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Introduction

The literature review is one of the most important parts of any piece of 
academic writing. It is rather like the foundations upon which the rest of the 
work is built. Bricklayers never start building a house until a solid concrete 
foundation, with all the drainpipes, has been laid fi rst. Once the foundation 
is laid, they can connect the rest of the house to it. In a similar way, all 
academic writing needs a base on which it can be fi xed. A literature review 
provides a sound base upon which new research can be founded. Later, further 
research will be added, and the building will get taller and taller. If each stage 
is done properly, the building will not fall down!

People often say that there is nothing new in the world – that all apparently 
new knowledge is based at least partly, upon previous knowledge. In any 
subject area, the literature review provides that previous knowledge, and gives 
us an anchor to which to attach our new ideas. Researching and writing a 
good literature review is not, however, an easy task. This requires careful 
thought and planning, a clear structure, analytic thinking, extremely good 
information search skills, the ability to synthesize and summarize informa-
tion in a clear writing style, and the ability to integrate this with the rest of 
your research work. There are a lot of important skills here!

It is rarely, if ever, possible to just sit down and write a literature review. This 
is what makes it such a demanding task, and one which many students fi nd 
somewhat diffi cult. Before you can ever start writing the actual literature 
review, you will need to assemble a large quantity of information. You will 
then need to classify this literature, and perhaps reject some of it. After reading 
it initially, you will then divide it into sections, ready for discussion and 
analysis. All of this has to be done before you put your pen to paper, and it is 
the sheer amount of work involved which can tend to be rather frustrating for 
students. You quite naturally want to get on as quickly as possible with writing 
the chapter, but feel that you have to slow down and take things more slowly. 
You will need to read articles, book chapters and internet materials very care-
fully, examining ways in which different pieces of literature might be related. 
This can be so demanding, that it can seem to hold you back from the ‘real’ 
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2 SUCCEEDING WITH YOUR LITERATURE REVIEW

job of writing the dissertation. I hope that this book will explain in more 
detail why a literature review is so important, and will also give you a range of 
strategies to help you write it more effi ciently and effectively.

Most students in higher education have to write a literature review as part 
of a piece of work, although typically it is associated with a dissertation. This 
can be during the fi nal year of an undergraduate course, as the fi nal piece of 
work for a Masters degree, or as the main piece of work for a doctorate. Some 
of you may also be writing an article, with a view to getting it published in an 
academic journal. In all these cases, you will need to write a literature review. 
Perhaps surprisingly, the process of researching and writing a literature review 
does not differ very much between the main different levels in higher educa-
tion. Whether you are at undergraduate or doctoral level, you still have to 
decide on the types of literature to review; you have to fi nd examples of that 
literature, and select suitable quotations; and then you have to analyze the 
items of literature, and produce a coherent discussion. You should fi nd that 
most of the advice and techniques described in this book are relevant to any 
level in higher education. However, there are one or two issues which are 
specifi c to, say, undergraduate or doctoral level. Perhaps the most obvious is 
the relative length of the literature review. At undergraduate or Masters levels, 
the literature review for a dissertation may typically be 2000 or 3000 words in 
length. A doctoral thesis may often be about 80,000 words long, however, and 
the literature review at least 20,000 words, and maybe more.

These differences in length can have an effect on the way in which you 
approach the review. If you have to write a long review, then you will need to 
select a subject for your research, on which quite a lot has been written. If the 
subject has not attracted a lot of writers, then you may fi nd it diffi cult to fulfi l 
the required length of the review, or on the other hand, you may need to include 
some less-relevant literature. A long literature review, such as occurs in a doctoral 
dissertation, will also require much more discussion, analysis and synthesis than 
in, say, an undergraduate dissertation. In the book, where there are issues which 
relate to a literature review at a particular academic level, these are indicated.

The structure of the book also includes a number of features which should 
help you navigate through it. Each chapter has a summary at the beginning, 
along with learning outcomes, which should help you plan your learning 
before reading the full chapter. At the end of the chapter is a list of some key 
terms which occur in the chapter, along with an explanation of their meaning. 
These key terms are highlighted where they fi rst occur in the chapter. There is 
also a list of key questions at the end of the chapter which can help you check 
what you have learned. Each chapter ends with a short list of key readings, to 
help you develop your literature review further.

In the main body of each chapter are a number of highlighted boxes which 
emphasize certain points of interest. In each chapter there is also a ‘good prac-
tice’ box and a ‘common pitfall’ box. The former suggests ideas or approaches 
which you might fi nd helpful in producing a good literature review, while the 
latter mentions mistakes or less desirable approaches. Overall, it is worth 
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INTRODUCTION 3

remembering that writing a literature review, or indeed writing anything, is a 
creative activity. Guide books such as this can point the way, help you get 
started, and provide advice while you are working. But at the end of the day, a 
good piece of writing is created by you, by applying your own intellect and 
unique insights. Ultimately, that is what will make your literature review very 
special!
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1
The nature and purpose 
of a literature review

Summary • Learning outcomes • The nature of a literature review 
• Identifying the main subject and themes • Reviewing previous 
research • Emphasizing leading research studies • Exploring trends in the 
literature • Summarizing key ideas in a subject area • Key terms • Key 
questions • Key reading

Summary

A literature review is usually regarded as being an essential part of student 
projects, research studies and dissertations. This chapter examines the reasons 
for the importance of the literature review, and the things which it tries to 
achieve. It also explores the main strategies which you can use to write a good 
literature review.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:

• Understand the nature of a literature review.
• Summarize the reasons why a literature review is regarded as being so 

important in projects and dissertations.
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THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF A LITERATURE REVIEW 5

• List and understand the main ways in which you can go about reviewing a 
body of literature.

The nature of a literature review

Just about every student has at one time or another had to write a literature 
review! However, despite the fact that it is almost obligatory in research 
studies and dissertations, there is often not the time on busy courses for tutors 
to devote all the time to it that the subject deserves. The aim of this book is 
therefore to address this problem, and to look systematically at the reasons for 
writing a literature review, and how to go about doing it. Generally speaking, 
the longer the piece of work you are doing, then the more crucial becomes the 
review of literature. You will need to fi nd and write about more examples of 
previous research, and the overall job becomes quite a major undertaking. 
This book will provide you with a step-by-step logical approach to the process, 
which should make it both easier and more interesting.

What then is a literature review? Well, when you are researching a topic, it 
usually has to be fairly narrow and focused, and because of this it can be diffi -
cult to appreciate how your research subject is connected to other related 
areas. The overall purpose of a literature review is to demonstrate this, and to 
help the reader to understand how your study fi ts into a broader context. For 
example, you might be carrying out an interview study of a small group of 
young people, to explore the diffi culties they have in becoming established in 
a career. They will probably talk about a wide range of issues, many of which 
are personal or specifi c to them. However, when you come to write up your 
data as a dissertation, you will inevitably want to draw broader conclusions, 
and to apply your data to other related situations. You will also want to 
demonstrate that the question of fi nding a job or career for young people does 
not depend solely upon the young person themselves. There are wider factors 
in society which can affect their success or failure.

This is where the literature review becomes important. Whether or not a 
young person can fi nd a suitable career defi nitely depends partly on the 
qualities and aptitudes of the individual person. However, it also depends 
upon the broad state of the economy; on government strategies to help 
young people into employment; on the current level of success of certain 
industries and sectors of employment, and on the availability of training and 
further and higher education. As part of your literature review you would 
survey what has been written and researched on these broad areas and their 
connection with careers and employment of young people. Having estab-
lished the scope of existing research you would be able to show how your 
dissertation fi ts into the previous sequence of studies. You would be better 
able to make out a case that your study adds something to what is known 

23800.indb   523800.indb   5 20/12/11   10:19 AM20/12/11   10:19 AM

www.ztcprep.com



 

6 SUCCEEDING WITH YOUR LITERATURE REVIEW

about this matter. A literature review enables us to see how new studies and 
research are rather like building blocks, which are laid upon the ideas built by 
others.

A literature review therefore helps us to appreciate something of the 
sequence and growth of knowledge. As we survey the previous research on a 
subject, we may be able to identify areas which have not yet been investi-
gated. These might suggest topics for future research projects, and also might 
suggest a particular focus or train of thought for our present dissertation. We 
thus can begin to think of knowledge as slowly accumulating in the past, and 
of research adding to this well into the future.

As you investigate what has been researched and previously written on a 
topic, you implicitly begin to justify the choice of subject for your own 
research. If a good many researchers have investigated different aspects of a 
particular topic in the past, then it is reasonable to assume it is an important 
topic. You might think, however, that there is a danger of repeating research, 
and hence making it very diffi cult to add to knowledge. This is not a problem 
which is likely to happen too often in the social sciences. For example, suppose 
that you are investigating the attitudes of a sample of 14-year-old school 
pupils to the issue of gender equality in society. You complete your interviews 
with the pupils, only to discover that a very similar piece of research was 
conducted two years ago in a school in a different part of the country. You 
are immediately worried that your research is not suffi ciently original, and 
cannot possibly reveal anything new about the issue. Essentially, you need 
not worry.

The context of the fi rst piece of research will have been very different. The 
school was different, and was located in a different catchment area in a 
different part of the country. The sample of pupils was certainly different. 
Besides the difference in the actual individuals, there may have been differ-
ences in the composition of the sample in terms of gender and ethnicity. The 
pupils will also have been taught by different teachers, and could be said to 
have had different educational experiences. We could go on listing such 
differences, but can sum this up by suggesting that there are so many different 
social variables between the two pieces of research, that there is little danger 
that the research will have been identical. In fact, sometimes this repetition of 
the theme of research is very useful in the social sciences, as it can reveal fresh 
nuances about a particular topic.

In a research study published in 2010, Shah, Dwyer and Modood examined 
some of the potential connections between educational achievement, social 
class and ethnicity. In the past there has been a good deal of research which 
has examined different contexts and permutations of the interaction between 
these variables. It is a contentious and problematic area, and no doubt there 
will be many further studies of various kinds which will examine the subject. 
It is an area in which there is a multiplicity of relevant literature, and yet the 
very complexity of the issues involved makes it relatively unlikely that any 
future studies could be seen as duplicating previous research.
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THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF A LITERATURE REVIEW 7

Identifying the main subject and themes

By the time you start your literature review, you will probably have decided 
upon the main theme for your investigation, and also upon the key research 
objectives. To some extent therefore the essential task has been predeter-
mined. You may have selected a research topic or theme around which a great 
deal of research has been previously conducted. If that is the case, it should 
not be diffi cult to fi nd writing and research to review. In fact, the main diffi -
culty may be in selecting what you want to include, and what you wish to 
exclude. However, if you have selected a fairly esoteric subject on which little 
has been written, then it may be diffi cult to fi nd suffi cient material to review. 
You may have to consider including a discussion of material which only exists 
on the periphery of the subject chosen.

There is every reason, therefore, when planning a research study or disserta-
tion, that as many aspects of the research as possible are taken into account at 
the beginning.

Good practice 

Research should not be treated as if it is a rigidly sequential process. 
In fact we often tend to present it like that in books, but it is not 
really an accurate picture. We can tend to think that we should select 
a research topic, then write the literature review, and then consider 
the kind of methodology to use. In fact, it is much more sensible to 
refl ect upon all of these issues simultaneously during the planning 
and design phase of the research. Hence, before you fi nally decide on 
a research topic, it is best to conduct a quick survey of the available 
literature.

Are you happy with the range of literature which is available for this 
particular topic?

Does your chosen topic appear to fi t in to a sequence of previous 
research studies?

In other words, decisions on research design are rarely taken in 
isolation, but should be seen as part of the overall research plan.

Suppose, for example, that you select the subject of business ethics for your 
research, and in particular wish to investigate the way in which products and 
raw materials are sourced from developing countries. It is diffi cult to decide 
on this subject with any certainty, without simultaneously taking into account 

˛
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8 SUCCEEDING WITH YOUR LITERATURE REVIEW

the available literature and the way in which you intend to collect your data. 
For example, you might discover that there is relatively little literature on 
business ethics in relation to the specifi c countries you wish to use in your 
project. You would then need to decide whether that was a serious limitation 
on the research, or whether there was suffi cient relevant literature in connec-
tion with other countries. In addition, you would need to consider the type of 
data you anticipated collecting, and whether this was realistic in relation to 
the countries you were intending focusing on in the study. For example, if 
you intended collecting data in the actual countries, have you suffi cient 
resources to visit these countries? In short, then, research design should 
always be considered as an organic whole, and not as a series of separate 
stages.

Another important consideration in terms of the choice of subject is 
whether it can be subdivided into appropriate topic areas. The literature 
review chapter in a dissertation is usually one of the longest chapters, and it 
is usually helpful if it can be subdivided into sections, each representing a sub-
theme of the research topic. Sometimes it is possible to make a connection 
between each of these sub-themes and the objectives of the research. In the 
previous example on business ethics, two of the research objectives could 
have been:

• to analyze theories of ethics which are relevant to the conduct of business 
in developing countries;

• to examine ethical aspects of the sourcing of food products from two West 
African countries.

When planning the research design for a subject such as this, it would 
be worth considering whether there was suffi cient literature on ethical 
theory relevant to the study, and also on the ethical trade in food. If not, it 
would be necessary to consider how else the available literature might be 
subdivided.

Reviewing previous research

One of the basic aspects of a literature review is that there needs to be some 
selection process to decide which literature to include and which to exclude. 
When writing a research report, a journal article or a dissertation, there will 
normally be a limit in terms of the number of words. Decisions will need to 
be taken on which writers to include, and on the depth of analysis to be 
devoted to each.

However, it is very important to appreciate that a literature review is not 
simply a survey of one author or researcher after another.
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THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF A LITERATURE REVIEW 9

When a series of literature is presented, along with a brief commentary 
summarizing the content of the research or article, then this is much closer to 
what is usually termed an annotated bibliography. This can be very useful to 
read, particularly if you need to survey a fi eld very rapidly. It can provide you 
with a quick picture of the scope of a research topic, and what some of the 
main researchers and writers have said. However, it is typically a much more 
limited piece of work, without the depth of analysis and discussion which is 
associated with a literature review.

Although as we have said, a literature review does need a structure, and a 
number of different sub-headings and sections, it is essentially written in an 
essay style of writing. This is sometimes known as a discursive style. In other 
words, it is a style of writing which includes a number of different features 
including summarizing, description, analysis, discussion, evaluation, refl ec-
tion and comparison. In order to achieve this style, a literature review cannot 
be brief, which explains why it is often the longest chapter in a student 
dissertation.

A good literature review will refl ect the analytic abilities of the writer. When 
you are initially surveying the literature on a subject, try to look for trends, 
developments, contradictions or similarities which other writers might have 
missed or perhaps not discussed. It is often possible to identify places in the 
literature where writers disagree on an issue. It often surprises students that 
researchers and university lecturers sometimes differ on their interpretation of 
data or the conclusions which they draw from evidence. However, data does 
not always suggest a single, clear-cut conclusion, and this is particularly so in 

Common pitfall

In early drafts of student assignments it is fairly common to see a 
literature review which consists of the mention of a series of writers, 
each with a few sentences devoted to them. In the worst cases, there 
may be no logical order to the presentation of the writers, and no 
apparent justifi cation for their inclusion, other than that their work is 
broadly within the subject area. In cases such as this, the reader of 
the literature review is left to try to impose some sort of rational order 
on what has been written. If the reader is an examiner, then it might 
not put them in a very good mood!

Remember that in a literature review:

• There should be a clear structure.
• There should be an explanation for that structure.
• The literature should be presented in a planned order, for which 

there is a clear rationale.
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10 SUCCEEDING WITH YOUR LITERATURE REVIEW

education and the social sciences where there are so many variables involved 
in research. If you can fi nd instances where writers disagree on the interpreta-
tion of data, or where they take different approaches to an issue, this can 
often be very informative. It can, for example, shed light on the complexities 
of an academic issue, and help you explain that a question is not as straight-
forward as might be initially supposed.

Discussing previous research

Lever (2011), in a study of urban regeneration, contrasted two different 
views of government policy and strategy. On the one hand, he pointed out 
(p. 87) the perception of government as employing direct central control over 
the exercise and implementation of its policies. He then compared this 
model with a more recent practice of government allocating funds to partner-
ships which were expected to operate within fairly closely defi ned limits and 
parameters. Such semi-autonomous partnerships, while acting as an agent of 
government policy, did so with apparently more freedom of action. This 
contrasting of different models of government practice provided a framework 
within which the research could be analysed.

Emphasizing leading research studies

In any particular research area, some research studies will always be more 
infl uential than others. Some may be so infl uential that, in effect, they change 
the direction of a whole fi eld of study. Research studies can become very infl u-
ential for a variety of reasons:

• The research may develop and introduce new concepts which are widely 
applicable across the whole range of a fi eld.

• These concepts may change the way we look at a subject area.
• They may therefore initiate many new avenues of research.
• They may result in the development of new methodological approaches.

When this happens, however, one of the almost inevitable results is that the 
research and the researcher become frequently mentioned in textbooks on 
the subject area, and are also widely cited by academic journal articles. So 
widely known is the research that you may indeed wonder whether it is worth 
mentioning it in your dissertation.

There is a matter of judgement here. If a particular study or theory has 
become in effect a classic or seminal work, and is widely taught at 
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THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF A LITERATURE REVIEW 11

undergraduate level in a subject, then it may only need a passing mention in 
a research dissertation. Not to mention it at all, would probably seem like an 
omission, but on the other hand, it may seem trite to go into the details of a 
piece of research which is widely understood. It is very diffi cult to give precise 
rules here. In fact, making an appropriate selection from the available litera-
ture is part of the skill of writing a good dissertation. As you begin to learn 
more and more about a subject area, you will develop confi dence in terms of 
understanding the nature of the research which is regarded as important and 
developing the nature of the subject. You will then be better able to make 
decisions about which literature to describe in detail and which to mention 
only briefl y.

Indeed, one can argue that it is a key function of a literature review to 
defi ne for the reader, the areas of work which are becoming important and 
which will have a profound infl uence on a subject in the future. The ability 
to do this comes gradually with a growing confi dence in terms of one’s 
understanding of a subject. In order to be able to recognize the infl uential 
research and key writers, it is important to search for literature in the 
relevant places. The researchers who are contributing to current develop-
ments in a fi eld may well publish in the outlets which have the shortest 
publishing period. For example, edited books may have a fairly long 
period between initial concept and publication. Paper-based journals may be 
quicker, and electronic journals may be the quickest of all. Conference 
proceedings may be published some time after the actual date of a conference, 
and so may be of variable publishing time. If you can manage to attend 
them, then academic conferences provide the opportunity to hear about 
current developments, and also to engage researchers in discussion about 
their work.

One possible way in which you could structure your literature review in 
order to emphasize leading studies is to adopt a historical perspective. You 
could divide the literature into historical periods, ranging from the older 
classical studies, through more recent studies, to the latest research. This 
approach would enable you to justify discussion of older studies, while at the 
same time concentrating upon the more recent, developmental research.

It is worth mentioning, however, that what constitutes leading research in 
an area is, to a certain extent, a subjective, ideological question. Academics or 
researchers working in an area will place different priorities upon different 
facets of current research. One researcher may favour a particular method-
ology. In educational research, for example, some academics may prefer 
quantitative approaches to a research issue, while others may favour 
qualitative approaches using phenomenology or interactionism. In purely 
rational terms, the theoretical perspective adopted for a research study should 
relate to the nature of the research question. Some research issues, for example, 
are more susceptible to a survey approach in order to gain an idea of broad 
trends. Other research questions, particularly if they involve the investigation 
of human feelings or motives, may be better investigated by using qualitative 
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12 SUCCEEDING WITH YOUR LITERATURE REVIEW

approaches. When researchers work within a particular methodological 
framework on a regular basis, they can easily become very committed to that 
perspective. Hence they can favour those kinds of approaches, simply because 
they are working regularly within that perspective. Almost inevitably, if they 
are working regularly within a particular framework, they will tend 
to value more the latest research in that area, if only because they are 
more familiar with it. One can thus argue, that research, like other activities 
in life, has a number of different ideological perspectives, and individuals 
do tend to make choices, and to work within one framework rather than 
another. It may in fact be that research is not quite as objective as we often 
assume it to be.

Exploring key academic arguments

One of the interesting aspects of surveying the literature in a fi eld is that it 
reveals the key concepts and ideas which form the basis for the study of that 
subject. Each distinctive area of a subject has its own range of concepts, which 
are used to express ideas in that subject. Some of these concepts may be shared 
with other academic areas, while some may be unique to the area in question. 
Understanding the concepts used to discuss and investigate a subject is central 
to having a full understanding of the subject.

When reading the literature of a subject, it is helpful to try to appreciate the 
nature of the concepts used. Some concepts such as ‘motivation’, ‘feeling’ or 
‘cognition’ may be psychological in nature, while others such as ‘socializa-
tion’, ‘community’ or ‘class’ may be sociological. The former are concerned 
with the cognitive and thought processes of the individual person, while the 
latter are concerned with the place of the individual in society. Another range 
of concepts are those concerned with making value judgements. These are 
ethical or moral concepts, and are typically located in statements involving 
the words ‘ought’ or ‘should’. If we say that ‘this research should not be 
carried out unless we can guarantee the anonymity of respondents’, then 
we are making a statement about research ethics. Some concepts may be 
concerned with the methodology of research. If there is considerable discus-
sion in the literature about ‘generalizability’, ‘sampling error’ or ‘empirical 
data’, then we know that these concepts are concerned with issues of research 
methods.

Sometimes there will be a preponderance of certain types of concept within 
the literature of a subject area. Suppose we are surveying the literature on 
research in careers advice to young people. We might expect there to be a 
variety of concepts which are essentially psychological, since the career 
choices made by young people depend to some extent upon their personal 
psychological orientation. Some may prefer a practical job, for example, while 
others would prefer a job involving thinking and analysis skills. In order to 
give meaningful advice to young people we have to be able to interpret their 
psychological approach to the idea of a future job or career. When exploring 
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the literature on this subject we would expect to identify concepts of this 
nature.

However, sound careers advice also involves explaining to young people 
something about the way in which a job is perceived in society. Young people 
need perhaps to appreciate that some jobs are held in higher status than 
others. Such jobs may have better conditions of service, and a range of periph-
eral advantages, such as the opportunity to travel. This higher status may also 
be refl ected in better pay, both initially and in the long term. Young people 
may not have the understanding or experience to appreciate these factors, 
and good careers advice will generally point them out. In literature about 
careers advice, you would therefore expect to fi nd some concepts which are 
fundamentally sociological or economic in character.

Having established the key concepts, it is much easier to appreciate the way 
in which academic arguments fi t together. For example, if you have an 
understanding of the social factors which determine the context of a job or 
career, it is easier to predict the way in which a particular job might develop 
in the future. It might also be easier to predict the type of skills which 
could become more important. It is evident, for example, that there are 
likely to be increasing fi nancial constraints on the staffi ng position in 
many jobs for the long-term future. Staffi ng costs are the single most expen-
sive element in many areas of employment. This is likely to have conse-
quences for the nature of a variety of careers. In teaching, for example, at 
all age levels, it is likely that there will be more emphasis on computer-
based, autonomous learning in order to free teachers for other tasks. This 
may mean that the job of the teacher in the future may require sophisticated 
computing skills, and the ability to develop curriculum packages for self-
tuition.

Economic considerations have probably also had an infl uence upon tech-
niques for detecting and combating crime. Foucault has written extensively 
on the increased use of surveillance techniques in postmodern society, and 
indeed we appear to see the use of police surveillance cameras more and more. 
Changes in the nature of policing therefore seem likely to transform the 
traditional nature of the job of a police offi cer. The increasingly technical 
nature of many jobs means that we are moving more towards a knowledge-
based society.

However, when you conduct an analysis of the literature in an area such as 
career developments, it is important to acknowledge that individual writers 
may approach the subject from different perspectives. One writer may be 
personally very much in favour of new technological developments, and may 
see technology as a means of improving the effi ciency and effectiveness of a 
job. On the other hand, a different writer may be much more in favour of 
person-centred approaches at work. The perspective of a writer or researcher 
can have a signifi cant effect upon the way in which they approach a research 
question, the way in which they write about it, and the type of concepts 
which they use in analyzing it.
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Examining older literature in an area

What counts as ‘older’ literature in a subject area is to some extent a subjective 
matter. In addition, the question of age, in terms of literature, certainly 
depends very much on the subject area, and indeed the question of the 
length of time that subject has been recognized as a distinct discipline. The 
subject of computing has existed for such a short period of time, that 
literature published in the 1960s is likely to be considered of great antiquity! 
On the other hand, in, say, philosophy or theology, writing from one 
thousand years ago may not be considered particularly ancient! There are 
therefore judgements to be made about fi rst of all what will count as older 
literature in a particular discipline, and, second, at what stage we may defi ne 
a scholarly work as ‘classical’, and perhaps not requiring full explication in a 
dissertation.

The answer to these questions depends very much upon the nature of the 
research question, and how this has been formulated. A research question or 
the subject for a dissertation is usually expressed in a fairly precise and focused 
manner. For example, in the area of business education, you may be researching 
the performance of students on Master of Business Administration (MBA) 
courses. By defi nition, there is an immediate limitation on the literature to 
the period since MBAs were fi rst offered in universities. If the research ques-
tion were limited to MBA programmes in England alone, then this would 
place further limitations on the literature. In a research study of the develop-
ment of nurse education in universities in the United Kingdom, there would 
be fairly precise parameters drawn around the selection of literature. This is a 
recent development, and although there may be some mention of earlier 
literature, the majority of that reviewed would probably date from the initia-
tion of university-based education for nurses.

To take a very different example, we could consider the case of someone 
researching ‘The ideas of Plato in a national curriculum’. There are fairly 
clearly two main areas of literature to consider here, the work of Plato, partic-
ularly in terms of epistemology, and then the nature of a centrally deter-
mined curriculum. In terms of Plato you would no doubt discuss some 
philosophical articles by contemporary scholars, but you would also need to 
analyze primary sources such as The Republic. In other words, there would 
defi nitely be a need to discuss older literature here.

In the fi eld of comparative religion, there is also very often a need to discuss 
older primary literature. In a study of ‘Hindu ethics in contemporary Indian 
life’, it would again be necessary to analyze two principal types of literature. 
You would need to decide on a number of ethical issues which were signifi -
cant for various reasons in contemporary India, and then locate relevant liter-
ature. Second, however, you would need to analyze these in terms of Hindu 
teachings on morality and ethics. In order to do this systematically, it would 
be necessary to discuss the parts of Hindu scriptures, such as the Bhagavad 
Gita, which address ethics. You would also, of course, discuss writings where 
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academics discuss Hindu ethical principles, but it would also be better to 
examine the original scriptures.

