been extablished an i lopic, und what Ill‘lrll.ltrlsll'll and weaknesses are. Ax a piece of wiiling,
the literature review must be defined by a guiding concept ie g, your research objective, the
pmh\.em ar issue you e d'rl:\nini. or your mxnm:lhti\'c thesis), [1is mlj-l il &l:n'pﬁv: list of
ihe materal avalable, o st of summaries.

Besides enlarging your knowledze about the bopic, writing a literature seview lels you giin and
demonsirate skills in two areas:

| Information sceking: the abllity fo scan the lierature efficiently. wing manual or computerized
methods, o i&m.if)' et of useful articles und books

-

critical nppraisal: the ability w apply principles of analysis o identify unbissed and valid
studies.

A liteature seview must do these things:

a) be organized around und related direetly o the thesis or reseaich icstion you are develaping
by synthesice resals intw o smmary of what is and is ot known
¢ identify wreas of controvemsy in the lerature

d) formukate questions that need further reszarch

Ask yoursel questions like these:

1, Whatis the speeific thesis, prablem, ar resarch guestion that my liemture review hrlpn (1]
define?

. What type of licrature review am | conducting” Am | looking ai issucs of iheory?
Mllu.{nlna'" policy? quantitslive research leg on thie effectiveness of a new procedure)?

=

quiliafive research (c.g, shufies )7

[

Whatis the scope of my literature review ” What types of publications am | wsing (c.g., journals,
books, government documents, popular media)? What discipline am | working in (e.., nursing
ychalagy. sociology, medicine)?

.

How good was my informatien seeking” Has my search heen wide epough o ensure ['ve
found all the relevant materal” Has it been namow enough to exclude imelevant material* 15 the
nummber of sources I've wied appropriate for the length of my paper?

S Mave | eritieally analysed ihe liemature [ use? Do 1 folkow through 1 sel of concepts and
questions, rnmpurins items to each other in the ways they deal with them? Instead nljm Ii:lina
and summarizing ilems, do | assess them, discwssing strengths and weaknesses?

6. Have [ oited and discussed studies contrary lo my perspective”

7. Will the reader lind my litcritire feview relevand, appropriate, and useful’

Ask yourscll questions ke thes aboul coch boak or arlick vou Include:

I, M the auithor formulated a problem/ssue?

. I il clearly defined? Ix its ai!nﬂkuw;e {scope, severity, relevance) clesly established?

. Could the poblem have been approached more effectively from another perspective?

. Wikt i the author's sesearch onentabon (e.g., inlerpretve, eritical science, combingtion)”

. What is the uuthor’s theoretical framework le.g. pljl:h:||05'ﬂ!. dcrehymeth leminist)?

. What i the relationship between the theoretical and research perspectives”

. Has the author evabualed the literiure relevant o the problem/issue ? Does the author include
literature Laking positions xhe or he docs not agree with?

PR Y N S Ve

8 Ina rescarch study, how good are the basic components of the study design (c.g., population,
imervention, oulcoms)? How accurate and valid are the measurements? [s the analysis of the
it aceurate amd relevant to the research question? Are the conclmsions valdly based upon te
chiki el nm.ly:il?

9. In material written for a popular readership, does the author wse appeals to emotion, one-sided
examples, or hewrically-charged lingeage and tone? 15 there an obyective basis io the
reasoning, o it the author mercly Aprovingd what e or she already believes”

=

. How dags the author structore the argument? Can you “deconstruct” the flow of the argument to
see whether or where it breaks down Ingically ie.g.. in esiablishing cause-effect relationships)?

- Lo what ways does this bouk or article contribute to our understinding of the problem under
sty anc in what ways i it useful for practice” What are the strenglhe and limitalions?

. How does this book or article relate o the spevific thesis or question | am developing?

=

Final Notes:

A literature review is a piece of discursive prose, nol  list describing or summarizing one piece
of literature iter another. 1V's usually o bad sign bo see every paragraph beginning with the e
of a researcher, [nstend, organize the literature review info sections that present themes or

ideatily tends, including relevant theory. You are ol iryiang fo list all the material published, but
lo synthesize and evaluate i secording io ihe guiing conceplof your thesis or rescarch question.

Il you are wriling an annetatcd biblisgraphy, you may necd i summanize cach item brieily,
but should still follow through themes and concepts and do ome critical assessment of material,
Use an overall introduetion and conelusion o state (he scope of your coversge and to lormulate
Ihe qquestion, problem, or concept your chosen matenal illumimtes. Uswlly you will have the
oplion of grouping items o se¢ons—1his helps you indicate compirisons i relotionships.
You may be able to write a paragraph or 50 o intoduce the focws of each section.
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