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Writing a literature review

The overall purpose of a literature review is to demonstrate a knowledge of the existing body of research in a particular topic area. In other words, it retrospectively undertakes a critical analysis of the pros and cons of existing important studies and research and shows which issues require new or further study – how the body of knowledge could be improved. As such, it is a useful way of arguing for new research to be done - for example, as part of a proposal for a research project or dissertation or as a report on the state of existing research. 

When do we write literature reviews?

· A literature review could be set as an assignment at the beginning of a course in order to get students ‘up to speed’ with the existing research in a given field of study

· A literature review often forms part of a dissertation or research project proposal, making an argument or producing justification for the new work that the researcher proposes to carry out. 
· A literature review is thus a report on the current state of research in a given area of study that comments on the strengths and weaknesses of the research (landmark studies or writings) within a given field and perhaps gives recommendations for possible future study

· One last use for a literature review is that it can form the introductory section for a completed dissertation or project which gives the context into which the new research fits
Being critical

A literature review should gradually develop and refine a research problem or question that requires further academic investigation. As such, it should be a critical review of the landmark studies demonstrating their strengths and shortcomings in relation to a specific area of study (we shall discuss the process of getting started and defining an area of investigation below). 

Theatre critics, despite being called critics, will often say what is good about a play or stage musical as well as what is bad. Likewise, a good review will consider the pros and cons of its sources. Being critical does not mean that you have to be wholly negative. You should however, only be discussing aspects that are relevant to the developing research issue. Your research will have two aspects to it. Firstly, your reading will begin to illuminate some research problems (i.e. areas that need further research). Secondly, when you write up your review you will use these sources to build up an incremental argument for exactly why this research is to be undertaken.
Above all else, you should avoid merely describing the research that you are reviewing. A literature review is not an annotated list, something akin to a ‘furniture catalogue’. The literature review has a purpose – to define the nature of the research problem and to produce a justification or recommendation of fresh research which needs to be carried out to solve that problem. 
Getting started and narrowing the topic

A literature review may well form part of a larger task such as producing a dissertation. More than likely, a lot of time will be spent on it and on the new research that stems from it. Dissertations or final year projects may take an entire year to be completed. Therefore the topic area needs to be an interesting one or your enthusiasm may eventually wane. Try to choose something that you are passionate about or want to add your ‘two penny worth’ to. If you think your work is important and you have something to say, it will sustain you.

First choose a broad(ish) area and then do some preliminary reading to narrow the topic down. ‘Diabetes’, for example, would be too broad and unfocused for a final research topic. A little reading might help you to find a more sharply defined research area such as ‘treatment compliance in diabetes sufferers’.
Where to look?

Before we think about where to look, let’s take a moment to think about what sorts of sources we want to review. Obviously, our sources should relate to our investigation. They need to be of a good academic standard. Therefore it is important to think about the type of source – academic journals, books and websites are all valid. Again, be critical. Who is the author? What is the date? Is it a landmark study or peripheral to your investigation?
Use your initial keywords to search the university book and journal databases. A useful tip is to introduce yourself to your subject librarian. He/she will be able to show you how to get the most out of your searches and may even be able to introduce you to some material too! Keep a note of your searches so that you do not go over old ground and note any new useful keywords for further searching.
Other places to look:

· Your source’s sources! When you find a good source then look at its reference list for its sources and investigate those!

· The sources referred to in text books (avoid using the text book itself as these are secondary – use primary sources where possible)
· Any relevant course reading lists

· A little trick… type in your topic and the words ‘literature review’ to an internet search engine – you may get some useful resources but don’t be tempted to plagiarise! It is easily discovered and will not help you in the long term

Reading skills

Reading can be tiring, difficult and time-consuming. It is important to do your research in manageable chunks. Be realistic about how long you can be productive in a single session. The best trick is to start as early as possible. Many final year students start their literature reviews in the summer holidays.