Developing a historical perspective in the research

In any area of study, there will almost certainly have been a development and 
evolution of ideas. This ‘history of ideas’ may on some occasions have refl ected 
parallel changes in society at large, or in other cases may have itself 
infl uenced society. In entire disciplines such as sociology, we can look back 
at the changes that have occurred. During its initial phase of development, 
with writers such as Comte and Durkheim, sociology was oriented very 
much towards quantitative approaches to measuring society. There was the 
assumption that society could be analyzed and measured in much the 
same way as physical phenomena could be investigated. Society was assumed 
to consist of a series of facts or variables which were related to each 
other in terms of scientifi c laws. The job of the sociologist was to uncover 
these laws.

As the study of the discipline continued, however, sociologists started 
to think of society in much more fl uid terms. They began to view it less in 
terms of fi xed laws, and more as something which was continually changing. 
They began to see it as a product of the interaction of human beings. Within 
this view, society is not seen as a fi xed, objective entity, but as something 
which is continually constructed and reconstructed by human beings. To 
a certain extent, with some variations, this perspective has continued to 
this day.

The same kind of evolution of ideas has also occurred within narrower, 
more focused subject areas. As you survey the literature, and get to know the 
fi eld better, you will be able to discern these kinds of historical trends. It is also 
worth noting that in many subject areas, academic work has been conducted 
in a variety of countries, not simply within the English-speaking world. One 
of the decisions you may need to take is whether, or to what extent, to discuss 
literature in other languages.

Portraying the literature on a subject in a historical sequence is a simple, 
and often attractive option. However, although presenting material in chron-
ological order is one of the most basic and popular ways of structuring data, it 
does have a potential disadvantage. As the literature is presented in date order, 
from one section to another, there may not be any particular connection 
between one section of the literature and the next. The only connection is the 
chronological sequence. There may not be any connection in terms of themes, 
subject matter or trends. The ideal situation is where a historical sequence of 
the literature corresponds with a sequence of ideas, but this may simply not 
be the case. A simple historical sequence may be useful, but if a choice has to 
be made, then a thematic sequence of the development of ideas should reveal 
far more about the particular subject, and indeed the underlying development 
of concepts and knowledge within that area.
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Summarizing new and developing knowledge in an area

One of the commonest fears of students is that just after they have handed 
in their dissertation for assessment, there will be some major development 
or study in their area of research! Even worse is the anxiety that the examiners 
for the dissertation will know about that research, and will ask them questions 
on it in the oral examination! Well, it is simply not possible to be absolutely 
up to date in a subject, and the examiners will realize that. However, a good 
literature review should present and analyze the latest research as far as is 
reasonably possible. In order to do this, you will need to search sources of 
literature such as conference proceedings, which present the latest research. 
During your research you may even be able to develop contacts with profes-
sional researchers, who will give you pre-published summaries of the work 
they are doing.

It is also important to bear in mind, as mentioned in the previous section, 
that there may be relevant sources of research available in languages other 
than English. The signifi cance of this depends very much upon the subject 
area which you are researching. Where a topic is intimately connected with 
another country, then there will almost certainly be material being published 
in that country. In the area of Religious Studies, for example, if you were 
researching some aspect of the Sikh religion, then it would be sensible to 
survey publications from India, and particularly the Punjab. Some journal 
articles would be in English but others would be in Punjabi. The extent to 
which you could access these would depend upon your linguistic abilities or 
obtaining translations.

Some academics from non-English-speaking countries have had a major 
infl uence upon thinking in different disciplines. In France, for example, we 
could point to Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault in educational studies, 
and Jean Baudrillard in cultural studies. Foucault has also been infl uential in 
other areas such as criminology. The principal books of these writers have 
been translated into English and are widely available, but there remain many 
journal articles and conference papers, published in French, which would 
only be available to those able to translate from the original. Although it 
is easy to assume that English is almost becoming the lingua franca of 
academic study throughout the world, it is very important to remember 
the enormous amount of scholarly literature which is published all the time 
in other languages. For most types of research study you may not be expected 
to analyze literature in other languages, as it might arguably be unfair on 
the part of the examiners to expect you to be bilingual, but it would at 
least be possible to indicate in your literature review that such a body of 
research existed. It might also be possible using your school French, German 
or Spanish to survey some of the academic journals in other languages, 
in order to indicate where articles on a topic were being published. If 
you could do this, it would show an awareness of the scope of publication 
in an area.
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In terms of identifying the most recent research in an area, it may also be 
that in some topics research in the country of origin of a particular thinker or 
issue may be more up to date than in English-speaking countries. In the 
country of origin, researchers will have access to all kinds of contextual mate-
rial and data which will be unavailable in other countries. They will also be 
able to make links and connections with other writers from that country. 
Imagine, for example, a research student in, say, Norway or Italy, writing a 
dissertation on Shakespeare, and using only sources published in their own 
country and language. We would fi nd this rather strange to say the least! In a 
globalized academic world, we need increasingly to take a very broad view in 
terms of identifying key literature on a subject.

It is also worth noting that the latest research in some areas is publicized in 
populist media sources. Researchers in areas such as clinical research or educa-
tion, will sometimes disseminate their provisional fi ndings in newspaper or 
magazine articles, or on the radio, in order to raise awareness of their work. 
This often helps in attracting a larger audience for the research, and perhaps 
even, in some types of research, to attract additional funding. From the point 
of view of the student, it can be very useful in drawing attention to the latest 
research, and subsequently enabling you to seek out more formal articles 
written by the researcher or research team.

Writing about a new and developing area

There can be both advantages, and at the same time, distinct diffi culties, 
about analyzing a new area of research. Hedenus (2011), for example, 
decided to investigate the lives of lottery winners. She decided to examine 
the manner in which they conducted their lives after their winning. The 
advantage of a new topic is that it is likely to be a relatively under-researched 
area, and therefore offers new opportunities. On the other hand, with new 
topics it is not always easy to identify research samples when there is not a 
great deal of existing previous research to act as a model.

Identifying gaps in our understanding of a subject

We cannot know everything about a subject, and almost inevitably there will 
be gaps in our knowledge. These gaps in understanding may be due to a 
variety of factors. Within a particular subject area:

• Some issues may appear less interesting to researchers.
• Some topics may attract less public attention.
• Some research questions may not have attracted research funding in the past.
• It may be more diffi cult to collect data on some issues.
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In a perfect world, it may be desirable fi rst to identify an apparent gap in the 
research literature, and then to develop your research proposal in that area. 
However, it is not necessary to think that research should always be on a 
subject within a gap in the literature. Valuable research can be done in terms 
of investigating a well-researched area. It is often extremely useful to obtain 
results which apparently confi rm previous fi ndings, or in fact, which do not 
confi rm previous fi ndings. Karl Popper’s Theory of Falsifi cation argues that 
scientifi c enquiry should primarily be concerned with seeking empirical 
evidence which falsifi es previous fi ndings. He argued that this was more 
methodologically rigorous than always looking for data to support a theory.

Nevertheless, one of the useful outcomes of a literature search should be to 
identify apparent gaps in previous research. The existence of a gap in the 
literature should at the very least cause us to try to fi nd an explanation for 
this, and such an enquiry may result in a more sophisticated understanding 
of the subject matter.

In some subject areas research may be largely non-commercial; that is, there 
will be no immediately evident possibilities for income generation from the 
research. In many areas of educational research this is the case. In areas such 
as this, the possibility of income generation is not a key factor in deciding 
which area will attract the most research studies. However, in other disci-
plines, particularly in technology, engineering and the applied sciences, there 
will be many potential economic advantages for some types of research. 
Potential industrial and commercial applications will generally lead to 
research sponsorship of various kinds or of the possibility of patentable 
products. The possibility of income generation may be a major factor in deter-
mining that one area or issue is extensively researched, while another issue 
attracts relatively little attention.

Exploring trends in the literature

One of the functions of a literature review is to identify the broad develop-
ments or trends in the way literature on a subject is developing. However, the 
way in which this is achieved, and the particular trends which are identifi ed, 
depend to some considerable extent upon the focus of the review. For example, 
a literature review might focus primarily upon methodological developments 
in a subject, or it might tend to concentrate upon the way in which social and 
political changes have affected research on a subject. In some cases, one might 
argue that methodological trends are linked to social changes.

In educational research there has sometimes been a tendency to concen-
trate on quantitative measures. Attempts have been made to relate social class 
to educational performance. Various models have been developed in order to 
measure social class, and to relate these to quantitative measures of student 
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performance. Quantitative research has tended to be popular with social 
planners and politicians, who are seeking to understand broad trends in 
society, in order to make large scale economic decisions about educational 
policy. Quantitative research has also tended to be employed when people 
want to measure trends in performance across the country, or even to compare 
educational performance in different countries. Qualitative methods, on the 
other hand, have tended to be used when it was necessary to understand 
something of the detailed lives of people, and how they interacted with each 
other.

One of the ways in which trends can be discussed in the literature, is to 
examine fi rst of all the publications which tend to address the broad issues in 
a subject area, and then to analyze the literature which concerns the more 
specifi c topics of your research subject. In other words, there is a progressive 
focusing from the general issues to the those more narrowly related to the 
subject. It is generally easier to locate literature on the broader themes of a 
topic since it is possible to cast a net fairly wide in the search for suitable mate-
rial. As you focus more and more narrowly towards your specifi c dissertation 
subject, you may fi nd some diffi culty in locating literature. This may be that 
you are being too demanding on yourself, in trying to fi nd literature which is 
closely related to a very specifi c subject. You may have chosen such a precise, 
narrow subject for your dissertation that very little research has been done on 
it before. If that is the case, then you will probably need to broaden the scope 
slightly, of the kind of the literature you are seeking.

An example of moving gradually from a general topic, to focusing on a 
more specifi c one, occurs in a research article by van de Werfhorst and Luijkx 
(2010) on the subject of social background and education. The article starts by 
noting generally ‘that inequality of educational opportunity is prevalent in 
many western and non-western societies’ (p. 695). The article then proceeds 
to a more specifi c concept of ‘effectively maintained inequality’ (p. 696).

Summarizing key ideas in a subject area

Determining what you consider to be the main trends in the literature you 
have analyzed is related to the question of the key ideas in the subject. The 
decision as to the main trends almost inevitably involves a decision about the 
key research studies and hence the key ideas in a subject area. The nature of 
some of the key ideas will be determined because they are in effect the seminal 
ideas, probably associated with internationally known researchers and writers. 
However, the other ideas which you choose to highlight will to some extent 
refl ect your own subjective position on the research articles which you have 
located. You may be infl uenced by the author of the article, whom you 
perhaps know has written several other infl uential articles. You might also be 
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aware that some writers have been cited in other articles you have read, 
which gives them a certain credibility. You may have eliminated the conclu-
sions and ideas from some articles, because you feel there are methodological 
failings in the research. On the other hand, you may have included some 
articles because you feel that there is the potential for future research based 
on them, or that their ideas are potentially infl uential within a broader 
perspective.

Overall, the selection of the key ideas from a body of literature is a very 
important function of a literature review, and refl ects the analytic process 
undertaken by the researcher. This selection process also inter-relates with the 
attempt to defi ne an original contribution to knowledge from within the 
research dissertation. Part of the concept of a contribution to knowledge 
is that the latter interlinks with the key areas of knowledge as previously 
defi ned.

When you are writing the conclusion to your research and making out the 
case for the contribution to knowledge made by the dissertation, it is good 
practice to refer back to the literature review. In this way, you link together the 
different elements of the dissertation, and help to create a piece of writing 
which is a coherent whole.

Key terms

Epistemology: the study of the grounds upon which we believe something to 
be true.

Falsifi cation: the assertion (often associated with the philosopher Karl Popper), 
that it is logically more rigorous to gather data in order to attempt to negate 
a theory, than to support it.

Qualitative data: data which is in the form of words, e.g. interview transcripts 
or historical documents.

Quantitative data: data which is in numerical form, e.g. questionnaire responses 
or measurements.

Variable: in research, a quantity which varies in nature or magnitude.

Key questions

1 If you have already chosen your research subject, and yet cannot fi nd very 
much specifi c literature on it, what strategies could you use?

2 If you want some of the literature you use to be very recent, what would be 
the best kind of literature to use?
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3 In what ways would you try to link a literature review with other parts of 
the dissertation, in order to ensure that the dissertation was a coherent 
whole?
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The content of a 
literature review

Summary • Learning outcomes • The categories of literature to include 
• Defi ning the range of the review • Selecting areas related to the subject 
of the dissertation or research study • Credibility of journals • Relating 
the content of your review to the research aims • Areas of contention 
• Key terms • Key questions • Key reading

Summary

Having explored the purpose of a literature review, this chapter examines the 
nature of the literature to be included in such a review. Of all the different 
categories of literature which could be included, this chapter discusses the 
way in which we can choose the most appropriate types. It analyses the ways 
in which we can relate the type of literature to the subject matter of the study, 
and also how we can evaluate the types of academic journal to use.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:

• Know the different types of academic literature which could be included in 
a literature review.
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• Understand how to select appropriate academic journals from which to 
choose articles.

• Relate your choice of literature to the subject of your study or dissertation.

The categories of literature to include

There are a number of different ways of categorizing the literature to be 
included in a review. One of the most basic is to compare literature which 
includes primary research data within it; another is to consider literature 
which discusses a topic and includes references to other studies.

In the fi rst category, the author or authors of the literature are usually the 
researchers who collected and analysed the data which is discussed. Most 
scholarly journal articles come into this category. Some journal articles report 
on small-scale research studies which might perhaps have been carried out by 
a university lecturer, or by a professional practitioner such as a teacher or social 
worker. In such a case, in effect all of the research study is reported within a 
single journal article. In other cases, a journal article may only report on part 
of a larger research study. Sometimes a team of researchers in a university, or 
even a consortium of universities will bid for and obtain a research grant to 
fund a large study. Such research might be a longitudinal study which will 
last a number of years. As part of the programme the research team might 
employ a number of postgraduate students who will assist with the research 
and write up different parts of it. They might use some of the data for their own 
doctorates, and may also write journal articles in consultation with academic 
staff. Each article would typically only report on the particular aspect of the 
research project being conducted by the student. Normally authors should 
make it clear when an article is reporting on a piece of self-standing research, 
or, when it is reporting on an element of a larger study.

Most scholarly journal articles have a fairly standard structure and layout. 
They start with an abstract which provides a summary of the whole article. There 
is then an introduction to the context of the research, and a brief literature 
review. Typically this is followed by a discussion of the research design and meth-
odology. The data is then analysed and discussed, and the conclusions presented. 
A list of references ends the article, although there is also usually a note of contact 
details for at least one of the authors of the article. You will fi nd a wide range of 
such academic articles in the list of references at the end of this book.

When researchers in any subject area conduct research, they usually report 
it through the medium of the academic journal article. This is accepted as the 
standard way of reporting research within the academic community. It serves 
the purpose of disseminating research to those who are interested in the 
subject area, but also of enabling other academics to read and check the 
methods used to draw conclusions. When work is placed in the public domain 
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in this way, researchers across the world can gain from the research done by 
others, and also challenge work which they feel could have been conducted 
in a better way. It is because of the checks and balances associated with this 
way of reporting research, that many feel that the academic journal article 
should be one of the main types of study analysed in a literature review.

There are many other types of journal article which are published, notably 
those in so-called ‘professional journals’. Most professions such as 
teaching, accountancy, management, social work, nursing, and so on, have 
their own journals, often linked to professional associations, which publish 
articles of interest to those working in that area. Most articles are concerned 
with issues of professional practice, and designed to further and enhance prac-
tice in that profession. The articles included are typically much shorter than 
academic articles, do not have the same degree of referencing, and are gener-
ally written in a less formal style. The professional journals may also include 
photographs and other illustrations which are not normally found in schol-
arly journals. Professional journal articles may include some primary data, but 
it would normally be on a limited scale. It would be wrong to say that such 
articles should not be included in an academic literature review, because for 
some subjects they may be relevant. However, it would normally be better to 
concentrate on scholarly articles, particularly in a postgraduate dissertation.

Another type of publication which normally concentrates on discussing 
original research is the chapter in an edited book. An academic, or perhaps 
several authors, will develop an idea for a book in a particular fi eld and then 
ask a number of scholars active in that fi eld to each contribute a chapter to the 
book. In this way a number of different contributions in a fi eld are assembled 
to provide different perspectives on a particular subject. Each chapter is, in 
many ways, similar to an academic journal article. Such books have the 
advantage that a theme within a subject area can be explored from a number 
of different points of view. The disadvantage of the edited book, however, is 
that the time from inception of the idea to publication may be rather longer 
than the publication time for an academic article. This is particularly so with 
the rapid increase in the number of electronic journals, which typically have 
a shorter publication time than print-based journals.

Sometimes research is also reported in booklets or books which are termed 
monographs. These are more substantial accounts of primary research than 
are usually given in academic journals. Publication of such longer accounts 
of a fairly narrow research subject may be justifi ed because, for example, the 
subject may be of topical signifi cance. Some publishers specialize in such 
publications, although there are usually not many copies printed since the 
market is likely to be restricted. When postgraduate students fi nish their 
doctoral thesis, they are sometimes able to secure its publication in mono-
graph form. As most doctoral theses are very specialized, they do not neces-
sarily attract a great deal of interest when published. However, some may do 
so, because of their contemporary relevance. Monographs of all forms, 
including published theses, are very relevant for inclusion in an academic 
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literature review. In addition, unpublished Masters and doctoral theses are 
often discussed in scholarly literature reviews.

In a strictly research-oriented literature review, it is probably the norm to 
concentrate on literature which contains primary data, usually collected and 
analysed by the author. However, other types of literature should not neces-
sarily be rejected, simply because they are not focused exclusively on newly 
collected data. The vast majority of academic books which are published are 
not monographs or devoted to primary data. They are basically concerned 
with presenting existing knowledge, very often in a novel way, or from a new 
perspective. They are often loosely described as ‘textbooks’, although I would 
argue that this term does not really do them justice. It tends to imply that the 
book simply contains a systematic summary of existing knowledge, as if the 
way in which that knowledge were presented was unproblematic. Yet, knowl-
edge is seldom uncontentious. What counts as valid knowledge in a particular 
area, is often the subject of discussion and argument. An author will often 
explore these debates and nuances of interpretation, and in so doing, add 
something to our understanding of the subject. This may not be the case with 
all books, but certainly it applies to a good many. Hence, textbooks should 
not be automatically rejected as potential material for literature reviews.

Common pitfall

There are a good many popular textbooks on research methodology 
which are widely read in higher education. Students often cite these in 
their dissertations at all levels, including at doctoral level. Tutors and 
examiners will often accept these works in undergraduate dissertations, 
but will be critical of them at Masters level. They would probably regard 
them as unacceptable at doctoral level. There is then in a sense, a kind 
of hierarchy of acceptance of such works! It is very diffi cult sometimes 
for students to distinguish which books would be acceptable at different 
levels; and it has also to be said, that opinion varies also between 
academic staff. It is very diffi cult, if not impossible, to provide specifi c 
advice. However, in general terms, if a book provides straightforward 
description of methodological approaches, then it is probably suitable 
for undergraduate level. If it provides analysis and discussion of those 
approaches, pointing out advantages and disadvantages, and comparing 
different approaches, then it would probably be more suitable for 
Masters level. Finally, if it sets those approaches within the context of 
actual research studies, as reported in research articles, and discusses 
their effectiveness, then such a book might be appropriate at doctoral 
level. If you are unsure about the suitability of a particular book, it is 
best to discuss the issue with your tutor or supervisor.
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Articles and accounts on the internet can pose particular problems in terms of 
a literature review. By these I do not mean scholarly articles published in 
e-journals, but the more general kind of documents and articles which prolif-
erate on the internet. Sometimes, if a subject area is of minority interest, and 
little research has been conducted on it, the available academic literature will 
be sparse. In such a case, students may be very tempted to use more populist 
articles from the internet. Whether these are appropriate or not depends very 
much upon the context.

On one occasion some of my students were researching various aspects 
of new religious movements. The latter were often very small organizations, 
some of which had achieved notoriety through extreme, and sometimes 
violent behaviour. In some cases, the scholarly literature had become quite 
voluminous, usually because of the large-scale publicity attracted by the 
organization. However, in other cases, there was very little formal literature, 
but a wide variety of informal documents. Many of the latter were to be found 
on the website of the organization, and might be overtly proselytizing or 
certainly biased in favour of the organization. The problem with using such 
documents in a literature review was to ensure that the degree of bias was 
evaluated and discussed. Such articles could not be presented in the same way 
as scholarly articles. In short, internet articles may be used in a literature 
review, but should be carefully appraised and analysed in order to assess the 
degree of their objectivity and neutrality.

It is also worth briefl y evaluating newspaper articles for inclusion in a litera-
ture review. Generally speaking, only articles from newspapers with a high level 
of journalistic and literary content should be used. In addition, it is worth 
bearing in mind that newspaper articles may be more relevant to some research 
subject areas than to others. One can imagine that they might be very useful for 
research studies in fi elds such as politics, public administration, social policy, 
international studies and media studies. In other areas such as technical aspects 
of science and technology, they would not be able to treat the subject with suffi -
cient mathematical or scientifi c detail. However, in an area such as public atti-
tudes towards energy generation, then newspaper articles might be very useful.

Finally, it is important with newspaper articles to evaluate the perspective 
from which they are written. Much more than is the case with journal articles, 
newspaper articles may display a degree of ideological bias. This does not 
necessarily affect their usefulness, but it is important for you to discuss and 
analyze their particular approach.

Defi ning the range of the review

One of the most basic aspects of writing a literature review (or any other 
chapter of a dissertation for that matter) is to decide on the anticipated length. 
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You need to make an estimate of the length of the projected chapter in both 
words, and in typed pages. In order to achieve this, you need to know the 
overall required length of the dissertation, and the number and names of the 
chapters which you intend to include. Some chapters will inevitably be longer 
than others. You therefore need to have an approximate idea of what will be 
included in each chapter. It should then be possible to estimate which chap-
ters will be the most important in the fi nal dissertation, and hence which will 
be longer and which shorter. It is often a good idea to allocate an estimated 
word length to each individual chapter.

The fi rst half of most dissertations consists of an introductory chapter, a 
literature review chapter followed by a chapter which discusses aspects of 
research design, methodology and theoretical considerations. The second half 
of the dissertation consists of several chapters in which the primary data is 
presented and analysed. In the fi rst half of the dissertation the literature 
review chapter is normally the longest of the three chapters. The method-
ology chapter is the next longest, and fi nally the introduction is the shortest. 
If anything, the fi rst ‘half’ of the dissertation will often be slightly shorter 
than the second half. Therefore, in a dissertation of 80,000 words, the fi rst 
half might be 35,000 words in length. The relative lengths of the chapters 
might be 16,000 words for the literature review, 11,000 words for the method-
ology, and 8,000 words for the introduction. These fi gures are only approxi-
mations, and you might very well alter them considerably depending upon 
the nature of the research subject. A chapter of 16,000 words is quite long, 
and you might decide to divide it into two separate chapters. Alternatively, a 
judicious use of sub-headings could divide up the material, and give the 
chapter a structure which is easier for the reader.

At any rate, you now have the approximate chapter length, and can use this 
to calculate the approximate number of references and citations required. If 
we assume about 250 words per typed page, then the literature review chapter 
would be about 64 pages long in the actual dissertation. We can now estimate 
the number of references you will need to fi nd.

It is very important in a literature review chapter that quotations from texts 
do not become so predominant that they monopolize the chapter, and over-
shadow what you write yourself. The essence of the chapter should be your 
analysis, illustrated and exemplifi ed by quotations. Very long quotations of 
half a page or more, can be tedious to read, and contain too much material for 
the reader to absorb. It may be better to restrict indented quotations to about 
four or fi ve lines. This would mean that you could have about two quotations 
per page, giving a total number of quotations needed for the chapter of 128. 
Assuming that each quotation will come from a separate book or article, then 
this will require 128 publications.

These 128 publications are the ones which you will discuss in the literature 
review. However, you will almost certainly also wish to cite a wide range of 
publications. By this I mean that after having discussed a topic or subject, at 
the end of the last sentence of the discussion you might include in brackets 
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the names of several authors and relevant years of publication. The purpose of 
this is to indicate the names of writers and academics who could be consulted 
for further information on the topic. Academics often include quite a number 
of such citations in journal articles. They add substantially to the scholarly 
credentials of what you have written. In a chapter of 64 pages it would be 
quite reasonable to add 150 such citations. In total then, you would need 
just short of 300 references for your chapter! This may seem a little daunting, 
but at least it is better to have an estimate of what you will need, rather than 
leaving everything to chance.

Having made an estimate of the total number of references needed for the 
literature review, the next step is to apportion these between the different 
sections of the review. In other words, you would need to decide on the 
different themes of your review, and then allocate a proportion of your total 
number of references to each section. The selection of themes for your review 
depends very much on the overall subject of the research.

We have spent some considerable time discussing the length of the litera-
ture review, since this is fundamental to determining the range or scope of 
what is included. There may be all kinds of criteria and factors which deter-
mine which works should be included and which excluded, but probably the 
most signifi cant factor will be space. If you do not have the room to include a 
discussion of something in the chapter, then it simply cannot be included. 
This is why it is very important to undertake the planning exercise as above, 
in order that you have the best possible idea of the space available.

Good practice 

Although we can talk about the general principles of structuring a 
dissertation, it is important to remember that writing a dissertation is 
ultimately a creative activity. One of the best ways of gaining ideas of 
how to structure a literature review, and also of how to create a sense 
of balance between the literature review and the remainder of the 
dissertation, is to look at examples of previous dissertations. When 
you do this you at least have the reassurance that these dissertations 
have been ‘successful’, and that therefore their structure and layout 
have been accepted by the examiners.

When you look at dissertations in a library, or in an electronic 
archive, you will undoubtedly fi nd some variety in the way they are 
presented. The literature review may be divided into two separate 
chapters, and indeed may not be termed a literature review in the 
chapter heading. An examination of previous dissertations will give 
you a sense of the extent to which you can reasonably vary your struc-
ture, without moving too far from accepted norms.

