Lecture 6: Notes
The Literature Review
Overview
The purpose of this lecture is to give you a better idea of what is literature review and what is involved in producing it.
Review points
1. A research literature review is a systematic, explicit, and reproducible method for identifying, evaluating and synthesizing the existing body of completed and recorded work produced by researchers, scholars and practitioners.
2. [R]esearch is greatly strengthened by placing your new information in the context of what is already known about the issue. Researchers call this process ‘doing a literature search’, ‘survey’, or ‘doing a literature review’ or ‘study’. ‘The literature’ refers to all the available research on a subject.‘Literature search’ refers to the process of finding the material, and a ‘literature survey’ simply describes the literature which exists.
3. The terms ‘review’ or ‘study’ point to the importance of critically assessing the information you collect, and making sense of it in relation to your own research question. A good literature review is a key feature by which the quality of a piece of research is judged.
4. A typology of literature reviews
• As a list. The primary focus is on the listing rather than on the knowledge contained within the literature represented.
• As a search. Source materials act as an intermediary directing the researcher towards or providing an awareness of existing literature.
• As a survey. The student’s focus is on the literature, with his/her interest centred on the knowledge base of the discipline.
• As a vehicle for learning. The student’s focus is beyond the literature and ohis or her personal development.
• As a research facilitator. The impact of the literature moves beyond influencing the researcher to have an impact on the research project.
• As a report. The report is not only a synthesis of literature relevant to the research, it is a final representation of interaction with the literature.
5. Aims of a systematic review
• To address a specific (well focused, relevant) question.
• To search for, locate and collate the results of the research in a systematic way.
• To reduce bias at all stages of the review (publication, selection and other forms of bias).
• To appraise the quality of the research in the light of the research question.
• To synthesize the results of the review in an explicit way.
• To make the knowledge base more accessible.
• To identify gaps; to place new proposals in the context of existing knowledge.
• To propose a future research agenda; to make recommendations.
• To present all stages of the review in the final report to enable critical appraisal and replication.
A key point to note is that good literature reviews go beyond the stage of simply listing sources to offer an analytical study of the area, through which you can develop your own position, analysis and argument. A literature reviewis a critical summary and assessment of the range of existing materials dealing with knowledge and understanding in a given field. It may be restricted to books and papers in one discipline or sub-discipline, or may be wider-ranging in approach. Generally, its purpose is to locate the research project, to form its context or background and to provide insights into previous work. A literature review may form part of an empirical study or it may be a study in itself.
6. Planning a literature review
• Ask your supervisor, manager, colleagues or fellow students for advice on what is expected. If you are researching in an academic context, there may be quite precise expectations.
• Look at previous examples of literature reviews in your area of research. They may have been completed by former students or researchers in your institution, or published in books or journals. Many articles include at least a brief literature review. While you may take account of such previous reviews, try not to slavishly follow their structuring or argument. Wherever possible, read for yourself the sources referred to, rather than relying on others’ interpretations.
• The two previous points should help you to get an idea of the scale of the exercise, i.e. how long a literature review should be, and how many items might be referred to.
• Make sure you include what are thought of as the key texts in your field, and that you locate this work within the broader traditions of your discipline, sub-discipline or subject area.
• If your work is going to be examined, and you are aware of the examiners’ identities and/or their preferences, it is sensible to address these in your review. Examiners are human beings too. Refer to some of your examiners’ work, demonstrate that you have read it, and do not be unduly critical.
• Structure your review in sections to reflect different approaches, interpretations,schools of thought or areas of the subject you are tackling.
7. Writing a literature review: A separate chapter or integrated throughout?
a. The former is the safer, more conventional strategy.
b. A literature review might be spread over two or more chapters if, for example, there is a substantive policy as well as a research literature of relevance.
c. In some cases, your whole work may, in effect, be a literature review; if, for example, you have undertaken a library-based project or focused on theory development.
8. Don’t just use, but critique, the literature
a.  Don’t produce lots of lists, tables, figures, bullet points and summaries
b.  Don’t overuse quotations with little in the way of your discussion, comment and critique linking them.
c.  Make sure your opinion on the literature you discuss is clear (though not overly dogmatic).
d. Make sure that you link the literature review – assuming that you adopt the conventional, separate chapter, strategy – to the rest of your writing
e.  Relate the literature review to your research questions.
f. Return, selectively, to the literature in your analysis, discussion and conclusions.
g. Don’t suddenly introduce new bodies of literature in the final sections of your writing.
9. In the introductory section of your literature review, explain how it has been organized and why
a. Impose your own categorization on the literature: don’t use somebody else’s, if one exists, unless you have a good reason to do so.
b. Make sure that you also explain what has been left out (you can’t discuss everything of possible relevance), and why.
c. Explain the method(ology), including the sampling strategy, that underlies your literature review.
10. Make sure that you cover the following points
a. Important, particularly contemporary, debates of relevance.
b. Key authors, both contemporary and classic: ones whose names keep recurring in your reading.