With journals it is important to use the abstracts which are normally included in most cases. These are summaries of what the article contains: its evidence, argument and conclusions. Sometimes this may be all the information you need. It may also be an idea to practise skimming the article text for keywords (and also scanning the headings and bold type etc.). Read what you need to read and no more. Academic books are often more useful in that they provide content and especially indexes to look up keywords.

Taking notes and keeping records

When doing your reading it is important to take notes. It is important to extract the information that you need rather than to try to write up your review from a pile of photocopies. It is best to write your notes in your own words. This will help you to understand the information in a deeper way; you have to understand it to translate it into your own words and it will stop you relying too heavily on questions when you write up the review. It is also vitally important to keep good records of the source of your information for referencing purposes.
One method of note making and record keeping is to use note cards. The following ais examples of this two-card system. It consists of large note cards and smaller reference list cards.
Note cards
8x5” (203x127mm) record cards are ideal for this. Write only one piece of information from a source per card. Number your cards as you take your notes (this one is number eight) as this will allow you to refer to another note on the same subject (this one is reminding me that I took a note on a similar theme on card number five). Keep an in-text Harvard reference (Jones (1997:26). As you type up this note in the review, the in-text reference is therefore conveniently to hand. You’ll note that a page number (26) has been recorded. This is not normally necessary for an in-text Harvard reference where a quotation is not used, but is kept just in case there is a need to find the page again to check the details. 
Reference List card


This note card will be used to write up your reference list. 5x3” (127x76mm) record cards are ideal. Smaller cards are used so that they can be put into a pocket and taken back to the library to enable you to find the source again, if necessary. This is also the reason for keeping the class mark (shelf number) and library name in the bottom left hand corner. The author and title are at the top of the card in order to ease finding again in a card index system. When writing up the reference list, all you have to do is arrange your cards into a pile in alphabetical order by the authors’ last names and type!

Writing up your review

Before writing up, be sure to plan your main body first. Statistics show that students who plan their work consistently gain the higher marks. The easiest way to plan is to put your note cards into piles by theme. These piles will form the core of your paragraphs (see the example paragraph below). Structuring your review by theme is much more effective than going over your sources chronologically as it will help you to avoid repetition and will enable you to develop your argument in relation to the research question and/or research recommendations.
On the following page is an example of a thematic main body paragraph which employs the three elements of Point (theme), Evidence (from your note cards) and Evaluation (the element which makes the paragraph ‘critical’).

POINT – EVIDENCE - EVALUATION 

Studies in the field of diabetes treatment have touched on the issue of patient compliance. Investigations by Jones (1997) and Bloggs (2002) both uncovered the problem of the non-compliance of patients with their treatment regimes. However, this issue was not the main focus of either study and neither investigated the reasons for non-compliance.

You can see that the core of this paragraph is the evidence from notes 5 and 8 from the note cards. So plan by making piles and when you write up your rough draft of your main body you need to make the point (theme) of the paragraph clear and also state the value (evaluate) of the evidence in relation to the argument. You can see that Bloggs’ and Jones’ research touched on the right issue but did not go into more detail. We can therefore see the contribution this paragraph is making towards defining a research problem (i.e. that more research into the reasons for non-compliance is needed – this may be further refined as the review goes on).
The final draft

You may need to add an introduction to the review (if this review is an exercise in itself – it may not be necessary if the review is part of a proposal or bigger dissertation introduction). The review should however have a concluding paragraph which brings the main points together and states the research problem and recommendations.

The completed review should:

· Show a clear understanding of the overall topic and its development

· Discuss pros and cons of landmark research

· Show a range of definitions and approaches to the topic area

· Develop to show a clear research problem

· Reach sound conclusions/recommendations for further research, using  a well-based argument

More information including a Literature Checklist is available at www.gre.ac.uk/studyskills in the Dissertations section.
GOOD LUCK!
Andy Gould, Partnership Division, University of Greenwich 2008
Jones’ study on diabetes





Jones’ study points out that there are problems with patient compliance but does not go into great detail as this is not the main focus of his study – see note 5





			JONES (1997:26)





Jones, B.				Diabetes and 1997					its Treatment








Oxford: Oxford University Press








618.44 Avery Hill








PAGE  
5