˛
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Selecting areas related to the subject of the 
dissertation or research study

There are various ways in which the sub-divisions of the literature review can 
be related to the dissertation topic. In a research dissertation it is quite 
common that the researcher selects a perspective or paradigm to use for the 
analysis of the data. Such a perspective might be methodological in nature. In 
other words, the overall approach of the dissertation may owe a great deal to, 
say, an interpretive perspective or a phenomenological perspective. In this 
case the data collection strategy for the research would be typical of those 
methods used in interpretivism or phenomenology. Equally, when the data 
is analysed, then the fundamental concepts of these two perspectives would 
constitute a framework for the data analysis. Where the approach is basically 
methodological, some of the discussion and analysis of the approach may 
take place in the methodology chapter, and some in the literature review 
chapter. The extent and nature of this division may depend on the inclination 
and judgement of the writer.

The literature review section may examine the work of the early writers in 
each fi eld, for example, Weber and German idealism in the case of the inter-
pretive approach, and Husserl in the case of phenomenology. Having exam-
ined the early contributors to the fi eld, you may then consider the literature 
from more contemporary writers who have used one or other of the perspec-
tives. If there were to be some discussion in the methodology chapter, then 
this might concentrate on practical issues concerning data collection and 
analysis.

The establishment of a theoretical perspective in research can be very useful 
indeed. Importantly, it gives an intellectual focus to the research. Without it, 
the research will consist of some data being collected, followed by the anal-
ysis. This may be quite satisfactory for some types of research, but there will 
be nothing to set the research and conclusions within a broader scholarly 
context. There will be very little to connect the results with the conceptual 
frameworks of other research studies. However, a theoretical perspective 
provides a conceptual framework not only for the analysis of the data, but 
also within which the conclusions can be connected with previous and future 
studies.

There are other ways in which a theoretical perspective may be generated 
for use within a research study. One of the most popular is to select the work 
of a leading researcher or academic, which can be used to analyze a range of 
data. Normally a relatively well-known academic is selected, and usually 
one whose theories or ideas can be applied in a relatively wide range of 
contexts. An example of someone whose ideas have been widely used in 
academic studies is Karl Marx. Many researchers have used his ideas of polit-
ical economy and of social class to interpret a diverse variety of data. A writer 
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who has been widely used in this type of approach is the French sociologist 
Bourdieu. In a recent study, Erel (2010) used Bourdieu’s ideas to analyze the 
situation of Turkish and Kurdish women who had migrated to Britain or 
Germany. Erel was interested in the way in which the knowledge and skills of 
the women (conceived as a form of ‘capital’), derived perhaps from their 
personal qualities or achievements, or perhaps from their ethnic background, 
could be used to help them become successfully established in their new 
country.

In the article, there is fi rst a general introduction followed by a discussion 
of research on the subject of Turkish and Kurdish migration to Germany and 
the UK. This is followed by an analysis of the concepts of human capital and 
ethnic capital, and then of Bourdieu’s notion of capital. Finally, these ideas are 
used to analyze the case studies of individual migrants who have settled in the 
UK or Germany.

When following this type of approach it is important to select a writer 
whose ideas can be easily applied to the subject of your research. It also helps 
a great deal if you can fi nd several other studies which have employed the 
same concepts in their analysis. The reason for this is that it is important to 
be able to establish the relevance of a theoretical approach. After all, if we 
wanted we could pick any theoretical approach, but it might not have any 
relevance or suitability for our research. For your dissertation to have a sense 
of coherence, it is important that the examiner can see that the perspective 
used links with the research subject and the data. It helps in making this case, 
if you can point to previous uses of the perspective.

A major advantage of using a well-known fi gure such as Marx or Bourdieu 
is that there will usually exist a substantial body of literature which discusses 
both the thinker personally, and also analyses their work. It is therefore rela-
tively easy to have a major section of the literature review which discusses the 
theoretical perspective and its originator. Other sections of the literature 
review can then concentrate on signifi cant aspects of the research subject.

Narrowing or broadening the topic

In terms of the structural elements of the literature review, when you are 
writing your dissertation, you will be concerned with making sure the review 
is suffi ciently long and detailed; ensuring it discusses the relevant aspects of 
the subject area; and trying to make certain that the review interrelates with 
other parts of the dissertation.

With regard to the fi rst point, one of the issues is that you need to write a 
suffi cient quantity to establish that your dissertation possesses the qualities of 
doctoral work. It is not easy to achieve this if you curtail the length of the 
literature review, or any other section of the dissertation for that matter. The 
overall dissertation may seem not to have suffi cient substance for a doctoral 
study. Of course, making it clear that you are writing at doctoral level does not 
depend solely upon the length of your dissertation. There are many other 
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factors. However, managing to achieve approximately the correct word length 
is an important factor. On some occasions you may fi nd that the subject 
matter has been so well researched, that you will exceed the overall word 
length. Your job will then be to reduce the word length appropriately. If, 
however, the word length is not suffi cient, then you will need to fi nd fresh 
material to analyze and to discuss. When looking for extra material, it is often 
necessary to be fl exible in terms of the topics which are covered. You may 
need to stray into subject areas for the literature review which are not very 
closely related to the central subject of the dissertation.

It can be helpful to think of the possible subjects for a literature review as a 
series of concentric circles. The central circle represents the principal subject of 
the dissertation, and the next circle a slightly less-relevant subject. As we move 
outwards from the centre, each subsequent circle represents a slightly more 
peripheral topic. The harder it is to fi nd relevant literature, then the more you 
will need to move outwards to the peripheral circles. It is generally much 
easier to reduce the length of a literature review than it is to fi nd more mate-
rial. You can use a variety of criteria to reduce the length. You might decide, 
for example, that you prefer to use journal articles and to dispense with some 
of the book references, or perhaps to have more subject-based references and 
fewer devoted to methodological issues. However, expanding the literature 
review, by looking for new subject areas, poses more complex problems.

An interesting way to analyze the scope of a literature review is to use the 
key concepts employed in a research article, and to relate these to the list of 
references at the end of the article. Many academic articles list a series of ‘key 
words’ at the beginning of an article, to provide an indication, along with the 
abstract, of the subject matter of the article. By comparing these key words 
with the list of references, it is possible to judge the emphasis which the writer 
placed upon certain topics in terms of using literature. It might also provide 
evidence of which topics provided the most useful source of potential 
material.

Broadening the literature review

As an example of this approach we might take the research article by Freytes 
Frey and Cross (2011). This article is entitled ‘Overcoming poor youth stig-
matization and invisibility through art: a participatory action research experi-
ence in Greater Buenos Aires’. It is possible to consider each key word 
mentioned at the beginning of the article, and then to count the number of 
references which appear to relate to a particular key word. However, it should 
be noted that the key words are not necessarily an exact analytic tool. It is not 
always easy to allocate citations to a particular key word with any certainty. 
However, this method does give an approximate guide as to the spread of 
literature used in the review. The following is the list of the key words, with 
the approximate number of citations related to a particular key word:
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Credibility of journals

One of the methods used by the readers of research to judge the quality 
of a literature review is to evaluate the journals which have published 
the articles in the review. Arguably the most important characteristic of 
academic journals is that articles accepted for submission will have been ‘peer 
reviewed’. This process entails several stages. An article which has been 
submitted to the journal, comes fi rst to the journal editor, who reads it to 
decide whether the article is broadly suitable for the journal. The editor 
may take into account general issues such as the relevance of the subject 
matter to the mission statement of the journal; the extent to which the article 
complies with the submission guidelines; and whether or not the article is 
presented in accordance with accepted academic conventions of style and 
referencing.

If the editor is satisfi ed that there are no major or overwhelming reasons 
for immediately rejecting the article, then it will be sent for review to two 
academics. The author’s name and institution will be removed from the 
article, before sending it for review. Some journals have an editorial board of 
fi xed membership, from whom two members are selected to receive the 
article. Some journals have a perhaps smaller editorial board, and a larger 
informal network of academics who are willing to review articles. In the latter 
case, an article may be reviewed by the extended network of scholars, and 
then perhaps by one or two members of the editorial board. The article author 
does not know the names of the reviewers, nor are the latter published at all 
in the journal. One reviewer does not know the identity of the other 
reviewer.

Arts (6), Local Emergent Knowledge (2), Participatory Action Research (3), 
School Abandonment (4), and Subaltern Populations (6). There are also four 
citations of the work of Bourdieu, who is used to provide a theoretical orien-
tation to part of the research.

Most research, and indeed research articles, is specialized to different 
degrees, and this can make it diffi cult to identify a relevant body of literature 
to analyze. This article appears to be an example of this. The list of refer-
ences is not very long, compared to many articles, and this may have been 
because of the specialized nature of the subject. In addition, the citations 
are apportioned fairly equally between the different key words, suggesting 
that there was no single key word which provided a large body of literature. 
This type of analysis therefore provides us with an idea of how authors can 
draw upon a broad range of topics for the review, and also of the way in which 
students may need to be fairly eclectic in their choice of literature.
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The journal usually produces a proforma for reviewers to complete, which 
has a list of criteria by which the article should be judged. These might include 
such issues as the range of literature reviewed, writing style, precision and rele-
vance of aims, selection of methodology, explanation of data analysis, 
discussion of ethical issues, and accuracy of referencing style. Generally 
speaking, the reviewers may recommend acceptance of the article without 
amendment; acceptance with minor amendments; referral with a suggestion 
that the article be resubmitted with major amendments, and outright rejec-
tion. The reviewers usually read and comment on the articles ‘blind’. That is, 
they read the articles independently, and are unaware of the views of the other 
referee. The editor will probably hope that the reviewers form broadly the 
same judgement of an article. This enables the editor fairly easily to summarize 
the views, and reach a decision to transmit to the author. Where the views of 
the reviewers are very different, the policy of journals may differ. The editor 
may send the article out to a third reviewer, or he or she may arbitrate them-
selves. In some cases, the editor may have help from a deputy editor in 
resolving such problems.

In general, the rigour of this process is one of the most important marks of 
the quality of the journal. Another important yardstick is the amount of time 
taken by the process. It is usually important that research is published relatively 
quickly once the data has been collected and analysed. Ideally it needs to reach 
the attention of other researchers while it is still topical. For this to happen, the 
reviewers need to read and comment upon the article promptly. As the reviewers 
are normally working academics, lecturers and researchers, they are not always 
able to respond very quickly because of the pressure of other work. However, 
electronic submission and transmission of new articles, coupled with on-line 
commenting by reviewers, has tended to speed up the process. Many journals 
now publish the reviewing ‘history’ of an article, noting the date when it was 
fi rst received, and then the date when the revised version was received. The 
reviewing interval is typically between three months and six months.

The role of the editorial board

Another important aspect of quality for a journal is the nature of the editorial 
board and its members. Most academic journals are very specialized. They 
tend to publish articles on a narrow subject, and gradually develop a reputa-
tion in that area. Academics who teach and research in that area will normally 
know the main journals which are relevant to them, and will either subscribe 
themselves or ensure that their institutional library does so. They will often 
submit their own articles to this range of journals, and will know personally 
or at least be familiar with the names of other authors who publish articles in 
these journals. Academics will usually wish to publish their articles in what 
they perceive as the most prestigious journals in their area. Sometimes a 
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Some journals are sponsored by or connected with a professional academic 
association. So, for example, the European Journal of Teacher Education is 
connected to the Association for Teacher Education in Europe. This kind of 
academic link helps to enhance the prestige of both the Association and of 
the journal. They each benefi t from locating themselves within a com-
munity of professionals and academics with the same interests. It is also 
worth mentioning that in the contemporary globalized world, linked by 
electronic versions of journals, academic publishing is truly international. 
Journal articles need to address an international audience, and journals need 
to be aware of their wide readership. It is important that the composition of 
editorial boards refl ects this international role, and draws upon members 
from a wide range of countries and institutions.

The role of academic journals is a complex and important one. Many of the 
factors discussed above have an effect upon the reputation of an academic 
journal. Although it would be very diffi cult to formally rank academic jour-
nals, nevertheless many of these criteria do have a bearing upon the informal 
status and credibility with which academic journals are regarded. When 
selecting articles for a literature review, you will probably, and quite rightly, be 
guided principally by the content of the article and its relevance to your 
dissertation. Nevertheless, it is best to be aware of the credibility of the 
journals you use, and the potential of the more celebrated journals to add 
something to your literature review.

Relating the content of your review to the 
research aims

The aims of an academic dissertation are the key factors which determine the 
rest of the thesis. They are statements of intent which set out the goals of the 
research. The way in which they are expressed has logical consequences 

journal will organize an academic conference under its auspices, at which 
academics in the fi eld of the journal can meet, present conference research 
papers, and discuss the latest developments in the area. Such conferences 
also add, by association, a certain prestige to the journal.

The editor and the composition of the editorial board are one of the key 
factors determining the status of the journal. The editor is usually a leading 
academic in the fi eld, often a professor at a prestigious university. The editor-
 ial board also usually consists of leading academics, who have published 
widely in the particular fi eld. Generally speaking, if these academics are 
highly regarded, then this enhances the status of the journal.
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for the data collection method, and the strategies for analyzing the data. 
Supposing that an aim is, for example, to survey the age of appointment of a 
sample of school head teachers or principals, then this implies that quantita-
tive data will be collected, probably using a questionnaire. It further suggests 
that the data may be analyzed statistically.

On the other hand, if a research aim involved the analysis of social interac-
tion between care staff and elderly people in a residential home, then this 
would imply an interpretive or qualitative approach to the collection of 
data. It would also suggest that the data analysis might involve an interpretive 
process such as the use of grounded theory. In addition, when the research 
has been completed and you have clarifi ed your fi ndings, it is normal in 
the dissertation to review the aims in the concluding chapter. It is here 
that you evaluate the extent to which the aims have been achieved. If 
they have not been adequately achieved, then it is usual to discuss the limita-
tions within the research which have prevented the full achievement of 
the aims.

The importance of the aims within a research dissertation is that they have 
an integrative function. They link all the different elements of the dissertation 
together, and give it a sense of cohesion. When it is being read, there is a sense 
of direction. The aims act like signposts in the dissertation, and help the 
reader to anticipate what will come next. When you are writing the disserta-
tion, you can keep referring back to the aims, so that the reader maintains a 
feeling for the purpose of the research.

This is particularly important in the literature review. It is important for the 
coherence of the dissertation that there is a clear justifi cation for the different 
sections of the review. The aims can provide this clear justifi cation. Indeed, 
each aim could generate a particular sub-section of the review, and this would 
again help the reader in understanding the structure of the dissertation. An 
academic dissertation is a very complex document, and if the writer is not 
careful, the reader can easily become confused and fail to fi nd any line of logic 
within the general argument. As you write the dissertation, if you keep refer-
ring back to the aims, and to the related sections of the literature review, then 
everything which you subsequently write will have a clear context. The reader 
will be able to see how any single part of the dissertation is connected to all 
other parts, and that everything can easily be traced back to the literature 
review.

Areas of contention

In terms of the content of a literature review, there are a number of areas and 
issues which may cause an examiner to question what you have written. 
These areas include:
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1 The use of very ancient literature, even though the works may be regarded 
as classics.

2 Citing internet pages without evaluating their quality.
3 Summarizing works sequentially, with a small amount of discussion, but 

without relating the literature to each other.
4 Using unpublished sources without analyzing the degree to which they can 

be considered objective.

A research literature review is fundamentally what it says. It is a review of 
previous research on a subject, subdivided into a number of categories. The 
notion of scientifi c research as we know it, is usually associated with the 
dissemination of scientifi c rationalism, and its gradual popular adoption as a 
means of thinking about the world. We might date this approximately from 
the mid-nineteenth century onwards. From roughly that period, there has 
been an exponential growth in empirical research, until it has now become a 
major world-wide activity. Although ancient sources have contributed a great 
deal to many disciplines, it has usually been in the area of conceptual clarifi -
cation, and the analysis of theoretical ideas. Generally speaking, the sources 
discussed in a modern literature review will need to be works which refl ect the 
contemporary empirical research tradition.

The internet has made an enormous contribution to this tradition. It has 
made it possible to disseminate research fi ndings extremely rapidly, and to make 
it possible for academics and researchers to utilize the fi ndings of research very 
quickly. In a related development it has encouraged the growth of open-access 
journals, and the much freer availability of knowledge. It has also enabled 
researchers in different parts of the world to communicate with each other much 
more easily, and hence to collaborate more effectively. A negative aspect of the 
internet, however, has been the ability of people to disseminate their views, 
subject to little or no editorial control. The result has been that the consumer of 
the internet has needed to exert their own judgement and editorial control, 
where normally in the case of books or paper-based journals, this would be exer-
cised by publishers. In terms of literature reviews, the internet has thus to be 
used with great caution, and the items selected for discussion should be subjected 
to very careful analysis, particularly with respect to subjective or biased opinion.

It is important to remember that the overall philosophy of a literature 
review is more sophisticated than merely listing books and journals with a 
brief discussion on each. A literature review should be a very creative activity, 
which attempts to inter-relate the literature on a subject in new and novel 
ways. If it limits itself to being simply a list of works with brief comment, then 
it will not be well regarded by the examiner.

Finally, the use of unpublished material can be a contentious issue. This is 
not to say that unpublished material has no academic quality. In fact one has 
only to think of research dissertations themselves, which are often very valu-
able sources of data and previous research. Many academics write articles and 
discussion papers which they do not necessarily seek to publish, but simply 
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make available to friends and colleagues in order to stimulate discussion. 
Then there are letters, emails, and other responses to enquiries which can be 
cited as ‘unpublished’ if they are made available to you. It would be wise, 
however, and certainly courteous, to seek the permission of the author before 
including such material in a dissertation.

Key terms

Action research: a research perspective which seeks to use collaborative methods 
in resolving practical, everyday research questions; often those which 
occur in the work place.

Citation: the mentioning of a scholarly work in a piece of academic writing.
Interpretivism: a research perspective which is the opposite of positivism. It 

seeks to understand the way in which human beings construct their own 
social world.

Longitudinal study: a research study which investigates changes in variables 
over an extended period of time.

Peer reviewing: the submission of a piece of scholarly writing to other academics 
to gain their views.

Professional journal: a journal which concentrates on providing discussion of 
contemporary, vocationally-focused issues relating to a particular profes-
sional area.

Key questions

1 How would you select a writer or academic to use as a source of a theoret-
ical perspective for your research?

2 What would you list as the main functions of the editor of an academic 
journal?

3 What criteria would you use to select newspaper articles which were 
suitable inclusion in a dissertation literature review?

Key reading

Cooper, H.M. (1998) Synthesizing Research: A Guide for Literature Reviews, 3rd edn. 
London: Sage.
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Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Fink, A.G. (2010) Conducting Research Literature Reviews: From the Internet to Paper, 3rd 
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Doing a literature search

Summary • Learning outcomes • Preliminary survey • The age of the 
literature • University repositories • Wikis, blogs and RSS • Using 
referencing and bibliographic software • Library catalogues • Journal 
indexes and abstracting databases • Key terms • Key questions • Key 
reading

Summary

This chapter examines the different strategies which can be used to identify 
the literature to be discussed in the survey. Increasingly the methods used 
involve electronic searches. However, there are still decisions to be taken 
about the criteria for the search, and exactly how it will be conducted. The 
chapter will also investigate the use of non-traditional sources of literature, 
and the ways in which these can be accessed.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:

• Conduct a search of literature suitable for a research review.
• Evaluate different electronic databases for their relevance to an academic 

research review.
• Analyze different sources of literature according to their relevance for a 

research literature review.
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Preliminary survey

There are a number of different ways in which the initial decisions about 
a literature search can be taken. Much depends upon the research subject 
and the way in which this subject was chosen. For example, it is not 
uncommon for students to select their research subject based upon the known 
existence of an extensive source of literature. When I was a student, one of my 
tutors told me about a large archive of overseas newspapers which could be 
used to support several different research topics. The idea was that I could 
study the archive with a view to generating a research question for which 
there was ample supporting data and literature. In another example, I 
was informed about a little-known archive of correspondence and documents 
relating to one of the major ballet companies of the early twentieth 
century. Again, it was suggested that this could form the basis of an 
interesting research thesis.

We normally assume that the process of conducting a literature search 
develops from an initial decision to select a research topic. However, if 
we select a research topic without any prior appreciation of the extent of the 
available literature, then we may leave ourselves with a lot of work in 
identifying areas to search. Even if we identify areas to search, we may fi nd 
very little relevant literature. It is therefore at least worth considering to do 
things the other way round. If you can identify a body of research literature, 
and then work backwards to a suitable research topic and aims, then you 
may save yourself a good deal of effort. It has to be admitted that this 
approach may not appeal to the purist researcher, and it certainly is not the 
completely logical way to proceed. However, as we have discussed on several 
occasions before, research is not always the logical, linear process that we 
would sometimes like it to be. We sometimes have to be prepared to move 
sideways, backwards and diagonally in our thinking and planning, and not 
just forwards!

It is sometimes advisable with certain specialist subject areas to carry out a 
preliminary survey of the literature, before deciding fi rmly on a research 
subject. One possible strategy is to identify several journal articles in the area 
in which you are interested, and then study the list of references at the end of 
each article. This will give you a quick introduction to the literature of the 
fi eld. Some of the references will probably be specifi c to the article, but there 
will be others which are either seminal works in the area, or more general 
works of wider applicability. You will probably fi nd that at least some of the 
more general works are cited in different articles. In this way, you will begin 
to survey the fi eld of relevant literature for your subject. You can then search 
for other articles by the same authors, and some by authors mentioned in the 
lists of references. This is a rapid way of beginning to understand the back-
ground literature of your fi eld. It is not a particularly systematic way of going 
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about the task, but if time is at a premium, it is one worth considering. Having 
gained a fairly rapid idea of the nature of the background literature, you 
should begin to construct an understanding of the types of research topics 
which have been investigated. This should give you some ideas of how 
research in this area could be progressed, and how new topics could be 
identifi ed.

Another variant on this method of a rapid search is to start with an article 
by someone working in a particular fi eld, and then fi nd her or his CV on a 
university web site. Journal articles usually name the institutions in which the 
authors research or teach, and most universities maintain accessible databases 
of their staff, with lists of their research interests and publications. The CVs 
may also list the conferences people have attended and the papers they have 
delivered. There may also be available some full print copies of other articles 
they have written. In this way, you should be able to identify not only the 
range of scholarly work of an individual, but also the names of other academics 
with whom they work, through, for example, the identifi cation of joint-
authored publications.

Determine the key words in the subject area

The identifi cation of the key words of a research study is the fi rst essential step 
in identifying the relevant literature. Unless this is done in a careful, logical 
way, you will probably fail to identify some of the key areas of literature. To 
take a hypothetical example, we might consider a research dissertation enti-
tled ‘Social interaction in the multicultural classroom’. This research project 
could have the following possible aims:

• To analyze the role of religion in the multicultural classroom.
• To explore the signifi cance of mother-tongue communication in multicul-

tural education.
• To examine the factors which affect the integration of children in a 

multicultural environment.

From the title and aims, we can fairly easily identify some key terms. These 
might be:

• Interaction
• Multicultural classroom
• Religion
• Mother-tongue
• Communication
• Multicultural education
• Integration
• Multicultural environment

23800.indb   4123800.indb   41 20/12/11   10:19 AM20/12/11   10:19 AM

www.ztcprep.com



 

42 SUCCEEDING WITH YOUR LITERATURE REVIEW

The fi nal step is then to conduct searches using different search engines and 
databases, using the concepts from the title and aims, and the related list of 
concepts. This should then start to generate academic literature, and other 
source materials.

One of the most precise approaches to searching for terms and concepts is 
to use Boolean logic. This enables you to open up a search to a larger number 
of potential sources or to narrow it to only those sources which connect a 
specifi ed number of concepts. In order to widen a search, you can use the 
conjunction ‘or’. Therefore if you searched for ‘multiculturalism’ or ‘ethnicity’, 
then it would locate sources which mentioned only multiculturalism, or only 
ethnicity, or both concepts. A series of concepts could thus be linked together, 
to create a very broad search.

On the other hand, if you searched for ‘citizenship’ and ‘society’, this search 
would only retrieve those sources which mentioned both citizenship and 
society in the same article or reference. The conjunction ‘and’ thus narrows a 

Preparing a summary of key terms

Having extracted an approximate list of terms from the research title and 
aims, you need to reformulate the list so that similar terms are grouped 
together. The above list could then become:

• Multicultural classroom
• Multicultural education
• Multicultural environment

• Interaction
• Integration

• Communication
• Mother-tongue

• Religion

The next step is to think of concepts which are related to each of the above 
four groups. The fi rst group could include Multiculturalism, Ethnicity, 
Culture, Classroom environment, Classroom culture, Race, Multiracial educa-
tion, Ethnocentrism, Eurocentrism.

The second group could include Symbolic interactionism, Participation, 
Citizenship, Unity, Collaboration, Society and Representation.

The third group could include Language, Linguistics, Socio-linguistics, 
Psycho-linguistics, Conversation, Discourse, Grammar and Pronunciation.

The fourth group could include Faith, Belief System, World View, Theology, 
Divinity, Prayer, Ritual, Ceremony, Worship and Scripture.
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search considerably. Sometimes you may wish to search for a key idea, but 
related concepts keep intruding into your search, and widening it unneces-
sarily. In this case you can use the instruction ‘not’. Hence, if you wanted to 
search for references including the concept ‘ethnocentrism’ you might fi nd 
that a lot of sources referring simply to ethnicity kept intruding on your 
search. Therefore you could search for ‘ethnocentrism’ not ‘ethnicity’.

In a more complicated search, involving several different concepts, you 
can employ brackets to defi ne your search more precisely. The contents of 
brackets are typically dealt with fi rst by a search engine. Thus if you searched 
for ‘scripture’ not (‘ceremony’ or ‘worship’), this would fi rst of all locate 
anything which included the concepts ceremony or worship, and then 
remove those from any sources which mentioned ‘scripture’. This would then 
make your search for sources on scripture much more precise. You might use 
a search for this in a situation where you were researching the subject of scrip-
ture in religion, but did not want to concern yourself with situations where 
scripture was used in relation to ceremony or worship.

If you want to make a very broad initial search for a group of related 
concepts, then you can use the symbol * after a word. For example, if you 
search for ‘socio*’ you will obtain references for every term which begins with 
‘socio’ – a great many references indeed! These will include such terms as 
sociology, socio-cognitive, socioeconomics, socio-legal, socio-demographic, 
and socio-cultural, to mention only a few.

The age of the literature

When you are writing a literature review it is important to be as up-to-date as 
possible with your sources. Clearly, when you are writing a dissertation, the 
work has to end at a particular moment in time. You submit the dissertation 
on one day, and all those important research articles which are published the 
next day are inevitably not included in your dissertation! Nevertheless, there 
is a viewpoint that although your written review must end at a particular 
moment, the reviewing process continues. If you have an oral examination 
(or viva voce) for your dissertation, then there are advantages in continuing 
to monitor publications throughout the intervening period between submis-
sion and examination. Your examiners will be subject-specialists, and will be 
familiar with the current literature on the subject. They may even have written 
a good deal of it! It is therefore very wise to be as current as possible in 
your understanding of the literature, even after the submission of your 
dissertation.

A knowledge of the most recent literature in your subject area is very impor-
tant. However, in recent years there has been an enormous expansion in 
academic research publishing, particularly in terms of the proliferation of 
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academic journals, and the very large number of articles which are submitted 
to each journal. The number of research articles published by an academic is 
one of the major criteria used to judge their performance in their job, and this 
is one of the key factors infl uencing the number of articles produced. The 
worldwide expansion of higher education has also been another factor in 
the increase in the number of articles being written.

However, this expansion has also led to considerable time delays in the 
publishing of articles. The peer-review process can be time-consuming, and 
even when an article has been accepted by the editor of a journal, there may 
still be a waiting period until there is space in the journal to publish the article. 
This situation has led many academics to make their papers and articles avail-
able to the broader academic community, either in advance of submission to a 
journal, or at the same time it is submitted. They may place their article on 
their own institutional website, or as part of their CV. There are also databases 
which specialize in the archiving of ‘pre-published articles’, often known as 
‘pre-prints’ or sometimes simply as ‘e-prints’. One of the best known is an open 
access site maintained by Cornell University Library and known as arXiv 
(Cornell University 2011). This site tends to specialize in scientifi c disciplines 
and in quantitative fi nance and statistics. The advantage of pre-publishing 
is that it enables the academic community to continually familiarize itself with 
the latest thinking and developments in a fi eld, without being handicapped by 
the time-delays of the peer-review system. Whether or not you decide to 
include pre-prints within your literature review, an awareness of the latest ideas 
will certainly be a potential advantage in the dissertation viva examination.

The recency of references is an important factor in judging the quality of 
any academic writing, whether a literature review in a dissertation, or a 
journal article. When you are selecting articles for your review, you should 
certainly at least, check on the relative recency of the references used. Indeed, 
some scholarly journals make the recency of references a factor in deciding 
whether to pass on a submitted article to the peer review stage of the accept-
ance process. This is true, for example, of the Leadership and Organization 
Development Journal (Emerald Group 2011).

One form of literature which is likely to be up-to-date is the conference 
paper. Academics and researchers attend academic conferences in order to 
present their latest research to the academic community, to discuss their 
current research which is in progress, and to hear about the work of their 
colleagues. Many conferences publish the papers which have been delivered 
as ‘Conference Proceedings’. Some conferences are also sponsored by or asso-
ciated with academic journals, and after the conference a selection of papers 
is often published in the journal.

The normal pattern for having a paper accepted at a conference starts with 
the submission of an abstract of the proposed paper, between six to nine 
months before the conference date. The conference committee then selects 
the abstracts which seem most relevant to the conference, or perhaps those 
which seem most likely to generate interesting papers. The authors are then 
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asked to submit the full paper perhaps between three to fi ve months before the 
conference. The papers will then typically be submitted for peer review, often 
by two reviewers acting independently. On the basis of this process, papers 
will be accepted for the conference. It will often by the case, as with journal 
articles, that authors will be asked to make different degrees of amendments to 
their papers before the fi nal submission. It is evident from this sequence of 
events that conference papers are, fi rst of all, valid scholarly publications 
because of the review process, and, second, that they are normally relatively 
up-to-date. Hence if you are either able to attend conferences, or obtain a copy 
of a presented paper, then you can feel fairly confi dent of its currency. After 
the conference, the papers will be collated as ‘proceedings’ and usually depos-
ited electronically in an index such as Thomson Reuters ISI Index to Social 
Sciences and Humanities Proceedings (Thomson Reuters 2011a). From there 
they can be accessed by the worldwide academic community.

University repositories

University repositories are a normally open-access database of the research 
and publications output of an institution. The authors are usually the 
academic staff, researchers and students of the university. The repository 
movement has expanded very rapidly in recent years, facilitated by the ease 
with which documents, articles and theses can be archived electronically. 
Repositories provide an easily accessed and searchable source of articles and 
other research output. You can access a university repository via the univer-
sity web site, or by using one of a number of directories and organizations 
which list repositories on a worldwide basis. One of the best known is the 
Directory of Open Access Repositories (OpenDOAR) (University of Nottingham 
2010). Other organizations which support the open-access repository move-
ment include the Registry of Open Access Repositories (ROAR) (University of 
Southampton 2011), and the Scholarly Publication and Academic Resources 
Coalition (SPARC 2011) which is based in Washington, DC. ROAR provides 
up-to-date information on university repositories around the world, while 
SPARC is a network of academic libraries, and is dedicated to examining new 
strategies for making academic research widely available.

The repository movement is very much linked to the concept of the open 
availability and dissemination of research output, for the benefi t of the 
academic community in general. Besides research, different institutions place 
other kinds of information in their repositories, including a range of institu-
tional data and discussion papers, which might be of general interest. Archived 
material in repositories may include theses and dissertations, e-portfolios, 
academic articles, reports of research in progress and book chapters. A reposi-
tory enhances the image of an institution by providing a window through the 
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means of which a university can publicize the work of its staff and researchers. 
In addition, it provides a management tool whereby institutional managers 
can monitor the quality and range of the research output. As the research 
output is usually uploaded directly by the author, then there is every likeli-
hood that it will have been written fairly recently and, from the viewpoint of 
age, will be suffi ciently recent for your literature review.

The variety of material which may be saved in a repository will include:

• Experimental records
• Data sets
• Statistical records
• Monographs
• Books
• Chapters in books
• Journal articles
• Theses
• Diaries
• Autobiographical accounts
• Family history archives
• Institutional history archives
• Local history collections
• Patents
• Musical compositions
• Audio recordings
• Video recordings
• Conference proceedings
• Output of research societies or centres
• Specialized collections
• Proceedings of learned societies

Grey literature

There is a great deal of literature output which is not generated by publishers 
in the form of journals, magazines or books. Broadly speaking, all the literature 
which is produced which is not part of the mainstream, published market, may 
be categorized as grey literature. The following are just some of the different 
categories of grey literature, and this is defi nitely not an exhaustive list!

Types of grey literature

• Reports of various kinds. This may include business and company reports; 
reports on various technical and scientifi c matters; and internal organiza-
tional reports on the viability of projects.
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There are several online databases which attempt to classify and make avail-
able a large quantity of grey literature. The System for Information on Grey 
Literature in Europe (OpenSIGLE 2011) enables you to carry out searches for 
grey literature, while the Grey Literature Network Service (GreyNet 
International 2011) encourages analysis and research on grey literature.

In terms of research, grey literature has both advantages and disadvantages. 
Much of it is produced very quickly, and so is very directly connected with the 
thought processes of the person who has produced it. The writing may have a 
directness and immediacy which is to a certain extent lost in conventional 
literature. Since it may not have been subjected to a prolonged editing process, 
it may more closely represent the feelings of the writer. It may therefore be 
very useful for autobiographical or life history research. In this context we 
might think of diaries or transcripts of talks. In ethnographic research, where 
the purpose is to construct an account of social interaction and its context, 
many of the items of grey literature listed above might be useful as either data 
or for the literature review. This would depend upon the context of the ethno-
graphic research.

There are, however, lots of potential diffi culties with the use of grey litera-
ture in literature reviews. The documents may be undated, and the author of 
the documents may be unclear. Equally, the organization or individual who 
has physically produced the documents may be uncertain. All of this may 
make it rather problematic to cite the document in an orthodox way. As the 
origins of the document may not be known, it can be diffi cult to discern the 
reasons for producing it, and hence to appreciate the ideological content of 
the document. Equally it may be diffi cult to validate and verify the content of 
the document. All of these factors may make you hesitate before using grey 
literature in a literature review. However, it could be argued that it is better to 
take each case on its merits. If the particular document appears to shed some 
light on the research question, and to be connected with the history or 
content of the research, then it may be reasonable to include it. However, it 
would be wise with all grey literature to make sure you discuss its potential 

• Newsletters, magazines for internal organizational consumption, 
brochures, circulars, zines, internal organizational literature, and offi cial 
publications of various kinds.

• Working papers, discussion documents, plans for projects, proposal forms, 
and summaries of new initiatives.

• Agendas, minutes of meetings, conference papers, conference proceed-
ings, conference posters, and fact sheets.

• Course materials, lecture notes, transcripts of talks, interview transcripts, 
PowerPoint presentation slides, copies of emails, and diaries.

• Dissertations, theses, research notes, essays, student assignments, 
questionnaires, data collection instruments, and translations of texts.
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drawbacks and limitations at the time you cite it. This shows that you are 
aware of these potential diffi culties, and appreciate that it is necessary to be 
circumspect with this type of document.

Wikis, blogs and RSS

The opportunities for electronic communication are expanding at an expo-
nential rate. This affects all sectors of society, and academics have been as 
quick as most to realize the potential for their work. The increased access to 
knowledge and ideas has particularly affected research, and extended oppor-
tunities for research students to search for data and published research. 
Indeed, as the extent of research activity increases, and more and more 
research outputs are being made available, research students have to cope 
with an ever expanding volume of research to investigate for their thesis. 
This, in itself, poses new problems. Although we have more and more elec-
tronic tools to enable us to keep in touch with other researchers, and to track 
their research fi ndings, this is also creating previously unanticipated issues. 
One of these issues is that as more and more people become involved in 
research activity of various kinds, it is not easy for research students to be able 
to evaluate the quality of what they are reading. It is also not easy for you to 
assess whether the content of electronic sources is appropriate to include in a 
literature review.

Blogs are a popular form of communication, enabling people to express 
themselves on issues, add their opinions to a debate, comment on the views 
of others, ask questions, and to exchange information and ideas. Universities 
often support blogs in different subject areas, via their virtual learning envi-
ronments, to enable students to exchange ideas. Academics also often 
contribute postings to further the discussions. However, the diffi cult question 
is the extent to which you can feel that you can use such material in your 
dissertation and literature review.

Postings do vary enormously of course, in terms of length, detail, academic 
rigour and quality, and research content. Some may be brief, superfi cial 
comments, while others may be very carefully considered evaluations of an 
issue. Some comments may be posted by undergraduates, some by post-
doctoral researchers and some by professors. The sheer range and variation 
encountered on blogs make it rather diffi cult to decide whether something 
could legitimately be included in a dissertation.

Much depends of course on the subject of a research project. If, for example, 
you were conducting research on new forms of electronic learning and their 
viability and popularity, then it would be very likely that you would use 
examples of blogs as part of your data. You may also employ extracts from 
blogs in your literature review, depending probably on the academic status of 
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the person who made the posting, and on the level of analysis and discussion 
in the blog. It should be said here that in this fi eld of the use of new forms of 
electronic communication in research dissertations, we are in a rapidly 
changing area. The norms and conventions of research dissertations do not 
remain constant. They are forever evolving, and doctoral examiners refl ect 
the changes in the ways research is taught in universities. As universities 
incorporate more and more different types of electronic communication 
between students, between staff and students, and between academic staff 
themselves, these innovations will affect not only teaching styles, but 
approaches to assessment as well. It is diffi cult to pre-judge the ways in which 
this will affect research dissertations and the types of material which are 
considered to be legitimate. There is a growing body of research on electronic 
learning styles, and as such dissertations start to employ a diversity of different 
electronic sources to discuss and evaluate, it seems likely that this will affect 
research studies in other subjects.

If you want to use different types of electronic material in your literature 
review, and are unsure about the degree to which it would be accepted, then 
there are two main strategies you could adopt. The fi rst is to consult your super-
visors, and take their advice. The most important factor in deciding whether to 
use a particular form of electronic literature in a literature review, is whether 
you have an adequate justifi cation for its use. You should try to think out clearly 
the reasons for wanting to include a particular document or piece of 
text, and discuss these reasons with your supervisor. If you feel the justifi ca-
tions are adequate, then you need to articulate these in the dissertation 
for the sake of the external examiners. The other justifi cation strategy is to try 
to fi nd successful previous dissertations which have included the kind of 
electronic literature which you are proposing to use. You can then cite these 
dissertations as evidence that this type of approach has been considered legiti-
mate previously.

Many of the issues discussed above with regard to blogs also apply to the 
use of wikis within academic communities. Wikis are increasingly being used 
to enable students and researchers to work together on shared problems and 
questions, and to collaborate in terms of knowledge, research strategies, 
research literature and the design of projects. They enable communities of 
researchers to contribute to hyperlinked web pages, and to share ideas and 
expertise. There are issues about the editorial control of wikis to ensure the 
validity of the material, and this is a factor which should be taken into account 
before using such documents in a dissertation. There have traditionally been 
concerns within academic circles about the use of documents such as wikis, 
which enable multiple users to add content to a web page. However, as with 
most forms of electronic multimedia, practice in the academic world is 
changing very rapidly. Wikis are now being used to encourage students to 
work together on the same project, and lecturers are able to identify the 
elements added to the wiki by each student. This enables wikis to be used as 
part of an assessment system.
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The rapid expansion in the availability of research information is an enor-
mous asset, but at the same time it is very diffi cult for research students to fi nd 
the time to keep up to date with the increased output of articles, conference 
papers and books. This problem has led to the creation of various electronic 
mechanisms for sending people automatic messages when there is a new 
publication or development in their area of interest. Such current awareness 
services are a valuable means of saving time, as you do not need to keep 
visiting websites separately time and time again, just to check whether there 
has been a new publication or whether a new conference is being planned. At 
the same time, there may be many websites of which you are generally aware, 
but do not have the time to explore thoroughly. By setting up an alerting 
system, you can ensure that you receive news of new developments on 
websites which you may not have explored extensively.

There are a wide range of publications and organizations which provide 
different kinds of current alerting systems, and enable you to track new events 
and output. Academic journals normally will alert you to their table of 
contents for new issues, so that you can check whether an article of interest 
has been published. Conference organizers often have awareness mechanisms 
to let you know about the titles of papers which are to be delivered, or indeed 
to alert you to conferences which are planned in the future. Publishers also 
will inform you of new books in your research area, and any other develop-
ments which may be of interest.

One of the commonest systems for keeping up to date with developments 
is the use of RSS (Rich Site Summary) feeds. To receive these you need a RSS 
feed reader such as Bloglines® (2011). The number of feeds is expanding 
rapidly, and you can select the particular subject areas in which you are inter-
ested. Major research sites such as that of the European Commission (2011) 
have a large number of feeds to which you can subscribe. Despite the volume 
of material available through these alerting mechanisms, it is important to 
keep one issue in mind.

Common pitfall

It is perhaps wise to always remember that the ultimate purpose of 
searching for the very latest information is the production of an 
academic dissertation or a journal article. The literature search is not 
an end in itself! You do not receive your research degree, or get your 
article published on the basis of a sophisticated literature search, 
although that will no doubt help a good deal. With this enormous 
expansion in the access to information electronically, it is easy to be 
swept away into devoting far too much time to this. You will not gain 
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Using referencing and bibliographic software

As you are conducting your literature search, you will probably fi nd that one 
of the major issues is managing and organizing the considerable amount of 
information which you will accumulate. The crucial information to record are 
the details of the book or article, in order that you can compile your list of 
references at the end of your dissertation or essay. If you think you might 
want to include a quotation from a book or chapter, then you will also need 
to select the quotation, and type it into your records, along with the page 
number of the book. It is generally much better to do all this recording of 
information at the time you read the book, so that you have it ready when 
you are actually writing the dissertation. It is so easy to read a book, and think 
how useful it would be in the dissertation, and then to return it to the library, 
full of intentions to borrow it again when you are writing up your research. 
You may then fi nd that you have either forgotten the author, or that someone 
else has borrowed the book!

When you are reading a book for the fi rst time, it is often the case that you 
will spot interesting quotations for your dissertation. However, besides 
recording the actual extract and page number, it is worthwhile also making 
notes on the reason for selection, and the way in which that extract fi ts 
into the rest of the book from which it came. If you do not note down 

any specifi c credit for the number of electronic literature searches 
that you carry out; for the number of potential citations which you 
fi nd; for the number of possible quotations that you save in your data-
base; or the variety of different databases which you consult. The 
sheer range of information available makes it seem very attractive to 
keep carrying out more and more searches. However, it is not neces-
sarily profi table to acquire far more possible citations than you really 
need. That will only make the selection process more complex.

When your dissertation is fi nally evaluated, the quality of the 
literature review will be considered in the light of the citations 
included, not those which have been excluded! It will be determined 
by the level of analysis, the way complex ideas are integrated with the 
rest of the dissertation, and the way in which the relevant literature 
is sub-divided and then synthesized. When you are conducting 
your literature searches it would be best to remain focused at all 
times on the fi nal goal or target of these searches. Remember what 
you are trying to produce, and do not get too drawn into the actual 
search process.
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this information you may well fi nd that when you begin to write your litera-
ture review, you have forgotten the reasons for selecting the quotation. It may 
just seem like an isolated passage, and you will not be able to link it into the 
remainder of your argument. The only recourse will be to retrieve the original 
book from the library, and re-read the relevant section to get a 
sense of the argument and discussion. This will be time-consuming and 
frustrating.

So great is the quantity of information you will accumulate, that you will 
ideally need a carefully planned data management system to handle it. It is 
also desirable that as you begin to read and amass information, that you 
develop an on-going classifi cation system which refl ects the way in which 
you will structure the writing of your literature review. As argued earlier, it is 
in some ways a good idea to relate this structure to the aims of the disserta-
tion, so that the literature review is linked to other parts of the dissertation. 
Whatever structure you decide upon, you will need to accumulate your new 
references and additional notes in some kind of data storage system which 
works for you.

Probably the simplest storage system to use is to open a series of Word 
fi les for each section of your literature review, and to record references and 
quotations in those fi les. Although this may seem a little laborious, it 
does have one or two advantages. You control the input of information, and 
the accuracy and consistency of the reference presentation are entirely within 
your control. If you take care doing this, then you can feel confi dent that the 
fi nished product will be accurate. In addition, when you are recording unusual 
source material such as grey literature, you can adapt your system 
of recording as you feel necessary. There is therefore a sense of control 
over the entire process. On the other hand, research students and academics 
are increasingly using one of the referencing and bibliographic software 
packages to manage their data. There are a variety of these commercially 
available, although one of the most popular is EndNote® (Thomson 
Reuters 2011b).

EndNote enables you to search internet databases for references and 
source materials, and to import these to your collections of citations in 
EndNote. These collections of references are usually termed ‘libraries’ 
in EndNote. You can also add references manually to your lists. When you 
are writing your literature review you can add citations to your text from 
EndNote. In addition, you can select the type of format, such as the Harvard 
System, in which you prefer your references to be printed. Within the different 
lists of references, it is possible to sort the data in a wide range of different 
ways, in order to help you fi nd material in the future. It is also possible to 
add comments and notes to these lists to remind you of relevant additional 
information. However, as with most software packages, there are various 
protocols for entering data, and it is necessary, for example, to use the correct 
punctuation when entering references if these are later to appear in the form 
you wish.
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Library catalogues

Most students looking for materials will normally start with the library of 
their own institution. With the ease of on-line searching, this can then be 
extended to other academic library catalogues. There also exist various 
consortia of libraries and catalogues which are very useful for identifying 
source materials. The Copac® National, Academic and Specialist Library 
Catalogue (Copac® 2010) provides free access to the combined catalogues of 
a variety of institutions, including universities, specialist libraries and national 
collections. Members include the library of Trinity College Dublin, the British 
Library, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the National Portrait Gallery, and 
the National Libraries of Scotland and Wales. All of the institutions which are 
members of Copac® are listed on the website. The combined catalogue has in 

Good practice 

The advent of more and more specialized computer packages in the 
fi eld of social science research has brought immeasurable advan-
tages. However, there are also one or two issues of which one should 
be aware. An example is the use of statistical analysis packages, 
which have taken so much of the laborious calculation out of quanti-
tative data analysis. However, occasionally students treat such pack-
ages as if they can wave a magic wand to analyze their data! The 
data, however, will only be analyzed properly if the correct statistical 
procedure is selected, and if the data is entered in the package in the 
correct way. Finally, the emerging results need to be interpreted 
correctly. All of this requires a knowledge and understanding of 
statistics. In other words, although these packages save an enormous 
amount of time in terms of carrying out lengthy calculations, they do 
not remove the necessity to possess a sound understanding of statis-
tical procedure. It is a similar situation with spell checkers on 
computers. Although very useful in highlighting errors, one cannot 
assume that they will automatically correct all of them.

The same principle applies to the use of software packages when 
carrying out literature searches and managing bibliographical infor-
mation. The best approach is to regard such packages as removing a 
great deal of the labour from the process, but remembering that you 
should still check the output at all times, to ensure the form and 
content is as you would want it.

˛
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the region of 36 million entries. When you locate a document in which you 
are interested, it may be possible to gain access to it through the inter-library 
loans system.

Copac® remains a catalogue, and not a database or collection of articles 
and books. Although it may be possible in some cases to gain access to full-
text materials by following internet links, normally Copac® lists the titles 
and other relevant details of a publication, and notes also the source of 
that publication. You will normally need to use other methods to fi nd a 
copy of the publication. There are also materials available in a variety of 
languages. Copac® is based at and administered from the University of 
Manchester.

If you wish to actually use other academic libraries, then you can register 
via your own institutional library with SCONUL (2009), the Society of 
College, National and University Libraries. You will be issued with a card 
which will enable you to access other libraries. Members of SCONUL include 
all the university libraries of the UK and Ireland.

Another example of an integrated library catalogue is WorldCat®. This 
enables you to have access to a very large number of major academic libraries, 
including those of the University of Washington, the University of California, 
Berkeley, Cornell University and McGill University. Like Copac®, WorldCat is 
basically a very large integrated catalogue, which enables you to identify the 
location of academic materials. In some cases, you may be able to obtain full-
text versions, through electronic links. Typically, however, you will need to 
make enquiries at a library to which you have access or borrowing rights. You 
can also access WorldCat via your mobile phone, by inserting the url www.
worldcat.org/m/ into your browser. The British Library (2011a) is also a valu-
able source of reference material for researchers. It is a legal deposit library, 
and holds approximately 14 million books, nearly one million journals and 
newspapers, and three million audio recordings. The British Library Integrated 
Catalogue may be searched free of charge.

Dissertations are an extremely valuable source of information for research 
students, and can often be included in literature reviews. One of their most 
valuable uses is that they enable you to scrutinize a dissertation which has 
‘passed’ – which has been accepted as being of the correct standard. You gain 
an idea of the way in which a dissertation is structured, and the way in which 
the data is presented. You begin to appreciate the balance between the chap-
ters, and the way in which the writer combines new data and results with 
information from previous research studies. Formerly, successful dissertations 
were archived in university libraries as hard-bound paper copies. If you wanted 
to read a dissertation produced and archived at a different university to the 
one at which you were studying, then you had to borrow a copy through the 
inter-library loan system, and then consult it in your own library. The advent 
of electronic storage has considerably streamlined this system.

Initially, dissertations are stored electronically in the university repository 
at which the degree was awarded. They are usually also then stored 
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electronically on EthOS-Beta, the Electronic Theses Online Service (British 
Library 2011b). Not only does this database store recently produced disserta-
tions, which were produced electronically from the beginning, but EthOS is 
also in the process of arranging the scanning and storage of dissertations 
which were produced before the digital age. The system currently has over a 
quarter of a million dissertations for consultation, and in order to expand 
this, universities are being encouraged to require their research students to 
submit dissertations electronically. The system has revolutionized the availa-
bility of research dissertations, since students can now consult the full text of 
the dissertation at a considerable distance from the library at which it is 
stored. Previously, only one person at a time could study the dissertation, but 
now many people can read the dissertation simultaneously. It also means that 
expensive shelf space in libraries can be used for other materials.

There is one aspect, however, to the electronic storage and open access to 
research dissertations which has given rise to some potential concern. 
Research students often like to publish all or part of their dissertations. 
Sometimes this takes place in the form of journal articles prior to the comple-
tion of the full dissertation. This is often a great help on the occasion of the 
viva voce examination, since it helps to establish the credibility of the 
research. In addition, once the dissertation has been examined and (hope-
fully) passed, the student will often want to try to fi nd a publisher who is 
prepared to publish the entire dissertation. There are some publishers who 
specialize in this type of publication. However, the prior storage of the disser-
tation on an open access database such as EthOS may have a deleterious effect 
on the likelihood of publication. An investigation of this issue was conducted 
by Brown and Sadler (2010). The research suggested that there were some 
concerns about the system, both on the part of university staff and students, 
and also of some publishers. Supervisors in universities had some concerns 
that open access storage might affect publication. Some students shared this 
concern. In addition, there were some publishers who thought that it could 
possibly affect their decision to publish.

Journal indexes and abstracting databases

Google™Scholar (2011) is a popular method for searching the Web, in order 
to access a wide range of academic material such as scholarly journal articles, 
monographs and books, research theses and papers. It provides access to a 
very large number of academic journals, both from North America and 
Europe. It enables you to obtain information on the location of academic 
sources, and in some cases to download paper copies of articles and other 
materials. A valuable aspect of Google™Scholar is that it enables you to obtain 
data on the number of times an article has been cited, and also gives you 
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information on articles which are in some way connected to the article for 
which you have been searching.

There are available a considerable number of abstracting and indexing serv-
ices aimed at academics and research students. SciVerse® Scopus (Elsevier B.V. 
2011) provides bibliographic information and citations for academic articles 
from nearly 17,000 journals in the broad subject areas of the sciences and 
social sciences. This service will identify scholarly articles in approximately 
the same area as the article selected. It will also calculate the number of times 
an article has been cited in other scholarly publications. SciVerse® Scopus will 
also identify the names of other academics who are working in a particular 
fi eld. The scale of its database is considerable. The journals represented are 
drawn from approximately 5000 different academic journals; and approaching 
four million academic conference papers are stored in its archives.

The following organizations also provide indexing and abstracting services. 
The Social Sciences Citation Index® (Thomson Reuters 2011c) is part of the 
Web of Science® facility, and provides bibliographic and citation information 
from nearly 2500 academic journals in the area of the social sciences. Apart 
from facilitating the identifi cation of articles, and providing data on citation 
rates, it also enables the student to link together the processes of fi nding arti-
cles, writing a dissertation, and constructing a list of references. PsycINFO®, 
produced by the American Psychological Association (2011), is a database of 
literature on psychology, from the early part of the nineteenth century up to 
the contemporary period. It includes a range of bibliographic information, 
but does not include full text documents. Education Abstracts, produced by 
EBSCO (2011), collects data from nearly 700 journals in the broad area of 
educational studies. It is worth noting, however, in relation to bibliographic 
databases, that they generally concentrate on enabling you to identify articles 
and other data, but do not normally provide a wide range of full text material. 
To acquire this, you would need to use the academic library, or libraries, of 
which you are a member.

Key terms

Blog: a blog is a web-based diary, series of comments, or journal, often struc-
tured around a broad theme, to which contributors add ‘postings’.

Boolean logic: in this context a system of conducting an electronic search 
which enables you to broaden or narrow the subject of the search.

Grey literature: any document which is produced outside of the normal process 
of commercial publishers.

Pre-publishing: making available an article, usually in an open-access, elec-
tronic forum, in order to speed up accessibility to readers, when the normal 
publishing process may be rather time-consuming.
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Repository: an electronic database of theses and publications, often in a univer-
sity, which stores the research output of academics and researchers of that 
institution. The materials are often made available on an open-access basis.

RSS (Rich Site Summary): a means of receiving regular updates from websites of 
your choice, as they are amended.

Wiki: a wiki is a connected series of web pages whose content may be amended 
by a group of people working together.

Key questions

1 When you are selecting articles for your literature review, are more recently 
published articles going to be more desirable than older articles?

2 What effect do you think the trend towards pre-prints and e-prints will 
have on the choice of literature for a review?

3 What effect do you think the university repository movement may have on 
the ability of student researchers to get their research published?

Key reading
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How to select literature 
for inclusion

Summary • Learning outcomes • Criteria for inclusion • Which literature 
contributes most to the fi eld? • Methodology of the article • Writing style 
• Recency • Validity of arguments • Objectivity of approach • Is the 
author a noted scholar? • Key terms • Key questions • Key reading

Summary

There is often such a wealth of potential literature available for a literature 
review, that diffi cult choices have to be made about what to include and what 
to discard. This chapter examines some of the criteria which you can use to 
decide which articles or other pieces of writing to include in the review. It 
explores such issues as citation rates, peer review, the methodology of the 
article, and the recency of the publication. The chapter also analyses the way 
in which literature can fi t in with, and contribute to, the overall line of argu-
ment of a dissertation or piece of research writing.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:

• Identify a range of criteria which you can use for selecting literature for 
your dissertation.
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• Understand the ways in which academics tend to evaluate the quality of 
scholarly writing.

• Appreciate the types of qualitative and quantitative measures by which 
academics rate research writing.

Criteria for inclusion

It is very diffi cult to be absolutely prescriptive about something as complex 
as a literature review. Indeed, this also applies to the far wider task of 
researching and writing an entire research dissertation. It is not a mechanistic 
task which can be easily reduced to a few simple items on a checklist. Yet 
that is often what I am trying to do in this book! My readers would 
probably be very dissatisfi ed with me if I did not at least attempt to give 
some precise advice to help them. However, I simply wish to point out that 
the writing of a literature review is ultimately a creative activity into 
which the writer has an enormous input. There are many decisions to take, 
concerning which it is simply not possible to make precise judgements 
about in advance. Students often ask me very directed questions about 
whether a particular journal article is suitable for inclusion, or what type of 
literature they should discuss. I am sure that sometimes they are not 
very happy with my answer, as I talk round the subject and then may seem 
to sit on the fence and not give them precise advice. But what I am trying 
to do is to explain the various factors which need to be taken into account 
in taking a decision, and then try to steer the student towards making 
their own decision. I believe that this encourages you to become an 
autonomous thinker, who has confi dence in his or her own academic 
decisions.

It is also worth mentioning that academics in general are noteworthy for 
making up their own minds about things, and not simply going along with 
what may seem to be the accepted way of doing things. If we were to show a 
group of academics some journal articles and ask them for an opinion on 
which should be included and which excluded from a literature review, and 
for their reasons, I feel fairly confi dent that we would get different reasons 
from each academic. This is not a bad thing, but it simply means that you 
need to be aware that however you decide to approach your literature review, 
you need to be prepared to justify and explain your decisions. When ulti-
mately you have to defend these decisions in your dissertation viva, remember 
that there are many different ways you could have approached your writing, 
and the examiners simply wish to understand how you came to your deci-
sions. In this chapter, therefore, I will try to set out many of the different 
criteria it is possible to employ, when selecting literature for your review, but 
ultimately the choice will be yours.
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Do not select all the literature on a subject

It is very easy to be rather indiscriminate in selecting the literature for a 
review. When writing a dissertation, there are always time pressures of various 
kinds, and there is often a temptation to put any article which seems at all 
relevant into the literature review chapter. However, it is important to 
remember that there should be a strategy for the review, and that the strategy 
which you select is a refl ection of the particular approach which you take for 
the dissertation.

It is always advisable to take into account, at all times, the people who will 
read your literature review. A dissertation is in many ways an artistic and 
literary creation. Just as a novel, a poem, a play or even a painting, will be read 
or looked at by a wide variety of people, your dissertation will probably be 
read many times by a variety of people in the future. Of course, in the imme-
diate future there will be your supervisors, and then the examiners, but after 
that many others will read all or parts of your dissertation. It will be placed in 
a repository, and many future students will consult it to get ideas for their 
research, and to gain an understanding of how a dissertation should be struc-
tured if it is to meet the required standards.

You are therefore writing for all of these people, and it is important to keep 
them in mind. If the structure of your dissertation is easily understandable; if 
your arguments are logical and easy to follow, and if your readers can move 
easily from one part of a chapter to another, without losing your train of 
thought, then you will be likely to have written a good dissertation. In terms of 
the literature review, therefore, it should not be an amorphous mass of assorted 
literature and references, but from the fi rst paragraph, the reader should be able 
to easily follow the plan which you have developed. They should quickly appre-
ciate the way your mind was working, when you planned the review. In order 
that you can help your future readers, and make your overall strategy clear and 
transparent, you need in effect, to put signposts in your chapter, to make it clear 
to the reader, the logical direction in which your arguments will evolve.

Good practice 

When writing the review chapter, try to put linking sentences in the 
review, to indicate the structure to the reader. For example, at the 
beginning of the chapter you might write: The overall presentation of 
the literature in this chapter is sequential, with the oldest literature 
being treated fi rst, and the most recent literature last. This applies to 
each section of the chapter.

In a dissertation concerned with Knowledge and the Curriculum, 
you might continue to write: The fi rst section of this chapter will 

˛
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Your selection of literature will therefore need to be conditioned by the way 
in which you choose to present your arguments to your reader. You will select 
the types of literature which enable you to link together your arguments with 
the type of signposts indicated above. Ultimately there is no absolutely correct 
choice of literature. There may be one or two key publications, which, for 
various reasons, could scarcely be omitted, because of their commonly 
conceded importance to the fi eld. However, other than that, you yourself are 
creating a literary, academic work, and it is your decision on the selection of 
literature which really counts. It is, arguably, less the particular choices which 
matter, but the way in which you integrate them into an overall structure 
which matters. It is less the decisions you make which are particularly signifi -
cant, but the way in which you justify them.

Nature of the publishing source

While the author and the subject matter of a reference may be the prime 
factors in evaluating the relevance of a publication, the nature of the 
publishing source may also be a factor. There are several reasons for this. 
Publishers inevitably specialize in certain kinds of works, and hence develop 
a reputation in that area. Some publishers, for example, specialize in the 
publication of research monographs, which, while not attaining necessarily 
large circulations, will have a reputation for the nature of the research on 
which they are based. Other publishers specialize in different types of academic 
works, including the publication of a wide range of academic journals. While 
the nature of the publisher is not an absolute determining factor in the quality 
or intellectual content of a book or article, there a connection by implication. 
For example, if an edited book comes from a publishing house with a long 
tradition in publishing monographs based on thorough empirical research, 

examine briefl y some of the classical writers who have had an infl u-
ence upon the philosophy of the curriculum. In the second section, 
we will continue with an analysis of the so-called ‘sociology of knowl-
edge’ perspective, and the key thinkers who contributed to that 
approach.

In this way, the reader begins to appreciate the way in which your 
thinking is progressing. Towards the end of the review, you might add 
another signpost: Finally, we will now analyze the particular contribu-
tion made to the history of knowledge, by the French philosopher 
Michel Foucault.

These kind of signposts mean that the reader should ideally never 
be confused by the dissertation, and should be able to follow the 
literature review from one logical step to another.
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some of that history will attach itself to the book by implication and associa-
tion. Even though someone may never have read the book, they will still 
probably make assumptions about the quality of the research and writing, 
based upon similar books they may have read from the same publishing 
house. There is no logic or rationality to this, but nevertheless, we all do tend 
to make these kinds of assumptions. We cannot read everything which is 
published, and so we do tend to categorize material based on such factors as 
the publisher.

Nevertheless, there is a kind of rationality in this way of thinking. If a 
publisher tends to specialize in a certain type of academic output, whether 
textbooks, research monographs, or scholarly journals, they have staff who 
are experts in these fi elds, and also forms of thorough editorial control. They 
are therefore to a considerable extent, arbiters of academic quality, and 
students, researchers and academics have some justifi cation in considering 
the publisher, along with other factors, in deciding whether or not to select a 
book from the wide range available.

Now the publisher of a source will not be evident in the text of your disser-
tation, as you will normally only cite the author’s surname, year of publica-
tion, and perhaps the page number in your actual text. However, in the case 
of books it will be noted in the list of references at the end of the dissertation. 
It will not normally be noted for journals, although some more knowledge-
able readers will be aware of the publisher of an individual journal. Examiners 
will certainly look down the list of references at the end of a dissertation, and 
note the names of publishers. They will probably be aware of many of the 
publications and authors, but in some cases that will not be the case. Then 
they will inevitably be guided by the names of the author and of the publisher. 
If they do not know the name of the author of a particular publication, then 
the name of the publisher will infl uence their judgement. One might perhaps 
summarize this issue by suggesting that the names of publishers may not 
perhaps be a major factor in determining the quality of a dissertation, but 
nevertheless they do help to create something of the academic atmosphere of 
a piece of work.

Is the source peer-reviewed?

We have explored the system of peer review in relation to journal articles, 
although it is useful to refl ect upon the reasons for the development of this 
system of quality control in terms of academic writing. It is very diffi cult to 
make absolute judgements about the quality of academic writing, indeed 
perhaps of any kind of writing. Certainly, in the area of creative writing, there 
are many examples of novels and other books, which have not been thought 
very worthy initially, only later to become bestsellers. In terms of academic 
writing, it is possible to delineate certain criteria which are useful in forming 
judgements about academic quality, and we will examine these further in 
later chapters. However, it is in the application of criteria where academics 
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often tend to disagree. For example, in a qualitative research study, the 
researcher may have used a purposive sample of eight respondents. One 
academic may feel that this was an acceptable size of sample, while another 
may feel that it was too small. There is no absolute way in which to resolve 
such a dispute. In addition, this kind of genuine difference of opinion can be 
replicated with many other different aspects of a piece of research. In terms 
then of trying to decide what is an acceptable piece of work and what is not, 
we are left in an almost impossible situation. All we can do is to look for some 
kind of consensus. This is, in reality, the ultimate purpose of the peer-review 
system. We are not trying to achieve complete agreement between two or 
three reviewers. It would be very unlikely if we achieved this, and even if we 
did, we might well wonder whether we would be fully justifi ed in taking too 
much notice of it.

Hence, although we are not realistically expecting too much of the peer-
review system, it does achieve a number of important goals for us. First of all, 
the system ensures that several people have read a piece of research, and 
commented upon it. The very fact that this will happen to a piece of academic 
writing means that the writer will have done his or her utmost to achieve as 
high a quality piece of work as possible, as they will not want their work to 
be unduly criticized within the public domain. Second, the system of peer 
review should be able to create a situation where two or more reviewers 
achieve, if not complete agreement, at least a form of consensus about the 
quality or otherwise of the work. This consensus subsequently enables the 
writer to make amendments and improvements to the work. The process will 
often reveal to the writer some aspects of their work that they had not previ-
ously considered. Finally, there is the perhaps slightly philosophical advantage 
that the peer-review system places academic work in the public domain. 
Research cannot normally be hidden away from public scrutiny, and this 
tends to ensure that most research writing adheres to the accepted conven-
tions. Therefore, when we are selecting literature for a review, if we know 
that it has been peer-reviewed, we do at least know that the above quality 
checks will have been applied. It may not be a perfect piece of research, 
but we know that at least it has been subject to a reasonable degree of checking 
by informed peers.

The value of the peer-review process

Even though there may be no absolute way in which we can judge the quality 
of research, the peer-review process does provide a number of very valuable 
checks and balances upon published research.

When submitting the article to discussion and analysis by peer reviewers, 
the writer can often receive suggestions for improving the article. This will-
ingness to concede that improvements may not only be possible, but desir-
able, is a cornerstone of the peer-review process. It hopefully leads to a spirit 
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How often has the source been cited?

Increasingly, there are attempts within the academic world to evaluate the 
worth of research articles in an objective way. One of these ways has been to 
try to quantify the number of times an individual piece of research writing 
has been cited in other sources. The assumption is that the greater the 
frequency of citation, and particularly citation in journals with a strong 
academic reputation, then this is an indication of the quality of the article, or 
of the esteem in which the article and author are held. There are various ways 
in which it is possible to gain a measure of the citation frequency of an article, 
and we will look at these later. It is probably, however, unrealistic to assume 
that you will try to check the citation frequency of every journal article which 
you are anticipating using in your literature review. You will have so many 
different aspects of your research on your mind, as you write your disserta-
tion, that there will almost certainly not be the time to do this. Nevertheless, 
it is an increasingly important measure of research quality, and it is worth 
perhaps having some idea of it, in relation to at least some of the articles you 
cite or quote from.

However, it is worth noting that there are some diffi culties and possible 
inconsistencies with the whole approach. The entire ‘research industry’ is 
expanding very rapidly, and with it there is a large increase in the number of 
academic journals. An academic author therefore has a wider and wider choice 
of potential articles to draw from when selecting articles to cite in his or her 
writing. The probability that an individual article will be selected for citation 
is thus reduced. This remains the situation even given the expansion in the 
variety of different electronic search mechanisms which are available. In 
addition, your institutional library will simply not be able to take out 
subscriptions to all of the journals which ideally you would like to read. The 

of cooperation in the academic world, where scholars are happy to work 
together in the pursuance of higher standards of research and academic 
writing.

Importantly, the review process enables arguments and data analysis to be 
checked by other academics who are familiar with the fi eld and the method-
ology. Sometimes it could happen that the principles of the data analysis are 
perfectly correct, but the article contains errors in calculations or statistics. 
The review process often enables these to be corrected.

The review process also enhances public confi dence in the research 
process. In a world where research fi ndings are often used to support or 
justify policy decisions in different areas, it is important that the public is 
reassured about the research process. If fi ndings have clearly been subject to 
checking and verifi cation by impartial academics, then this should go some 
way to providing that confi dence in the process.
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increasing number of journals is an important factor here, as are the limita-
tions on library funds. As a student you can always request that your library 
takes out a subscription to a journal, but this may not always be possible. The 
advent of open access publishing may have an effect on citation rates. If 
articles are freely available, then other things being equal, it seems likely that 
they may have higher citation rates. There are, however, other factors 
operating here. Open access journals are fi nanced in a variety of different 
ways, for example. Although these are different to the fi nancing of conven-
tional journals, they may still have an effect on the likelihood of publication 
of an individual article, and hence its rate of citation.

There are a number of different measures which are used to estimate the 
quality of individual articles and journals, and also to judge the collected 
scholarly output of an academic. The H index (or Hirsch Index) relates to the 
output of an individual academic. It provides a measure of the overall output 
in terms of the quantity of research, research articles and research mono-
graphs; and also links this to an estimate of the extent to which this output 
has been publicly recognized within the academic community through the 
citation process. In terms of the latter, it incorporates a measure of the number 
of times each article has been cited in the publications of other scholars. The 
H index can be used to measure the academic output of a single researcher, or 
of a group of researchers working in the same fi eld. Inevitably, it can also 
be used to compare the output of different individuals. However, in this 
case, it only really has some validity if it is employed to compare individuals 
who are working in the same research fi eld.

A related measure, but one whose focus is upon the journal rather than the 
academic author, is the Journal Impact Factor. The impact factor provides 
an estimate of the signifi cance, status or importance of an academic journal, 
within a particular circumscribed academic fi eld. It is calculated based upon the 
number of times articles published in a journal are cited in other academic jour-
nals. There are various databases which compute impact factors, and from which 
they can easily be retrieved. Journal Citation Reports, published by Thomson 
Reuters, computes journal impact factors for all the journals which it monitors.

The Web of Knowledge™ (Thomson Reuters 2011d) generates a great deal 
of data on citations. It analyses over 20,000 academic journals and over 
100,000 academic conference proceedings. It provides access to the Arts and 
Humanities Citation Index, and the Social Sciences Citation Index.

Which literature contributes most to the fi eld?

In a sense there is no objective and precise answer to this question. You will 
need to establish your own line of reasoning and sequence of arguments 
for your dissertation, and then select the literature which best appears to 
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substantiate your arguments. Ideally, you should be able to justify each article 
and other research document which you include in your literature review. 
They should be there because they fi t in to the overall plan of your research 
report.

However, it is possible to justify the inclusion of an article in a more objec-
tive manner. Some databases publish a variety of forms of statistics which 
enable you to make quantitatively informed decisions about the relevance or 
importance of research articles. The Social Science Research Network (Social 
Science Electronic Publishing 2011) consists of a number of different inte-
grated networks and databases in the social sciences, whose purpose is to 
encourage the fastest possible spread of new research fi ndings and results. The 
network has an electronic library consisting of nearly 350,000 abstracts of 
articles, and nearly 300,000 articles and documents, which can largely be 
downloaded. Interestingly, the Social Science Research Network maintains a 
list of the articles which have most frequently been downloaded from the 
journals indexed by the research network. This provides you with a measur-
able justifi cation for selecting a certain article for inclusion. Other databases 
provide useful information which can be used to evaluate articles. Zetoc 
(University of Manchester, 2011), for example, enables you to search the 
Tables of Contents of about 20,000 academic journals, and about 16,000 
conference proceedings at the British Library.

Methodology of the article

It is certainly not necessary that the articles which you select for your litera-
ture review should have the same methodological approach. This would prob-
ably be too restrictive for you, and would unnecessarily limit the number of 
articles which you could realistically use. However, when you read the articles 
you are considering for inclusion, you will certainly devote time to evaluating 
the methodology, and this will become one of the factors in deciding whether 
or not to include it. In some circumstances, the methodology of the article 
may be a crucial factor in your decision-making.

As a general rule in writing about research, it is very useful to be able to cite 
articles which have employed a methodology similar to yours. This is not to 
say that your research design should be exactly based upon that in another 
piece of research, but that the broad themes are similar. One of the reasons for 
this is that it acts as a form of justifi cation for what you have done. Let us say, 
for example, that you are employing interview research as your basic research 
design, and decide to use a stratifi ed random sampling technique in order to 
select university students to interview. This technique is usually employed 
where you wish to ensure that the overall features of, say, the university 
student population are represented in proportion in the fi nal choice of a 
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sample. In order to justify and illustrate this approach you might reasonably 
set out to fi nd other examples of research which have adopted this approach. 
Such research articles could help your dissertation in a variety of ways. They 
might raise questions about research procedure and ethics, which you could 
use as the starting point for a discussion about aspects of your own research. 
They could also discuss the reasons for selecting the particular sampling 
procedure, which would help you in evaluating the success or otherwise of 
your decisions about research design. Overall, then, it may be very useful to 
have at least some articles for inclusion which have adopted a similar meth-
odological approach to your own research.

To take a contrary view for the moment, there is also an argument for 
selecting articles which have investigated a similar topic to your own research, 
but have adopted a variety of different research designs and methodologies. 
The reason for this is that they can shed a different light upon the topic, and 
examine different facets of the same type of research question. They can thus 
provide you with opportunities to compare and contrast your own research 
with other possible approaches. This can help you in the process of articu-
lating the reasons for adopting your particular approach.

Other circumstances where the methodology of an article can be important 
is in a situation where you might have chosen a research design which is 
rather unusual. It may be a perfectly acceptable research design, but it may 
simply be less frequently employed. One example may be the use of life 
history research as a methodology. It would be perfectly possible to construct 
a dissertation, even at doctoral level, around a study of the life histories of a 
very small number of respondents, or even of simply one respondent. This 
approach can lead to a very interesting dissertation, with extremely detailed 
and rich data. However, one of the diffi culties with such research, is that it is 
not necessarily very easy to generalize from the data. It can be diffi cult to 
establish an argument that the fi ndings from the extremely small sample have 
a wider applicability to other people and other contexts. On the one hand, 
you might wish to try to make out a case that the particular respondent or 
respondents chosen are typical of others in the same profession or same social 
situation. This would perhaps better enable you to generalize more widely 
from your fi ndings. On the other hand, you might want to argue that your 
respondent represents an extreme or unusual case, which can illustrate specifi c 
features of their social context, by virtue of the very fact that they are unusual 
in some way.

Other examples of methodologies which might be considered a little unusual 
would be ethnomethodology and some aspects of phenomenological research. 
These are perfectly legitimate approaches to certain research questions, but it 
might be very useful to support their choice, by reference to a range of 
literature which has adopted the same approach. It is also worth bearing in 
mind that a body of supporting literature can be very useful in convincing an 
external examiner that you have approached questions of methodology in a 
systematic and logical way. In a perfect world, external examiners for research 
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dissertations would be familiar with every aspect of the dissertation, including 
the subject matter and the methodology adopted. However, this may not be 
the situation in every case. External examiners may be appointed primarily 
because of their academic background in the subject matter of the research. 
While no doubt being aware of the methodological approach, they may not be 
totally familiar with it, if it were a particularly unusual approach. In such a 
situation, it would no doubt strengthen your case considerably, if you could 
point to a body of literature which had employed this approach.

Comparing the research methodologies of two articles

This is an exercise which you may need to conduct on several occasions in 
your literature review. In order to make an effective comparison, it is perhaps 
easier to compare two articles which involve research on broadly the same 
topic. It is also easier to compare them if the methodologies are roughly 
within the same perspective; that is, they are both within an interpretive 
perspective or a positivist perspective. If not, then there may be some confu-
sion because of the different expectations and norms with regard to, say, 
sample size, and sampling strategy.

It is usual, for example, for there to be a smaller sample in interpretive 
research than in survey research. In comparing them, one could not really say 
a great deal about the different sample sizes, only perhaps discuss the appro-
priateness of the sample size to the respective research design. On the other 
hand, there may be more to discuss, if you were analyzing the sample sizes 
in two pieces of interpretive research.

Finally, there is a school of thought among supervisors of dissertations that it 
is generally a safer option to select a methodology which has been fairly 
widely employed. Not only is it easier in this case to fi nd journal articles 
which in terms of methodology are closely connected with your research, but 
also it is perhaps easier to justify the research design with the examiners of the 
dissertation. They are more likely to be familiar with your approach, and 
hence there will usually be less need for justifi cation.

Writing style

The writing style of academic articles and reports of research is fairly 
consistent and complies generally with the accepted norms of the genre. If 
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the arguments and conclusions of an article are to be clearly understood, 
then it needs to be written in a fairly formal, precise style. In addition, 
however, the article would not be published, and hence would not come to 
the attention of the research community, unless it was written in an accepted 
style.

Having said this, however, there are still considerable variations in the 
writing found in academic articles. Some can be fairly convoluted and 
complex, using many long words and specialist terms. On the other hand, 
some authors manage to employ a simpler, more straightforward style. There 
are also some differences of style in academic journal articles which relate to 
the methodology employed. Some research perspectives such as action 
research and phenomenology may, for example, develop a slightly different 
style of writing. However, in general, articles published in academic journals 
comply with a fairly consistent academic style.

However, it is in grey literature and on some websites that we fi nd writing 
styles which differ somewhat from the norm. Some websites may employ 
slightly more informal or colloquial linguistic styles, because they have a 
target audience which is looking for a more populist presentation style. In 
addition, some websites may be attempting to disseminate a message which is 
essentially ideological in nature, and therefore may employ value-laden 
language. Finally, some aspects of grey literature may employ informal 
language for magazines or pamphlets. Ultimately you will need to decide for 
yourself, whether the style of a piece of literature is too informal, or deviates 
too much from the norm, to be included in your review. It may be that 
informality of style is not on its own a necessary condition for excluding a 
piece of literature, since the content of the article may be particularly 
signifi cant.

Common pitfall

One of the features of good academic writing is that when consid-
ering an issue, it tends to examine at least two different viewpoints 
on the question. Consequently, a fairly balanced picture begins to 
emerge. When you are writing your literature review, this enables you 
to weigh up different features of the question, and produce a fair and 
even-handed analysis.

However, some websites are more concerned with getting you to 
believe their ideas, than with opening up a balanced debate. Therefore 
you need to be especially careful with websites which appear to just 
present one perspective on something, rather than several different 
points of view.
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Recency

It is a commonly held belief that in academic writing, the more recent the 
references the better. The assumption is that for a good literature review, most 
of the references should have been published within the last few years. 
However, we ought to submit this assumption to critical scrutiny. Why is it 
that we assume more recent is best?

First of all, this assumption might have something to do with the enormous 
expansion in research activity in recent years. Social science research has 
become a kind of industry in its own right. We do tend to believe that there 
is a gradual progression of knowledge. As the centuries have passed, we feel 
that we have become more knowledgeable and also wiser. We feel that this is 
partly linked to the growth in research activity, and the overall expansion of 
knowledge to which the human species has access. We assume that more 
knowledge leads to more wisdom, and a more intelligent approach to 
organizing our lives and also the world. More research does perhaps lead to 
more knowledge; but whether that additional knowledge leads to wiser 
understanding of the world is another question. There is also a danger that 
the expansion of research also brings with it a certain repetition. Since 
research output is closely linked to the career progression of academics, there 
is a great motivation to publish more and more articles in more and more 
journals. It could be argued that this results to some extent in a reworking of 
old themes. It would be too presumptive to suggest that the overall standard 
of academic articles has fallen with the exponential growth of academic 
publications in recent years. However, it might also be rash to presume that 
the more recent articles are necessarily better, or have more profound insights 
than those published 20 or 30 years ago. We need to have more precise and 
insightful criteria to judge articles and research than simply the recency of the 
article.

There is also another dimension to the recency or age of research articles. 
The general approach to social science research and in particular, to research 
methodology, to some extent goes in cycles. For example, in the 1960s, there 
was a greater preponderance of positivistic, quantitative studies in education. 
This approach was gradually replaced with a growing emphasis upon interpre-
tive and qualitative studies. Certainly qualitative studies are more fashionable 
now than they used to be in the 1960s. Therefore, an exclusive focus upon 
only the most recent articles in a particular area of educational or social 
science research, would almost inevitably lead to a certain bias in terms of 
methodology. This is not to say that recency is not a valuable criterion to 
use in terms of selecting articles, but it would probably be unwise to give it 
excessive importance.
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Validity of arguments

When you select an article to include in your literature review, it will already 
have been through a number of quality controls which should to some extent 
reassure you of its worth. If it was published in a reputable academic journal, 
then you know that it will have been peer-reviewed, and proofread. The editor 
of the journal will also have read it. If it has been joint authored, then at least 
two colleagues are in accord with the general arguments of the article. You can 
also examine the institutions from which the authors of the article, and also 
the editorial board members, come, as an indicator of quality.

Nevertheless, you should also read articles yourself, in order to feel satisfi ed 
that the arguments are well expressed and are valid. You should also verify 
that the general tone of the discussion in the article, and of the arguments, fi ts 
well with the overall trend of your dissertation, and of the contribution to 
knowledge which you are seeking to make.

There is another way in which you can reassure yourself about the quality 
of an article, and indeed about the validity of the arguments which it 
contains. This is whether the article has been obtained from a database which 
has strict quality standards in terms of archiving a particular journal or 
article. ERIC, the Education Resources Information Center (Institute of 
Education Sciences 2011), is such a database. ERIC is a very large database, 
containing a wide range of research materials, and other education literature. 
It indexes over one thousand education-related journals, and nearly one 
million journal articles. It also indexes just over half-a-million items which 
are not derived from journals. Of the journals which are indexed on ERIC’s 
records, most are serious academic journals which are peer-reviewed. ERIC 
has comprehensive selection criteria, particularly in relation to journals 
which are indexed. When accepting a journal for indexing, ERIC considers 
such issues as the rejection rate of the journal, the review procedures and 
the composition of the editorial board. If you therefore decide to access an 
article from a journal indexed by such a body, then this provides an 
additional level of quality screening, and further evidence of methodological 
validity.

Objectivity of approach

Whenever any researcher or academic writes a research article, their writing 
will almost inevitably be infl uenced by many factors other than the attempt 
to present a balanced, objective approach. Every one of us who works in the 
fi eld of academic work or research has had a different education. Even if two 
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people have attended the same school and university, and even if they have 
studied exactly the same subjects with exactly the same teachers (all of which 
is very unlikely), they would still have had a very different educational 
experience. They would each have gained very different things from their 
education. They would have consulted different books when writing their 
assignments, and would have worked harder at some parts of their courses 
than at others. But the most important difference would have derived from 
the way in which they interacted with what they were taught. As they each 
had different personalities and intellects, they would have interpreted what 
they were taught in very different ways. They would have gained different 
things from their teaching, and in their own minds would have placed more 
emphasis on some aspects of their courses than on others. At the end of the 
day, they would have developed subtly different world views. As adults, they 
would look at the world in a slightly different way. We could say that they had 
developed a different ideological perspective. In many cases the ideological 
differences between people may be very minor. In other cases, a person may, 
as a result of their education or upbringing, develop a distinctive political or 
religious viewpoint, which they come to hold unshakeably. If they are a 
lecturer, they may develop a particular philosophy of education, which they 
hold so strongly, that they would not normally be dissuaded from it. We could 
say that all of these different viewpoints represent the different ideological 
positions held by people.

Within this kind of analysis it is very diffi cult, if not impossible, for someone 
to be absolutely objective when they are discussing a research article, or 
deciding whether to include it in a literature review. Although we may try to 
be objective, fair and balanced, we are implicitly or explicitly approaching 
the decision from our own particular academic perspective or ideology. It 
is very diffi cult to avoid this accumulated effect of our education and 
upbringing.

This is not to say that objectivity should not remain a goal in academic 
research and writing, but merely that we should recognize that, depending 
perhaps upon our particular philosophical position about these issues, it may 
remain an unattainable goal. When we are deciding therefore whether to 
include material in our literature review, we should try to refl ect as carefully 
as possible upon the reasons for our decisions. We should try to be self-refl ec-
tive, and to analyze as precisely as possible our thought processes. It is then 
important to do our best to commit these to writing, and to enable the reader 
to appreciate the nature of our analytic processes.

Within this perspective, therefore, we could argue that objectivity is not 
truly possible, if we mean by that a completely dispassionate logical process. 
However, we can also think of objectivity as a process whereby we try to make 
visible to the world, our thought process. Objectivity then becomes a kind of 
transparency of thought, whereby we are open and honest about the way we 
reach our decisions, yet accepting that we may be infl uenced by a variety of 
factors.
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Is the author a noted scholar?

We mentioned earlier the use of citation frequency as one method for selecting 
an article for inclusion, and of implicitly forming a judgement about the 
author of an article. Most writers will try to cite at least some authors whom 
they regard as being leading fi gures in their fi eld, and there are a variety of 
ways in which you might form such a judgement. As a student you will often 
be guided initially by authors mentioned by your lecturers or supervisors. You 
will look at reading lists which you are given, and search out books and 
articles by academics who are mentioned during tutorials. This should 
provide you with an initial familiarization with some of the key writers. By 
looking at the lists of references in their articles, you will locate other authors, 
and probably fi nd that they often cite each other in their writing.

This is probably inevitable, as academics do tend to work in networks. They 
will meet at conferences, book launches and other events. They will also work 
together collaboratively on research proposals to attract funding for their 
institutions. The teams who work on such projects normally come from 
different universities, and are often international in nature. As they work 
together in these different ways, they will become aware of each other’s work, 
and this will often be refl ected in the citations in their articles. At conferences, 
academics will listen to accounts of current research, and this will sometimes 
later be mentioned in their own articles.

As you start to read widely in a particular subject area, you will fi nd that 
the names of certain authors occur more and more. You will begin to under-
stand the way in which these networks of academics are operating. You will 
see the names of scholars with whom you are familiar in the lists of editorial 
board members of journals, for example. It will not take you too long 
to begin to recognize the academics who are key names in the fi eld you are 
researching. Many academic articles are also often written jointly by two or 
more academics, and in their lists of references you will fi nd articles which 
have thus been jointly selected, and are presumably held in some esteem by 
the authors collectively. Overall then, although these may be to some 
extent relatively subjective ways of determining the key fi gures in a fi eld, 
they do enable you to begin to map the connections between some of the 
leading writers. As you then begin to consider your own selection process, 
you can apply a range of other criteria in deciding who to include in your 
dissertation.

Criteria for selecting literature for inclusion

The following criteria could be useful when deciding whether or not to include 
an article in your literature review:
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Key terms

H-index: a measure of the scholarly output of an individual academic in terms 
of both the number of articles published, and the number of citations 
received by each article.

Journal Impact Factor: a measure of the academic status of a journal based on 
the number of citations received by articles published in that journal.

Key questions

1 What are the main functions of the peer-review process?
2 What are the main factors causing an increased number of journal articles 

to be published?
3 What are some of the consequences of open access publishing?

Key reading

Caro, S. (2009) How to Publish Your PhD: A Practical Guide for the Humanities and Social 
Sciences. London: Sage.

Kitchin, R. and Fuller, D. (2005) The Academic’s Guide to Publishing. London: Sage.
Mounsey, C. (2002) One Step Ahead: Essays and Dissertations. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press.
Parrott, L. (1998) How to Write Psychology Papers, 2nd edn. Harlow: Longman.
Pears, R. and Shields, G. (2010) Cite Them Right: The Essential Referencing Guide, 8th edn. 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

• the nature of the journal publishing the article;
• the peer-review process to which the article was submitted;
• the number of times the article has been cited;
• the way in which the research design and methodology are discussed in 

the article;
• the date the article was published;
• the quality of the academic writing;
• the reputation of the author(s).
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Summary

A good literature review does not simply choose literature, divide it into 
sections and then describe it. It does all these things, but much more besides. 
It analyses each piece of research literature, examining its strengths and weak-
nesses, and considers the validity of its fi ndings. In particular, it discusses the 
appropriateness of the methodology selected. The review also compares and 
contrasts articles, seeking points of similarity and difference. It also combines 
ideas from several articles, looking for ways in which the collected ideas can 
be used to create fresh insights. This chapter explores some of the ways 
in which these processes can be carried out, to generate an account which 
illuminates the research for which the literature review has been written.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:
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• List the different analytic processes used to discuss the literature in a review.
• Describe the different elements of a research article, which you would 

subject to analysis.
• Be able to put into practice the various analytic processes discussed in the 

chapter.

Checklist of criteria

The literature review is one of the most deceptively complex of the various 
activities involved in writing a dissertation. For many students it is an oppor-
tunity, fi rst and foremost, to gather together a large number of references, and 
show that he or she has read very widely. This is followed by selecting a large 
number of fairly long quotations, and then briefl y discussing those quota-
tions. A good literature review is, however, much more complex than this, 
and it is the aim of this chapter to help you understand and practise some of 
the techniques which will enable you to create a good review. Let us begin by 
listing and discussing briefl y, some of these thought processes. We will then 
examine them in more detail later in the chapter.

Methodology

It is possible to consider a single research topic, and then to look at it from a 
variety of different perspectives. Each perspective will shed a different light 
upon the issue, revealing perhaps a different point of view. These perspectives 
will often be methodological in character. A survey, for example, will usually 
tell us about the broad themes of a research question, but will not go into any 
great depth with a research question. Unstructured interviews, on the one 
hand, will normally provide a great deal of very rich data, which will go into 
considerable detail on a few aspects of the question. On the other hand, they 
will not provide the broad picture. By grouping articles according to method-
ology, you can hence gain a variety of viewpoints on the research issue.

Good practice 

A research issue or problem is seldom simple and straightforward. 
There are usually many different aspects to it. The only way to under-
stand these different facets is to adopt a range of different research 

˛
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Content

The subject matter or content of an article is perhaps the logical way in 
which literature can be categorized. You will need to be fl exible, however, 
in the literature which you accept for your review. You may not be able to 
locate exactly the type of literature you want, in terms of subject matter. 
It may be necessary to categorize articles in slightly different ways to those 
which you anticipated when you fi rst started the dissertation. Nevertheless, 
we do not live in an ideal world, and your plans will need to be driven, to 
some extent, by the nature and content of the literature which you 
uncover. What is important, however, is that you have a structure to your 
review, even though it may not be the structure which you had initially 
anticipated.

Controversies

There are arguments, disagreements and differences of opinion in most areas 
of academic life. This is not necessarily a bad thing at all, but indicates a 
healthy sense of debate, which at its best can advance the knowledge and 
understanding which we have about a certain subject. Imagine if everyone 
agreed about the most eco-friendly way to generate electricity, or the most 
effective way to cure a patient, or on the best economic policy for the country! 
Not only would life be very boring, but there would not be that intense discus-
sion, which encourages us to re-evaluate our own ideas. It is through that 
re-assessment of our thinking, that we can make academic progress. 
Controversies also prompt research. One long-standing debate in psychology 
is known commonly as the ‘nature–nurture’ debate. In other words, are we 
infl uenced more by our genetic inheritance or by the way we have been 
brought up? This controversy alone has initiated a great many research 
studies, trying to resolve a fundamental question of human development. 
When you are reading your literature try to identify differences of opinion, 
and then refl ect upon the ways in which your own research might fi t in to 
these discussions, and indeed help to resolve them.

methods. Data collection and analysis methods are different, because 
they are each designed to address different types of issues. Some 
look deeply at a question, and some are designed to skim over the 
surface looking for broad trends. It is good practice to seek out litera-
ture which fulfi ls each of these different approaches, and then you 
can be more confi dent that you have explored as many dimensions of 
the issue as possible.
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Summarizing

If you consider that a literature review chapter for a doctorate may easily 
include several hundred individual citations, and that each article (leaving 
books on one side) may be of about 8000 words, it is easy to see that you will 
have an enormous amount of information to organize and control. The only 
way that you will realistically be able to cope with this is if you can, to some 
extent, summarize the information, and make it more manageable. There are 
various ways in which you can approach the writing of a synopsis or précis. 
One of them is to consider each paragraph in the original, and summarize it 
in a single sentence. Even that would probably leave you with too much infor-
mation, and therefore you might need to consider a larger section of the orig-
inal, and then summarize that. It may even be necessary to allow yourself 
only two or three sentences per article, and reduce each citation to just several 
lines. You will also need to have a coding mechanism to link your synopsis 
back to the original. At any rate, by doing this you should be in a position to 
categorize your literature into meaningful sections.

Synthesizing

When you begin a detailed reading of the literature you have selected, you may 
well recognize features that articles or books have in common. Indeed, although 
they may be different in terms of methodology, the broad approaches used 
may enable them to be linked together in a meaningful way. For example, you 
may identify some articles which use a life history approach; others which 
describe themselves as oral history; while others adopt the label biographical 
research. In terms of methodology, there may in fact only be rather slight 
differences between them, and it may be useful to link them together, exploring 
the aspects that this approach to research have in common. For example, this 

Common pitfall

As a general rule, try not to seek out absolute truths in research. You 
are unlikely to fi nd them, and if you think you have done so, you are 
likely to be mistaken! This tends to apply when you are carrying out 
research, and also when you are analyzing research literature. In 
social science research it is much better to maintain a slight feeling 
of scepticism and uncertainty. When you think you can safely draw a 
defi nite conclusion, try immediately to think of an exception which 
will make you much less certain. This will tend to lead to more 
balanced and objective conclusions.
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type of person-centred, historical research often tries to synthesize the lives of 
individuals, with the broader trends taking place in society during their life-
times. Synthesis of this kind can be a very useful strategy in literature analysis.

Analyzing

Equally, it may often be possible to sub-divide an article or research report in 
terms of its subject matter or methodology. Let us suppose, for example, that a 
research study employed an ethnographic approach. Such a methodology 
might employ a variety of data collection measures including interviews, fi eld 
diaries and participant observation. By dissecting those aspects of the study 
which used one of these approaches, it might be possible to link the article 
with another using the same methodology. In other words, you do not have to 
consider an article just as it is presented, but you can analyze it into its constit-
uent parts, or perhaps identify elements which you consider important. You 
can then use these elements to develop connections with other articles.

Themes

There are many different social themes which may emerge in an article. 
Although an article may be focused on a substantive topic such as school 
management, and may have a specifi c data collection strategy such as focus 
groups, there may be other aspects which are important to the research. For 
example, gender may emerge as a theme, in the context of the relative 
numbers of male and female head teachers; ethnicity may be a theme in terms 
of the ethnic background of head teachers in racially-mixed schools; and age 
may be a theme in the context of the average age of applicants for headships. 
In other words, one can raise questions about a research report which go 
beyond the key issues which might be discussed in the abstract.

Evaluating

It is very important when you read a published journal article, that you adopt 
a critical frame of mind. By that I do not mean that you are necessarily looking 
for things to ‘criticize’. What you should try to do, however, is to cultivate a 
sceptical attitude about all the propositions and assertions in the article. For 
example, if the writer claims that the sample size of 20 is appropriate to this 
research method and research design, you should ask yourself whether you are 
convinced about this. Has the writer presented suffi cient evidence and argu-
ment to support this contention? When the writer presents the quotations 
from the data for analysis, you could ask yourself whether the grounds for the 
selection of quotations is made clear. Why were these quotations selected and 
not others from the transcripts? What criteria were used? Is the selection process 
discussed in the article? Is it acknowledged that there was a selection procedure 
to choose the data for inclusion in the article? It is therefore not a matter of 
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disbelieving the author, but of asking oneself questions about the procedures 
and thought processes used in planning and conducting the research. Such a 
‘critical’ frame of mind is part of the process of evaluating research reports.

Comparing different views on a subject

It is no bad thing for one academic to disagree with another. Providing it is based 
upon an honest and rational assessment of the issue, it is perfectly reasonable to 
have a difference of opinion. Disagreements on an academic issue may never be 
resolved in reality, simply because there does not exist suffi cient evidence to 
weigh up, in order to come to a decisive conclusion. Even if there is considerable 
further data, it may not be of such a nature as to decisively sway the argument 
one way or another. Where those disputing an issue address that issue using 
calm, logical reasoning, it can lead to a much better understanding of the issue.

Sometimes, however, people try to support their view by drawing in 
apparent support from other people. They may argue that ‘my idea must be 
true because person X or organization Y believe it to be true’ (where X and Y 
are commonly supposed to be experts in the matter). This kind of argument 
may to some extent support the original proposition, but it does not improve 
the argument, and certainly not prove it to be true. What is needed is fresh, 
additional evidence. When reading articles, therefore, rather than being 
swayed by one particular argument, look at a range of contrasting views, and 
try to decide which you prefer on purely rational grounds.

Taking notes

Throughout the different processes in this checklist, it is very useful to compile 
notes as your ideas develop. As you synthesize ideas in two or more articles, or 
cast a critical, evaluative eye over them, you need to maintain succinct, but 
accurate notes on your thoughts. These notes will become crucial when you 
fi nally start to do the actual writing. Everyone has their own system for taking 
notes, but however you compile them, you should try to combine the proc-
esses of reading, followed by analysis and refl ection, note taking and then 
more reading. If you feel that you need a strategy for note taking, then the 
Mind Map® approach (see Buzan 2010) may be useful.

Criteria

Methodology as a criterion

A useful means of fi nding literature which adopts the same methodological 
approach is to consult the professional association which specializes in that 
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particular methodology or research orientation. For example, sociologists and 
psychologists have their own professional associations, and these organiza-
tions often act as a channel for new research in those areas. Very often too, 
they sponsor or publish academic journals which specialize in certain areas of, 
say, sociological or psychological research. The Action Learning and Action 
Research Association (ALARA 2010) is an example of an association with a 
very precise remit. It exists to support and advocate the use of action learning 
and action research. It tries to encourage the key principles of action research, 
that is a collaborative approach to try to resolve issues at a local level, in the 
workplace, organizations and educational institutions. Members of ALARA 
come from a variety of contexts, but are all broadly interested in the capacity 
of action learning and action research to transform society, albeit starting at 
the micro level. ALARA sponsors a number of different journals which provide 
opportunities for both authors to publish their research, and for students to 
locate articles all linked by a commitment to this type of research. The jour-
nals are The Action Learning and Action Research Journal (ALARj); Systemic 
Practice and Action Research; Action Research; The International Journal of 
Action Research; and Action Research International. ALARA also publishes The 
Action Research Case Study monographs, which enable authors to discuss 
their research in considerable detail. The monographs are refereed, and hence 
if you consult them or include them in your review, you would have confi -
dence in the process to which they had been submitted. ALARA also publishes 
reviews of recently published books in the area of action learning and action 
research, which are a help to students trying to follow the latest literature. In 
short, then, this kind of professional association can be a great help in identi-
fying works which use a particular methodology or theoretical approach. 
They can help you identify a body of research literature which, by sharing a 
common theme, can give structure to your literature review.

Another example of a professional organization is the American Sociological 
Association (ASA 2011). This was established in 1905, and exists to support 
and further the work of professional sociologists. It sponsors a number of 
major journals which would be very useful in identifying articles in the socio-
logical fi eld in general, or indeed in more specialist areas. The principal journal 
of the association is arguably the American Sociological Review (2011) which 
was fi rst published in 1936. It has an international reputation and publishes 
articles on all aspects of sociological research. The website of the ASA, for all 
of its journals, provides a list of selected articles which would be very useful 
for students trying to identify further publications in an area. Other journals 
published by the ASA include Social Psychology Quarterly, Teaching Sociology, 
and Sociology of Education.

Therefore, when you are writing your literature review, if you wish to 
construct an analysis focused on methodological issues, it can be very useful 
to consult the websites of professional associations. They can enable you to 
identify articles using a particular methodological perspective such as action 
research, or perhaps a broader approach such as sociological research. Such 
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associations also usually organize academic conferences in their subject area, 
and afterwards publish conference proceedings which can be useful in helping 
you to be up-to-date in the content of your review. The Australian Psychological 
Society (2011), for example, does this. The Society also publishes a number 
of journals including the Australian Journal of Psychology, the Australian 
Psychologist, the Clinical Psychologist, and the Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Organizational Psychology. The Australian Psychological Society also 
enables members to publish details of their latest published research, and 
this can be a valuable resource for researchers wanting to monitor the latest 
developments in psychological research.

Content as a criterion

When you are classifying the literature to be included in the literature review, 
according to subject matter, there are again a number of research-oriented 
subject associations which can provide source materials, or ideas for catego-
rizing literature. In the case of educational research, the British Educational 
Research Association (BERA 2011) is an infl uential body, and potentially very 
useful to students and researchers. Education is an interdisciplinary subject 
and draws upon contributions and expertise from areas such as psychology, 
sociology, economics, history, politics, management and philosophy. This has 
created new disciplines such as the philosophy of education and the manage-
ment of education. BERA acts as a collective organization to link together 
academics and researchers who are working in any of these fi elds. This eclectic 
approach is refl ected in the journal sponsored by BERA, the British Educational 
Research Journal. The general purpose of BERA is ultimately to improve the 
quality of education, through supporting educational research. It encourages 
the development of an intellectual community committed to the furtherance 
of our understanding of educational processes. Of interest to students is that 
each year BERA sponsors a Dissertation Award for the best doctoral disserta-
tion in education, produced in a British university.

BERA also has links with other leading educational research organizations, 
including the European Educational Research Association (2011), often abbre-
viated to EERA. This European organization was founded in 1994, and links 
approximately 20 different research organizations. Of particular interest to 
students is that it sponsors an Emerging Researchers Group for those who 
are currently registered for doctoral research, or who have completed their 
doctorate within the last six years. There is also an annual Emerging Researchers 
Conference. This initiative helps research students to make contact with other 
young researchers across Europe, and in principle, to identify projects, reports 
and publications which might be of interest for their dissertations and litera-
ture reviews. Possibly of more signifi cance, are the approximately 25 research 
networks established by EERA. In terms of subject areas, these networks 
reach right across the whole area of educational research, including such 
research subjects as Vocational Education and Training, Social Justice and 
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Intercultural Education, and Research in Higher Education. These networks 
would provide an opportunity for you to contact researchers, both new and 
experienced, in a fi eld of interest to you, and potentially to identify new articles 
and publications. More than that, however, discussions with such researchers 
may generate ideas for categorizing your literature review. EERA is also open to 
suggestions for new networks, and there is a mechanism to submit proposals.

Finally, in the area of educational research, the National Foundation for 
Educational Research in England and Wales, usually known simply as the 
NFER (2011), occupies a signifi cant position. It is an independent research 
organization with research expertise in many areas of education. It publishes 
the journal Educational Research, which was founded in 1958. The many 
research reports which it publishes could be a very useful resource for a litera-
ture review.

Controversies in a subject

A considerable amount of research is centred around controversies in a 
subject. There are many controversies in research in the social sciences, often 
because it is in the nature of the discipline that it is diffi cult to justify taking 
an absolute position with regard to an issue. One area of confl ict is in the 
examination of doctoral theses. Most doctoral theses are examined with some 
form of oral examination. The research student has to present their disserta-
tion before a panel of experienced academics. Usually there must be at least 
one examiner from the university where the student has carried out their 
research, and one examiner from a different university. They are known 
respectively as the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ examiner.

Each university will have a standard process for the appointment of the 
examiners. It will often involve approval by a small committee of experienced 
academics and researchers. The proposed examiners, both internal and 
external, will probably, however, be suggested by the student’s supervisors. 
There will usually be limitations upon the number of times an external exam-
iner may be selected by a university to be a doctoral examiner. In most cases 
the examiners will be approved by applying criteria such as the number of 
times they have acted as doctoral examiners, and their knowledge of the 
subject matter of the dissertation. The latter may need to be demonstrated by 
the research publications of the proposed examiners.

The decision as to who to propose as examiners for their research student is 
clearly a very crucial decision for supervisors. They would naturally hope that 
whoever they propose, would, if accepted, be supportive to their student, 
even if they did not think the dissertation was the best piece of work they had 
ever seen. However, so complex is a research dissertation, that it is probably 
unrealistic to suppose that different academics would all have the same 
opinion about it. Different academics, no matter how experienced in the 
subject and in questions of research, may perfectly sincerely come to different 
conclusions about the quality of a dissertation. This makes it very diffi cult for 
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supervisors to decide on who to propose as examiners. The issue is particularly 
diffi cult with regard to the external examiners, since the supervisors are not 
likely to know them very well compared with the internal examiners.

There is a major area of contention inherent in this issue. A research degree 
candidate would be entitled to be rather annoyed if they thought that the 
outcome of their oral examination might depend upon the personal opinion 
of an individual examiner. If the process was considered to have any validity, 
then one might reasonably assume that any examiners would arrive at the 
same conclusions about a dissertation. In other words, that the outcome 
would not depend upon the personal idiosyncrasies of the examiners. 
Candidates and their supervisors would, we might assume, want the assess-
ment process to be as consistent as is reasonably possible. A good dissertation 
would consistently be regarded as good, irrespective of the examiners, and a 
weak dissertation would consistently be regarded as weak. Kiley and Mullins 
(2005), however, raise a very interesting dimension of this issue. They have 
been investigating the process whereby examiners assess research disserta-
tions. In earlier research, it transpired that experienced doctoral examiners 
did not generally feel it was a good idea to submit dissertations to inexperi-
enced examiners. They particularly felt this was true when the dissertation 
was generally regarded as being of poor quality. If in fact it were true that 
there were signifi cant differences in approach between experienced and inex-
perienced examiners, then it raises a number of important questions. What 
kind of training takes place for doctoral examiners, in order to try to achieve 
consistency between institutions? Are experienced examiners more liberal in 
their approach to examining than inexperienced examiners? What criteria do 
examiners employ in order to distinguish between a high standard of thesis, 
and a low quality thesis?

There are a number of different controversies here. There is the controversy 
about the way in which the assessment of research degrees is managed by 
universities. There is the controversy about the way in which academics may 
differ in their opinions of the same dissertation. Finally, there is the contro-
versy about the possible effect of age and experience on the outcome of disser-
tation examinations. When writing up their research Kiley and Mullins (2005) 
included a section entitled ‘Previous research in the fi eld’, which was in effect 
the literature review for the article. They started with a clear statement of their 
views about current research in the fi eld. ‘There are strong indications in the 
research that the selection of examiners is critical in the doctoral experience’ 
(p.122). They continued to examine the work of three writers who suggested 
criteria for the appointment of research examiners. They then explored 
research on the actual oral examination procedure and the type of questions 
asked by experienced and inexperienced examiners. They also reviewed 
research on the comments written on theses which were being examined. 
Finally, they also noted some fairly recent research which suggested that expe-
rienced examiners tended to consider the dissertation holistically. That is they 
tended to appreciate that in any dissertation there would be both academically 
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sound areas, and also weaker areas. Experienced examiners tended to balance 
these against each other, which stopped them concentrating on the weaker 
points and perhaps taking a more negative view of the dissertation. In this 
article, therefore, there was an awareness of the sensitivity of the subject 
matter, and of the controversies with regard to the topic. The literature review 
set the scene well for the data which was presented later in the article, and 
gave an initial overview of the general issues.

Summarizing

In their research article published in 2001, Jackson and Tinkler investigate the 
purposes of the PhD viva. The introduction to the article serves also as the 
literature review. As we have commented before, a research article is usually 
fairly short, because of the limitations of the journal, and it is not always 
possible to have all of the conventional sub-titles.

They note that there is an increased interest in investigating the assessment 
procedures for the doctorate, and suggest two main factors which are bringing 
this about. This is an example of the use of summarizing as a technique in a 
literature review. They point fi rst of all to the generally increased interest in 
carrying out research on PhD processes, and suggest that it is only natural that 
this should involve an enquiry into the assessment process in general, and the 
viva voce in particular. Second, the authors argue that there is an increased 
tendency for the transparency of processes and procedures in universities. 
Students expect to be fully informed about all the processes which affect 
them. Particularly this is so with regard to assessment processes. By summa-
rizing the two main motivational factors in encouraging research on the viva 
voce process, the authors have provided a useful framework for the foresee-
able future.

The authors then move on to discuss the possibility of changing the nature 
of the viva voce examination. They adopt a similar strategy of summarizing 
the research on this into two main areas. They fi rst of all point out that there 
is a call from certain quarters for the British viva to be changed to become 
more similar to those in the United States or the Netherlands. Second, there is 
the broad argument that the viva should be completely dispensed with. Again, 
the use of a summarizing technique gives a structure to the literature review.

The fi nal step in adopting the use of summaries in this article is to consider 
the impact of international cooperation in the supervision and examination 
of PhDs. The authors point out that research degrees have become a very 
signifi cant commodity as students move around the world to study. In addi-
tion, when students travel overseas to study for and obtain a doctorate, it is an 
extremely important element in their career progression. However, the inter-
national dimension not only concerns students travelling overseas, but, as 
Jackson and Tinkler point out, the examination process is likely to become 
more and more international. Overseas academics may increasingly be asked 
to take part in the examination of doctoral students in British universities. 
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Consequently, they will want to be informed of the precise details of the 
British system, in order that they can carry out their functions as examiners. 
The authors have thus again adopted a summarizing technique, in order to 
draw together examples of research under a single heading.

Synthesizing

It is important to be analytic and critical in the way in which you categorize 
the content of your literature review. Sometimes it is necessary to combine 
articles or ideas, in order to bring an element of cohesion to the literature 
review. This bringing together and merging of ideas is not always easy, and 
demands care. There may sometimes be the temptation to combine ideas 
which do not necessarily have a great deal in common with each other. 
Synthesis requires the joining of ideas, so that hopefully, in that process, the 
reader can have a vision of something rather more than formerly existed as an 
array of disparate parts. In other words, the synthesis is more than the sum of 
the parts.

In her study of the ethnographic process, Iversen (2009) concentrated 
particularly upon the way in which ethnographers manage to terminate their 
research and then separate themselves from the ‘fi eld’ and the respondents in 
it. The very nature of ethnographic research requires the researcher to embed 
themselves in the social situation they are studying, and to get to know the 
respondents in detail. Only in this way can they begin to see the world 
through the eyes of the respondents – almost a prerequisite for any mean-
ingful ethnographic research. Iversen makes the point that most discussion 
of the ethnographic research process concentrates upon the issues of access to 
the fi eld. This is clearly very important, and there are often many obstacles 
to the researcher gaining access. Nevertheless, unless the researcher intends to 
‘go native’ and to become a permanent member of the social community 
being studied, then there must inevitably come a time when the researcher 
must develop an exit strategy.

The problem, however, is that during the period of research, a relationship 
of varying degrees of closeness often develops between the researcher and the 
respondents. The researcher gets to know the respondents closely, often feels 
a sense of moral obligation to them for helping with the research, and perhaps 
feels that it is not quite ethical to just walk away one day, with no residual 
continuing commitment. From the respondents’ point of view, they may well 
have come to rely upon the researcher. They may have gained a great deal 
from the research project, and may have imagined that it would more or less 
go on for a very long time. The researcher may have told the respondents 
about the time scale of the research, but they may nevertheless have assumed 
it would go on longer. Ultimately they may feel very let down if the researcher 
simply disappears from their lives. Clearly this is a complex situation, and the 
researcher as the initiator of the research process has the responsibility for 
fi nding a sensitive way to end the research programme.
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Analyzing

The conduct of a literature review can sometimes provide us with an entirely 
new dimension upon research into an issue or problem. Many of the major 
themes for research in education and the social sciences have been investi-
gated in different ways time and time again, and yet the same basic perspec-
tive has been used. There is often not the motivation or insight to look 
completely differently at a research topic. Yet a literature review, if employed 
creatively, can help us to do just this. An example is research by Kelly, White, 
Martin and Rouncefi eld (2006) into the nature of leadership, and particularly 
leadership within the Further Education sector.

The researchers argue in their introduction and discussion of the literature, 
that leadership has often been investigated from the point of view of the 
exceptional skills and qualities of the leader. The leader is perceived as 

The process of synthesis

In constructing her literature review, Iversen synthesizes different aspects of the 
ethnographic process, in order to produce three key issues which suggest the 
importance of debating the process of leaving the research fi eld. She suggests 
fi rst of all (p. 10), that the contemporary discussion of refl exivity in research is 
likely to have an effect upon analyzing the process of ending the research. 
Refl exivity is the appreciation that the researcher and the process of research 
affect the respondents, while they in turn affect the researcher. One therefore 
considers aspects of this mutual infl uence, particularly at the end of the research, 
when there is some kind of parting of the ways of researcher and respondent.

Second, Iversen points out that research ethics committees in universities 
and other institutions are increasingly infl uential. They are increasingly making 
prescriptions about the ethical considerations which should be taken into 
account during the research process. One of the main ethical principles in 
research is that of informed consent. The respondent should be made aware of 
all the salient features of the research project before they give their consent to 
take part. One of these features should be the duration of the project, and the 
timing and process for ending the research. This process should also be such 
as to not cause any harm or distress to the respondents. All of this should be 
made perfectly evident before the respondent fi nally decides to take part. In 
short, then, it is suggested that the infl uence of research review boards is such 
as to require researchers to plan carefully for the end of the research process. 

Third, and probably in some ways related to the second point, Iversen points 
out that there is extensive discussion at the moment about ethnographic 
methods, and out of this debate will probably naturally arise a consideration of 
the end process of an ethnographic project. This synthesis of ideas provides a 
useful means of structuring the literature discussion.
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someone with unusual skills in terms of motivating people or inspiring 
employees. These qualities, which are usually described in terms of being 
different to those possessed by ‘ordinary’ people, are very often integrated 
into a theory of leadership. Such theories give us a means of measuring some-
one’s leadership ability, or of predicting when someone might be an effective 
leader. The researchers point out, however, that theories of leadership can 
only help us understand the phenomenon in a very limited way. They argue 
that the qualities referred to in these theories exist prior to the practical 
demonstration of leadership. What is important they suggest is the manifesta-
tion of leadership in very practical, everyday situations. If we want to under-
stand leadership, and other similar constructs, we should concentrate on 
exploring the way in which the concept shows itself in ordinary situations 
such as talking to colleagues, chairing a meeting, or organizing students.

The process of analysis

In order to understand a concept such as leadership in this way, we need to 
analyze the behaviour of people who are commonly perceived as leaders. 
After all, ‘leaders’ probably, one assumes, carry out many of the kinds of 
activities carried out by ‘ordinary’ people, although it is at least possible that 
they carry them out in a different way. They will, for example, read docu-
ments, make notes, hold conversations, evaluate problems, keep records of 
costs, give presentations, and attend or chair meetings. In other words, on 
one level of understanding, leaders do most of the sorts of things that other 
employees do. It may be of course, that although they do the same kinds of 
things, those activities are more ‘important’, or involve larger sums of money, 
or involve more confi dential matters. In other words, the leadership element 
lies in the nature of the tasks rather than in the way they are handled by the 
‘leader’. The other perspective on this is that both leaders and other employees 
carry out the same types of actions, but the leader carries them out in a quali-
tatively different manner. In other words, the leader chairs a meeting in a 
more dynamic, insightful fashion; or the leader has the capacity to make 
rather more strategic, far-reaching decisions than the ‘ordinary’ employee.

However, whatever the truth of the matter, the researchers, in their analysis 
of the literature and of the concept ‘leadership’, propose that the only way to 
resolve the issue of the nature of leadership, is to collect empirical data, 
through ethnographic studies, to reveal something of the ordinary lives of 
leaders. From an analysis of this data will emerge the characteristics of leader-
ship. These characteristics will not be derived from theories, or grand schema, 
but will be generated through analysis of ordinary life situations. Such an 
approach is very much in the tradition of interpretive research, where researchers 
try not to impose their own structures or understandings on the research fi eld, 
but to let their analysis emerge from observations of real, everyday events.
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Themes

A good journal article will not only report on some research, but will try to 
draw out a signifi cant issue or theme, which has perhaps a broader relevance 
than the research topic of the article. Such themes are important for your 
literature review since they enable you, if need be, to write about broader 
issues, and to establish links with other articles in your review. In her article 
on the way in which action research is employed in education, Kinsler (2010) 
argues that to some extent action research has developed into just another 
research method to be employed in teacher training, or to try to improve the 
quality of teaching in schools. The article argues that the emancipatory 
element of action research is fundamental to the approach, whatever the 
particular type or context of action research being implemented. In other 
words, whatever type of action research we are discussing, there should be 
an underlying purpose of liberating people, of encouraging freedom and 
autonomy, of enabling people to critique the society in which they live, and 
to work towards a more participatory and democratic form of living. These 
features, it is argued, are an indispensable characteristic of action research.

This is an important insight, since it points to what we might regard as 
universal aspirations of human beings, and indeed what we might think of as 
the purpose of all research. We might feel that if research of any kind is to 
have meaning at all, then it should be motivated by the desire to improve the 
human condition. Hence, if using this particular article in a literature review, 
it would be very useful to be able to take this theme of emancipation, and 
weave it into a discussion of the nature of the ultimate purpose of research.

Evaluating

When we evaluate the literature in a literature review we do far more than 
simply describe it. We may refl ect upon the research design, and how well this 
was planned. We might consider the data collection process and evaluate any 
potential limitations of the way it was carried out. On the other hand, we 
might also evaluate the literature in terms of how it helps us understand the 
subject. Sometimes a research subject is very complex, and if we are an 
external researcher without any direct experience of the context, it may be 
diffi cult for us to truly empathize with the respondents. We may remain an 
outsider, who goes through the process of collecting data, but who does not 
fully and completely understand its signifi cance.

McGibbon, Peter and Gallop (2010) carried out an ethnographic study of 
nurses’ stress. This is an area where someone unfamiliar with the context of 
nursing might have diffi culty in understanding the nature of the occupational 
stress. Even a nurse working in one specialism might not appreciate the stress 
generated in a different nursing context. The authors, however, all with 
experience of nursing, produced in their article a very detailed literature 
review which reveals so much of the potential stress created by the nursing 
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context. By examining the literature on nursing stress, they have evaluated 
the different types of stress and the kinds of traumatic incidents with 
which nurses have to cope. To read their literature review is to be deeply 
moved by the experiences which nurses have to undergo. Their evaluation 
of the subject of nursing stress helps one to appreciate that when a nurse is 
helping a patient who has undergone a very traumatic situation, or has 
suffered a great deal, then in a sense the nurse herself or himself, has to cope 
with that experience at second hand. For the reader of this article, the litera-
ture review opens up a new world of meaning and understanding or the lives 
of nurses.

Comparing different views on a subject

Research methods as a subject discipline have always been in a state of evolu-
tion since they fi rst emerged as an area of study in their own right. This has 
been particularly so in relation to the use of technology in the collection and 
analysis of data. A major change has taken place, for example, in the use of 
computer packages such as SPSS for the analysis of quantitative data. Formerly 
students and researchers needed to manipulate complex formulae in order to 
use statistical tests in their data analysis. Statistical packages such as SPSS are 
very easy to use in terms of entering the data, and obtaining results, but there 
is an inherent problem. Before the advent of such packages, students needed 
to follow a detailed course in statistics, in order fi rst of all to appreciate which 
statistical tests were appropriate for a certain type of data, and then to be able 
to perform the complex calculations. Finally, when they had calculated their 
results, they needed to be able to interpret their fi ndings.

Unfortunately, many students do not appreciate that it is still necessary to 
understand which statistical test to use, and to be able to interpret the results. 
SPSS will take away the burden of performing the calculations, but the other 
issues remain. Some academics feel that to some extent the use of statistical 
packages is resulting in a false sense of security among students. One might 
even argue that the ready availability of statistical software is encouraging a 
form of de-skilling in students, who would otherwise have to make an effort 
to understand statistical analysis.

The process of comparison

The issue of the use of new technology is also having an effect upon qualitative 
data analysis. Murthy (2008) has written an interesting article on the use of 
new technologies with regard to collecting digital, ethnographic data. In his 
review of some of the relevant literature, he has pointed out an apparent reluc-
tance among some writers to discuss the relevance of new technologies for data 
collection. There may well be differences of opinion here, related to a reluc-
tance to abandon established methods. At any rate, in situations such as this, 
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Taking notes

With the expansion of interest in qualitative research methods and fi eld 
research has come a much greater use of fi eld diaries and fi eld notes. The idea 
of note taking as a serious activity has spread. Indeed, the notes themselves 
are sometimes used as actual data to be analysed refl exively later by the 
researcher. For fi eld notes to be valuable sources of data, they have to be 
written in an analytic way, so that there are real insights which can be refl ected 
upon later. The same approach is true for notes taken on the literature for a 
literature review. You need to always think very analytically, and make notes 
which interconnect the literature, writing in such a way that there is plenty of 
material for later discussion and refl ection.

Key questions

1 If research is a rational, logical process, why is it that researchers fi nd points 
of disagreement with each other?

2 In analyzing research articles, why is it important to think carefully about 
the effects of refl exivity?

3 Why are research ethics committees so important for researchers?

Key reading

Cottrell, S. (2005) Critical Thinking Skills: Developing Effective Analysis and Argument. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Gillett, A., Hammond, A. and Martala, M. (2009) Successful Academic Writing. Harlow: 
Pearson Longman.

Judge, B., Jones, P. and McCreery, E. (2009) Critical Thinking Skills for Education Students. 
Exeter: Learning Matters.

Thomson, A. (2009) Critical Reasoning: A Practical Introduction, 3rd edn. London: 
Routledge.

Van den Brink-Budgen, R. (2010) Critical Thinking for Students: Learn the Skills of 
Analyzing, Evaluating, and Producing Arguments, 4th edn. Oxford: How to Books.

where innovations in technology result in new ways of approaching research, it 
is very useful to compare contrasting opinions, since this often enables us to 
focus on the central concerns and issues of a research perspective.
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The structure of a 
literature review

Summary • Learning outcomes • Subdivisions according to criteria 
• Headings and sub-headings • Theoretical perspectives used • Type of 
methodology • Findings • Chronology • Ideological position • Selection of 
signifi cant works • Key terms • Key questions • Key reading

Summary

Although a dissertation or journal article is normally structured according to 
fairly widely accepted conventions, there is still considerable room for indi-
vidual style and creativity when it comes to the plan and structure of the 
writing and layout. The same is very much true of the literature review. You 
can select certain elements such as ideology, methodology, or theoretical 
perspective to have a predominant position in the review chapter, and hence 
to infl uence the structure. On the other hand, you can vary the headings and 
sub-headings to create different structures. In short, to some extent you can 
use your imagination to create an interesting and stimulating literature 
review, which enhances the dissertation.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:
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• Assess the different ways in which your literature review could be 
structured.

• Compare the advantages and disadvantages of these structures.
• Relate these structures to actual examples from research literature.

Subdivisions according to criteria

It is very important that a literature review has a coherent structure which 
links with the other elements of the dissertation. It helps if that coherence is 
refl ected in the different sections and sub-sections of the review, and that 
those sub-sections are selected according to specifi c criteria. The review then 
becomes more straightforward, and easier to understand for the reader. This is 
so, even if the subject is complex with a range of fairly complicated concepts.

An example is an article written by Maginn (2007) on the subject of the use 
of applied ethnography and collaborative planning in enabling more effective 
community participation in urban regeneration. The fi rst section of the article 
is an ‘Introduction’ (p. 25) in which there is a discussion of the nature of 
community participation and the potential problems that this can bring in an 
urban regeneration setting. It is argued that if the local community does not 
have a full commitment to the redevelopment, then this can result in misun-
derstandings, alienation and a dysfunctional approach to the regeneration 
project. In the next sub-section, ‘Community, participation and partnerships’ 
(p. 27), it is noted that these terms tend to give the impression of a community 
with a positive attitude towards democratic decision-making. However, it is 
argued that this is an assumption which is not necessarily true. In fact, such 
communities may be constantly changing in composition and in attitudes, 
and may frequently alter their approach to engaging with regeneration projects.

In the next section, entitled ‘Entering neighbourhoods with blinkered 
vision’ (p. 28), it is argued that confl ict does not necessarily arise simply 
between the community and the organization or agency which is organizing 
the regeneration. The tensions can also occur within the community itself, 
where different sections may have a different perception of the project which 
is planned. The next section is entitled ‘Collaborative planning’ (p. 30) and 
includes a discussion of the theoretical basis of the concept, along with an 
evaluation of the way in which ideally it can involve all the different parties 
to the project working together. A further section entitled ‘Ethnography and 
applied ethnography’ (p. 32) examines the notion of applied ethnography, 
suggesting that it is in effect the traditional concept of ethnography, although 
trying to draw out the potential for making policy transformations. Overall, 
this is a conceptually complex subject, and yet the use of clear sections with 
each devoted to a particular concept or group of related concepts, helps the 
reader to understand the key arguments which are being proposed.
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Some academic writers, while still adhering to the principle of clear struc-
ture and sub-divisions, opt for a rather different way of presenting their litera-
ture. Dickson-Swift et al. (2007) have written about the nature of doing 
qualitative research from the point of view of the researcher. In particular, 
they have researched and discussed the effects of being a qualitative researcher 
when investigating issues which may be sensitive in one way or another. They 
note that there has been in the past considerable discussion of the need to 
take into account the feelings of respondents in qualitative research, but that 
this study tries to explore the research process from the point of view of the 
researchers. The article starts with an ‘Introduction’ section (p. 327) which 
examines some aspects of the issue, and cites relevant research. There follows 
a discussion on ‘Method’ (p. 329) which, among other things, explores the 
grounded theory perspective. Subsequently, however, instead of a pure litera-
ture review, considering only or primarily previous research studies, there are 
sub-divisions of some of the main themes of the research, in which there are 
linked discussions of both data from the research and previous literature. The 
fi rst such section, for example, considers the issue of ‘Entering the lives of 
others’ (p. 330). This is a characteristic feature of much qualitative research, 
and this sub-section discusses the complexities of the issue. As researchers we 
try to understand the world from the respondents’ point of view, and this 
involves trying to fi nd out about their lives in a very detailed, and often inti-
mate manner. We often become privy to elements of their private lives which 
other people, even close friends, would not know about. Sometimes, the data 
obtained may involve aspects of the respondents’ lives which have caused 
them anxiety or worry, and listening to such reports may have adverse effects 
for the researcher. The sub-section not only cites previous literature on this 
theme, but also provides data from the actual research study.

The next section on ‘Developing rapport’ (p. 331) continues this strategy 
for structuring the literature review. It deals with the complex question of the 
manner in which researchers establish a relationship with respondents. It 
notes that researchers do need to establish a certain level of rapport, since 
only in this way will they be able to encourage the respondents to provide 
data on their lives. Researchers cannot simply enter someone’s life, and collect 
the data, without inevitably becoming involved to some extent, and this can 
impose pressures upon the researcher. In addition it seems evident that in 
many cases respondents can gain an enormous amount from being able to 
talk about their experiences, even if painful. Having someone to talk to can be 
very helpful for them, but the process of listening to extensive and intimate 
disclosures may not be easy for the researcher.

A feature of such research for those carrying it out, is that from time to time 
they may feel that it is appropriate to mention some features of their own 
experiences. This may particularly be the case where they have experiences 
which are close to or particularly relevant to those of the respondents. This 
issue is dealt with in the next section on ‘Self-disclosure’ (p. 332). Again there 
are extracts from the research study, and also citations. This is a diffi cult issue 
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because, for some researchers, the idea of providing data and comments based 
upon their own lives may seem to step outside their perceived role as a 
researcher. On the other hand, some researchers may feel that if they provide 
comments on their experiences, it may make it much easier for the respond-
ents to talk about their own lives. In a sense, as was noted, this can help to 
equalize the relationship between the researcher and the respondent.

Overall, then, this approach of using sub-divisions based upon key themes 
in the reseach, yet linking together citations with research data from the 
study, may be useful. In a conventional structure for a dissertation, the 
previous literature and the data from the study are more clearly separated. 
This then necessitates that you, as the writer, make an effort to keep linking 
the two together, so that the data from the research is seen as being connected 
to previous research. With the strategy employed in this article, however, 
there is a closer link between data and previous research, and this may help 
when dealing with certain types of research topic.

Headings and sub-headings

The sub-division and structuring of a literature review are very important 
elements since the structure enables the reader to absorb the information 
much more easily when reading it, and indeed it also helps the writer or 
researcher to structure their own thoughts more effectively. The use of sub-
headings is an important part of this process, but there is a multiplicity of 
different ways in which headings are used in practice. They may be used to 
provide a detailed categorization of features of the literature, or on a more 
straightforward level to provide a sequence to the account. The latter is prob-
ably typical of the article by Vongkhamphra, Davis and Adem (2010), which 
details the process of the resettlement of an African refugee family in the 
United States.

The article starts with a historical account of the Bantu people in south-
central Africa, and their original displacement to Somalia through the slave 
trade. It explains the tragedy which affl icted them during the Somali civil war 
of recent times, and their attempts to fi nd a new home nearer to their coun-
tries of origin. It then explains the efforts of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees to negotiate with the US government to accept a 
number of Bantu refugees for resettlement in America. The next section of the 
article, entitled ‘Refugee resettlement in the USA’ (p. 248) explains the overall 
process through which new refugees are guided. In particular, this section of 
the article explains the nature and work of the ‘voluntary resettlement agen-
cies’. These are the actual organizations which put in place the detailed 
systems for caring for resettled refugees. The next section of the article, ‘The 
resettlement agency’ (p. 249) examines in detail the functioning of each 
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agency, and the time scale within which they would normally hope to help a 
refugee become independent in the United States. The following sections of 
the article deal with the case study which forms the basis of the article. The 
case study concerns a mother and her fi ve children who are resettled in the 
United States. The next main section is entitled ‘Case study’, and is followed 
by sub-sections which are entitled ‘First month’ and ‘Second month’, which 
detail the gradual process of resettlement, and the orientation process by 
which the family gradually adjusts to life in their new country. The article 
concludes with sections which summarize the results of the process for the 
case study family and also for the resettlement agency. The concluding section 
of the article entitled ‘Discussion’ (p. 255) tries to draw together some general 
themes from the resettlement experience of the case study family, including 
noting the often very traumatic experiences undergone by refugee families 
before their resettlement in a new country. Overall, this article does not use a 
great many references, probably because of the nature of the research. The 
process of detailing the life history of resettlement of one family does perhaps 
not encourage the use of many citations. Nevertheless, there are a number of 
citations integrated with the discussions of the history of the Bantu people, 
and also with the overall resettlement process. In this article, however, the use 
of headings helps enormously to lead the reader through the complex process 
of resettlement, and also to enable the researchers to make comments about 
the resettlement process in general.

Theoretical perspectives used

In many research articles, theoretical discussions form the basis for the sub-
divisions and structure of the literature review. In a journal article, where the 
number of words is often limited by the demands of the journal, there is 
sometimes insuffi cient space to have a literature review which concentrates 
solely upon subject matter. If this were the case, there may not be suffi cient 
space in the article to discuss any data or fi ndings. For this reason, discussion 
of the literature is often either integrated with other aspects of the article, or 
presented as part of the debate about theoretical issues. The situation is 
different in a dissertation, where there is usually much more space, and it is 
possible to have a literature review which evaluates the previous research on 
a subject in a broad and detailed way. However, the different approaches 
outlined in this chapter are used in dissertations, depending very much upon 
the subject matter of the research.

In an article by Freshwater et al. (2010) the subject matter of the article is in 
effect, theoretical issues in research, and consequently it is natural to make 
this the basis of the structure of the article. In addition, the discussion of 
literature is integrated with the sections devoted to subject matter. The focus 
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of this article is the assertion that in general terms qualitative research is 
sometimes perceived as not quite as rigorous as quantitative research. The fi rst 
section of the article entitled ‘Background’ (p. 498) argues that in broad terms 
quantitative research is sometimes perceived as having a higher status within 
the circles of those organizations which dispense funds for research. This, it is 
suggested, is true within the fi eld of health studies, which is the context of 
this article. Fundamentally, it is argued, one of the major concerns is 
with the nature of the evidence which is presented to justify an argument, 
and sometimes the kind of evidence adduced in quantitative studies is 
perceived as being perhaps more ‘scientifi c’ and ‘objective’. Qualitative 
research, by its nature, tends to have a rather more subjective focus, and 
to place more emphasis upon an interpretive approach to data, and the 
exploration of the interaction between research and respondent. It is also 
suggested that articles which adopt a quantitative approach, with a related 
approach to the nature of evidence, may be somewhat advantaged in terms of 
gaining publication in prestigious journals. The article then sets out to discuss 
two approaches to qualitative research which, it is asserted, may provide 
the kinds of evidence which could be accepted as comparable to those of 
quantitative research.

The fi rst approach is that of discourse analysis, and the sub-section is enti-
tled ‘Discourse as evidence’ (p. 500). The authors argue that within this 
perspective there is the assumption that there is a relationship between the 
nature of discourse within a social context, and the way in which power and 
authority are distributed and demonstrated. In other words, the way in which 
people speak about, discuss and write about their professional lives and activi-
ties, is related to the defi nitions of power and knowledge within professional 
organizations. The authors make the interesting point (p. 502) that one of the 
main purposes of this type of research perspective, is not necessarily to 
generate fi ndings which are widely applicable, but rather to raise questions 
about issues in research, so that people can be encouraged to think in different 
ways about the world.

The next theoretical perspective to be explored is that of auto-ethnography, 
in a section entitled ‘Self as evidence: Auto-ethnographical research’ (p. 503). 
This approach to research attempts to provide an account of the experiences 
of a person in relation to a particular context or issue. The aim is to produce 
an account which is suffi ciently systematic to enable readers not only to 
understand and empathize with the ethnography, but also to provide a 
basis upon which the ethnographic account can be systematically analyzed. 
This section also provides a range of citations to related research. The conclu-
sion to the paper reiterates the aim of trying to show that it should be possible 
to have approaches in qualitative research which match, in terms of quality 
criteria, those of traditional quantitative research.

A similar issue is discussed by Torrance (2008). Again, the subject matter of 
the article is the relationship between qualitative and quantitative research, 
and hence concerns with this form the basis for the structure of the article. 
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Like the previous article, citations are embedded in the discussion of  theoretical 
issues, and in a sense, one might argue that there is not a separate literature 
review for the whole article.

The article commences with the suggestion that there is a developing move-
ment which tends to favour the use of traditional ‘scientifi c’ experimental 
methods in educational research, and in particular randomized controlled 
trials (p. 507). The critics of qualitative studies sometimes suggest that these 
are often too localized to form the basis for major policy decisions, and that 
there should be more of an emphasis upon well-designed quantitative 
research. The next main section of the article examines randomized controlled 
trials (RCTs) and is entitled ‘The Case For and Against RCTs’ (p. 509). This 
section contains a large number of citations, and is in effect a small-scale 
literature review. The next section is on the topic of ‘The Response of 
Qualitative Research’ (p. 513) and discusses, among other things, the move-
ment to try to develop central criteria by which qualitative research can be 
judged. If there existed a set of such criteria which were generally accepted by 
qualitative researchers, then, it is supposed, this might go some way to 
inspiring confi dence in qualitative research. Subsequent sections deal with 
the way such issues are being addressed in the United Kingdom, and then in 
the United States. The next section is entitled ‘Toward a Different Approach’ 
(p. 520) and suggests (p. 521) that the very nature of qualitative research, may 
make it rather problematic to try to delineate a precise set of criteria or stand-
ards by which it may be judged. This article has an extensive list of references, 
and these are mentioned and discussed throughout the article. One could 
therefore view the article as in a sense having a series of literature reviews, as 
each aspect of the overall theoretical issue is addressed. This method is not 
unknown in dissertations, where some students, in conjunction with their 
supervisors, may feel that a single, large-scale literature review is inappro-
priate, and a series of subject-based chapters with citations might be better. To 
some extent, decisions such as this depend upon the nature and subject 
matter of the individual research study.

Theoretical perspective as a general form of structure

One way in which we can use theory to structure a literature review is to 
consider our general view of the world. It is possible, for example, to think of 
the world as essentially measurable. This can be related to the physical 
world, where we measure, say, the electrical resistance of a wire, or the phos-
phorus content of the soil. However, the advocates of this type of approach 
also apply it to the social world. Social scientists who adopt this perspective 
consider it possible to measure, say, attitudes, or the degree of integration of 
a community, or the exercise of power and authority. These approaches often 
tend to lead to quantitative methods of collecting data.
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Type of methodology

Methodological issues are central to the research process, and as such, often 
constitute one of the main ways in which a literature review can be structured. 
If there is a conventional way in which to structure a dissertation, it is to 
preserve the literature on the subject matter of the dissertation in the literature 
review chapter, and then to address the literature on methodology in a separate 
chapter devoted to research design, data collection and analysis. However, it 
does happen that the methodological issues are sometimes a central element of 
the subject matter of the study, and hence the literature on method is analysed 
within the main literature review. Alternatively, the literature on method may 
be fully integrated throughout the early chapters of the dissertation. The 
example of research writing to be considered next has methodology at the very 
heart of the subject matter. Indeed, like the discussions in the previous section, 
this article is in a sense concerned with the quality of qualitative research, 
although it addresses this issue in a fundamental way by refl ecting upon the 
very nature of research. The article by Carter and Little (2007) considers the 
movement to evaluate qualitative research by means of a checklist which in 
principle could be applied to any example of qualitative research. However, 
they circumvent the issue of checklists as a means of assessing quality in 
research, and return to the basics of the research process by a careful 
and thorough analysis of the three terms of epistemology, methodology and 
method. The article is devoted throughout to a discussion of these three 
concepts, and uses an extensive range of sub-headings to provide structure 
for the article. Citations are integrated throughout, and hence the article 
consists in a sense of an analysis of subject-matter combined with an evalua-
tion of literature.

The article begins with a brief introduction which outlines the problem to 
be addressed. The authors note the ongoing debate about the best means of 
evaluating qualitative research, and in particular of determining its quality. 
The next section of the article is one in which there is an attempt to clarify the 

On the other hand, a different world view is represented by those who feel 
that the world is essentially unmeasurable. They feel that human behaviour 
and human relationships are so complex that to try to measure them is ulti-
mately fl awed. According to them, human interaction can be described, it 
can be compared between one person and another, it can be evaluated and 
analysed, but it cannot be measured. Such an approach is likely to lead to 
forms of qualitative data collection.

These two broad categories could be used as a means of categorizing 
research literature, and dividing it into sections for a literature review.
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concepts of epistemology, methodology and method. The authors point out 
that in the writing on research these terms are very often used in different 
ways, and indeed defi ned in different ways (p. 1317). This is a very important 
point, and I feel sure that many, many students have been confused by the 
way in which these basic terms are given so many different nuances by writers. 
These are some of the fundamental concepts of the discipline of research, and 
it is very diffi cult to write about research if there is no shared agreement about 
the nature of such concepts. Indeed, this problem is exacerbated when trying 
to structure a literature review around key ideas in methodology, when there 
does not appear to be a standard way of using the ideas. The authors try to 
rectify this problem by providing very clearly expressed statements about 
these concepts, and by including citations to a range of writers to support and 
illustrate their contentions. In some cases the writers employ more than one 
brief defi nition of a term, to illustrate the slightly different approach taken by 
writers. These quotations are carefully selected so that they do not confuse the 
reader, but illustrate the alternative ways in which writers choose to write 
about concepts. Nevertheless, the writers of the present article manage to 
draw out from these quotations suffi cient commonality to leave us with a 
clear understanding of how they are interpreting and using these three impor-
tant concepts.

Over the years, generations of teachers must have given a signifi cant piece 
of advice to their students in many different subjects. When starting an essay 
or a piece of work, always begin by ‘defi ning your terms’! When I was at 
school, I know many of my teachers said this to me over and over again! It 
remains one of the best pieces of advice a teacher can give. Yet it is rather 
strange that in a subject area like social science research, which should be an 
area of rational, logical enquiry par excellence, university academics can use 
basic concepts in apparently different ways. The present writers make the 
point (p. 1318) that the concept ‘methodology’ is not used in a consistent 
way, and I feel sure that I am guilty of this myself. They point out that the 
term is often employed almost as a synonym for a social science perspective 
such as ethnography, or for an approach more closely linked to actual data 
collection, such as participant observation. On the other hand, they point out 
that the term can also be used to indicate the discipline of analyzing and 
refl ecting upon the methods used in research. The present writers thus articu-
late two very different ways of using the concept ‘methodology’.

Considering for a moment the use of the term methodology to designate a 
type of research perspective, the writers then list some of the many different 
perspectives which are often embraced under the term qualitative research. In 
addition, they list some of the key writers who are usually associated with 
each perspective. It is important for the reader to be aware of such key writers, 
at least partly so that they can look up references and familiarize themselves 
with the perspective on a deeper level. However, the citing of writers of 
so-called seminal works does pose some problems for the student writing a 
literature review. If a writer is very well known in a particular fi eld, it is easy 
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for you to wonder whether you should mention them. You may well think 
that the external examiner for your dissertation will consider such writers to 
be so well known that it is unnecessarily obvious to mention their names. I 
would argue that it is defi nitely worth mentioning them in a literature review, 
on the grounds that to omit them would make the review incomplete. On the 
other hand, it may not be necessary to discuss each seminal work in detail, 
since to do so would take up valuable space perhaps better devoted to more 
recent, specialized research which may be more specifi cally connected with 
your own work. The writers of this article employ sub-headings extensively 
to structure the discussion. For example, they start with ‘Defi nitions and 
Explanations’ (p. 1317) followed by ‘Epistemology: Justifying Knowledge’, 
‘Methodology: Justifying Method’, and ‘Method: Research Action’. One of 
the advantages of using a very detailed structure of sub-headings in this case, 
is that this is a philosophically complex issue, and by presenting the argu-
ments in a systematic and logical fashion, they are easier for the reader to 
understand.

The next sub-heading is entitled ‘The Need to Reconsider These Basic 
Principles’ (p. 1319), and addresses some of the reasons for this debate being 
important. One of the reasons given is that of ‘methodological fundamen-
talism’ (p. 1319). Some researchers appear to form the value judgement that a 
particular qualitative research approach can make the best contribution to 
social science enquiry. They become extremely committed to one form of 
qualitative research, and appear to advocate it whatever the particular research 
problem being addressed, or the research context. In that case, their favoured 
qualitative approach becomes a form of research ideology. When this happens, 
there is a danger that the research approach will become self-defi ning as of 
high quality, and incorporating a high level of rigour. The researcher concerned 
may begin to feel that no further assessment of quality is necessary. The 
research is self-referentially of a high standard. One should always guard 
against making explicit or implicit assumptions like this in a literature review. 
A valid analysis of literature should be open-minded and sceptical, and should 
apply clear criteria to the assessment of research reports and writing. This is 
one of the reasons for the advocacy of the use of these three terms, episte-
mology, methodology and method. They provide clear standards of judge-
ment, yet standards which are suffi ciently fl exible to apply to the many 
different forms of qualitative research which are available.

On the other hand, although a balanced objectivity in both research and in 
writing a literature review may appear desirable goals, it is worth considering 
whether value judgements are in fact inseparable from research. If we consider, 
for example, the choice of a research topic, this is based upon the decision 
that this issue or problem is worth investigating. That decision inevitably 
attaches primacy to one research issue at the expense of others. The reasons 
for attaching that signifi cance to one research question, and not to another, 
may be diverse and numerous. Every student, researcher or academic has had 
a different education. They have read perhaps some of the same books, but 
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also different books. They have all interacted in different ways with the 
knowledge which has been presented to them, and as a result of these and 
many other factors, they interpret and analyze the world in different ways. 
Therefore when selecting a research question we are infl uenced by these kinds 
of factors.

Carter and Little (2007) point out that the type of epistemology favoured by 
an individual may be at least partly infl uenced by the broad subject area in 
which the researcher or student has been educated (p. 1325). For example, if 
a student has studied sociology at Bachelor and Master degree levels, and 
particularly if these courses were taught by lecturers heavily infl uenced by 
interpretive sociology, then this is likely to affect the way such a student 
formulates a research question. The student will probably be interested in 
investigating the perceptions of a small sample of people, and will try to avoid 
infl uencing the research design too much themselves. Indeed there may not 
even be anything substantive which could be called a research design. On the 
other hand, if a student has studied under lecturers who tended to prefer a 
broader, large-scale investigation, and who were infl uenced primarily by a 
positivist epistemology, then this is likely to infl uence the student. They may 
well refl ect this type of epistemology in the design of their own research.

Whatever type of epistemology is selected by an individual does refl ect the 
education and background of a researcher or student, and is to an extent, 
based upon their values and norms. In addition, as stressed by the present 
writer, the epistemological decisions do affect the methodology and method. 
An interpretive epistemology implies a certain kind of methodology such as 
ethnomethodology or phenomenology. In turn, these then suggest a partic-
ular type of method, or data collection strategy. Now these three concepts, 
whichever are chosen, will have an effect upon the types of literature selected 
for the review, and indeed for the way in which that literature is analysed. A 
positivist will select certain types of literature, and will then look for certain 
types of quality in it. An interpretivist will also select literature which refl ects 
that particular epistemological approach, and will also analyze the literature 
from their own perspective. Both of these approaches could yield research 
studies of the highest quality, depending on the way in which the data is 
collected and analyzed. The particular epistemology, methodology and 
method will also affect the kinds of sub-headings used in the literature review 
and the way in which the student or researcher seeks to organize the 
material.

The type of method used to collect and analyze data is also sometimes 
employed as a means of structuring a literature review. For example, if a 
mixed method approach is used in a dissertation, then part of the data may 
be collected by means of a questionnaire, and part using semi-structured 
interviews. The researcher may assemble some examples of research which 
use questionnaires, and other examples which use interviews. These could be 
used as the basis for subdivisions in the literature review. There are other ways 
in which the method of the research may be used as a structural basis for the 
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literature review. There are many different types of sampling strategy in use 
in research, and it may be possible to identify a range of literature which all 
employ the same sampling method. In interpretive research where we may 
broadly refer to purposive sampling, there are many different ways in which 
a purposive sample may be put together. These could form the basis for a 
section of a literature review.

Although this article has as its principal purpose to design a basic concep-
tual structure whereby it might be possible to judge the quality of a wide 
range of types of qualitative research, it also can be adapted to provide strate-
gies for structuring a literature review. Its analysis of epistemology, method-
ology and method provides a basis for subdividing literature, and hence of 
structuring a review.

Good practice 

With regard to the relative diversity of ways in which some terms may 
be defi ned in the social sciences, there are several approaches which 
you can take to the issue. The fi rst is to select a key writer and to use 
his or her defi nition of a term. This should be clearly referenced and 
you should make it clear that you have selected this defi nition from a 
range of alternatives. It would also probably help if you explained the 
reasons for selecting this particular defi nition to use throughout your 
writing.

A second approach would involve discussing and analyzing the 
various defi nitions and use of a concept which are commonly found 
in the literature. You could then select one defi nition to use in your 
dissertation and explain the reasons for your selection. This is a 
comprehensive approach, but could be time-consuming because of 
the discussion of different interpretations. Finally, you could defi ne 
the concept yourself, drawing upon examples of usage in the litera-
ture, and explaining the reasons for taking this particular perspective. 
All three of these approaches are acceptable, and the choice you 
make may depend on the particular circumstances and also the 
nature of the concept itself.

Findings

In the conventional structure of a dissertation the literature review appears 
fairly near the beginning, while the data and the fi ndings appear in the second 

˛
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half of the dissertation. However, although this is the standard structure, 
there are always types of dissertation or research report which introduce 
variations depending upon the research design involved.

Veltri (2008) presents a long and interesting analysis of the Teach for 
America (TFA) scheme. This is a project whereby recent college and university 
graduates in the United States teach for a period of time – often two years – in 
relatively deprived city areas. The Teach for America scheme has received 
considerable fi nancial support from major corporations in America. It places 
often very intelligent, and high performing young graduates in schools where 
the students can be very challenging, and often come from a different ethnic 
background to that of the young person teaching them. The introduction to 
the article provides citations to background literature related to the issues 
raised by the Teach for America scheme. It also notes the strong sense of 
idealism which pervades the scheme, and which presumably is attractive 
to the large business corporations which support it. The journal article reports 
on a qualitative study which lasted for eight years, and which collected a 
considerable quantity of data on the day-to-day working of the scheme. The 
next section of the article is entitled TFA’s ‘Service’ Model (p. 514), and starts 
with a discussion of the grants made available to participants. The young 
graduates can use these grants for the payment of higher education fees, and 
as one young person noted, she intended to use the grants to contribute 
towards her Masters degree tuition fees (p. 514). It is interesting that here, 
very early in the article, there is an example of transcribed data from one of 
the participants. In a conventional research report, this would be in the 
second half of the report.

It is also noted in this section of the article, that the young people who 
volunteer for the Teach For America project, are given a short period of teacher 
training before they actually work in the schools to which they have been 
allocated. This short teacher training course lasts for fi ve weeks and includes 
basic classroom skills along with short periods of experience in practical 
teaching situations. Research evidence is adduced which suggests that a signif-
icant number of school principals are impressed with the teaching abilities 
of TFA graduates. On the other hand, at least one young teacher suggests 
in data, that the early experiences of the teaching in urban schools were 
extremely diffi cult and challenging.

The article now begins to present large quantities of transcribed data, some-
times from interviews and sometimes from fi eld diaries kept by those who 
provided the teacher training or who mentored the young graduates. The 
next section (p. 516) is entitled ‘Notes from the Field: Unwarranted Visitation’. 
This section consists entirely of notes transcribed from a fi eld diary, and 
concerns a visit by a female police offi cer to one classroom, where she removed 
student backpacks for examination. From now on in the article, empirical 
qualitative data predominates in the sub-sections, and indeed on a good 
many pages the number of lines of data exceeds the number of lines written 
by the journal article author.
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The next section is entitled ‘Site-Based Realities: Learning the Community 
Culture’ (p. 517). The extracts of empirical data make compulsive reading as 
they provide accounts of the events which the TFA recruits have to face. 
Essentially, many of the young teachers are working in deprived urban areas of 
which normally they would probably have little or no experience. The students 
they are teaching experience traumas, diffi culties, and sometimes violence on a 
level which seems completely alien to the more middle-class young teachers 
who are working with them. Very often, the young teachers do not know how 
to respond for the best, and have to simply negotiate their way through the situ-
ations in which they fi nd themselves. That they usually manage to do this is a 
great compliment to their youthful enthusiasm for the TFA project, and their 
determination to do something useful with this period in their lives. The data 
demonstrates how the teachers slowly begin to understand aspects of the culture 
of the school and the culture of the catchment area. In many cases the culture 
to which they were exposed was new and very strange, but sometimes (p. 522) 
the young teachers found that they possessed skills which made an immediate 
link with their students. Some of the teachers in one group spoke Spanish and 
found themselves teaching children whose mother-tongue was Spanish. The 
children were extremely impressed, and this helped the teachers forge a link 
with their students. Two more sections in the article provide further data, inte-
grated with references where these are relevant. Nevertheless, the prime focus of 
these sections was to present transcriptions from the data.

Towards the end of the article, there is a section entitled ‘Discussion’ 
(p. 536) which draws together some of the themes which have emerged from 
the data. However, this section only consists of about two pages of text, and 
does not address the numerous issues which are brought out in the previous 
data sections. This is not necessarily a failing in the article, because in some 
ways the analysis of the data proceeds as the data is gradually revealed 
throughout the article. This then enables the references and the literature 
review to be written in parallel with the fi ndings and analysis. The major point 
made in the Discussion section, however, is the perhaps unpalatable one of 
equality of opportunity. It argues that behind all the rhetoric of the Teach For 
America scheme lies a fundamental lack of fairness. It argues that in the 
affl uent areas of the United States there is no need for the TFA scheme, since 
the schools are staffed with well-qualifi ed, trained and experienced teachers. 
This does not prevail of course in the poorer, disadvantaged areas, where the 
children often have teachers who stay for only a very short time, or they are 
taught by the minimally trained young people of the TFA scheme. Despite 
the undoubted achievements of the TFA scheme, it is argued that all children 
should be taught by the kind of teachers who generally work in the affl uent 
areas. Finally, at the end of the article are two short sections, one on the process 
for collecting and analyzing the data, and one on the sampling procedure. The 
article thus has an unorthodox structure, but it demonstrates how an inter-
esting and informative article can be constructed around the presentation of 
data and fi ndings, which are linked to a discussion of relevant literature.
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Chronology

Chronology is perhaps one of the most obvious of ways in which a literature 
review can be structured. Typically by starting with the earliest references 
which are relevant to the subject matter, you can show something of the 
development of the subject. Sometimes the earliest works may not be very 
revealing, simply because the subject was in the early stages of its develop-
ment. Such early works may not employ the full range of concepts which are 
today associated with a subject area. The analysis may appear to be rather 
naïve simply because there was not as much literature at the time, to include 
in the discussion and evaluation. Finally, the analysis may appear rather 
‘dated’ and unfashionable compared with the ideas which circulate in the 
contemporary world. However, the chronological approach can achieve a 
great deal by illustrating the history of ideas in a particular subject, and 
demonstrating the possible ways in which ideas developed sequentially, each 
infl uenced by the previous piece of research. One further advantage of a 
chronological approach, is that the early writers in a discipline quite often set 
out to establish some theoretical principles which could have a cohesive func-
tion in the subject area. They would often try to provide a theoretical founda-
tion, because this would perhaps establish the subject fi rmly as a legitimate 

Using fi ndings as the basis of the structure of a review

The standard structure of a research report or dissertation has evolved funda-
mentally because it is logical and rational, and to that extent refl ects an 
idealized model of the research process itself. However, particularly with the 
expansion in the use of qualitative methods, researchers have experimented 
with the use of different ways of collecting and analyzing data. For example, 
they have used various approaches which involve self-refl ection and self-
observation, and autobiographical accounts. This experimentation with 
types of data, which would probably previously have been regarded as 
rather subjective, has also resulted in newer ways of reporting research. The 
research process has, among many researchers, ceased to be thought of as a 
supremely rational, linear process. It is sometimes perceived as less linear in 
style, and perhaps more like a matrix, with the researcher exploring avenues 
in the research which later seem to be cul-de-sacs, and then trying new 
approaches. The research process is seen as involving a good deal of trial and 
error. This in turn has led to attempts to fi nd different ways of reporting 
research, which are not structured in quite so conventional a way. This is 
where the data and fi ndings of a research study might be seen as a useful 
way of basing the reporting of the research, and of the literature review.
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academic discipline. Such a theoretical base might also provide a foundation 
upon which later academics could build their own advances. The importance 
of early theory in a subject area is illustrated by the next article by Bullough, 
Jr. and Pinnegar (2001). They explore the use of data from autobiographies 
and self-study as a form of research data. They pose the question of how we 
can judge this kind of investigation as a form of research, and indeed how we 
can judge its effectiveness and the extent of its valid contribution to knowl-
edge. In order to think more clearly about these questions, they have returned 
to one of the major sociologists of the twentieth century, C. Wright Mills. 
They argue that the theoretical orientation of Mills can help in appreciating 
how autobiographical studies can form a serious research study.

To put it briefl y, Mills argues (pp. 14–15) that the experiences of the indi-
vidual human being cannot truly be understood without setting them in the 
historical and social context of society. Equally, on the other hand, we cannot 
appreciate the larger forces which mould our society, without trying to under-
stand the nature of individual social experience. To expand on that slightly, it 
is suggested that we are all moulded by the micro social forces which operate 
between individuals. These forces affect us at an individual level, but they are 
not the only forces which operate on our lives. Society at the macro level is 
affected by large-scale economic, political, economic and historical forces 
which have a collective effect upon the individual. No matter how much we 
try, we cannot escape the consequences and effects of these major forces. They 
have consequences for each individual citizen.

We can argue, therefore, that superfi cial autobiographical research is simply 
a subjective account of how one person feels at a particular moment. However, 
in order to give that the status of research, we need to explore the way in 
which a subjective account is infl uenced by the broader forces prevalent in 
society at the time. Hence one can argue that literature arranged in chrono-
logical order can sometimes be useful in terms of examining the way in which 
theoretical perspectives arose in the earlier stages of development of a subject.

Common pitfall

When assuming a chronological approach in reviewing literature, it is 
important to be aware that in the history of a discipline there can very 
often be major changes of perspective. These might almost amount 
to paradigmatic changes. The subject or discipline develops a major 
new way of looking at the world. This might be through a natural 
process of evolution of thought, or it might be due to the publications 
of a radical new thinker. In the early stages of development of soci-
ology, for example, sociologists attempted to measure what they 
perceived as ‘social facts’. They assumed that society could be 
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Ideological position

I have suggested at various places in this book that objectivity is, per se, a valu-
able and desirable quality in writing a literature review, and perhaps, by impli-
cation, in educational writing in general. If we were to ask a group of teachers 
and students whether it was possible to think and write objectively, I suspect 
a good many of them would answer in the affi rmative. If then we were to ask 
them what roughly they meant by objectivity, I suspect they would say some-
thing like ‘thinking in a balanced way’ or ‘discussing both sides of an issue’. 
However, whether it is truly possible to think in a completely balanced way 
may be debatable. It could be that whenever we start to talk about something 
or enter into a discussion, we do so, at least slightly, from a preordained view-
point. Certainly to think ideologically is not objective. The ideologue has a 
supremely committed point of view, such that she or he does not wish to 
consider any way of looking at an issue, which is different from their favoured 
perspective. However, even someone who thinks of themselves as open-
minded may commence their analysis of an issue from a personally favoured 
viewpoint. They may hardly realize they are doing it!

In the next article to be discussed, Apple (2008) makes an interesting asser-
tion. In the introduction (p. 241), he suggests that to be involved in education 
is to be involved in a political enterprise. This does not signify an involve-
ment in party politics, although that could be part of it. Essentially, he is 
arguing that to teach or to take part in education in any other way, is to be 
part of the various choices which have to be made in society, and to in effect 
support a particular way of organizing and structuring society. For example 
we can conceive of society as being essentially unfair and unequal, with a 
dominant class which uses a number of strategies at its disposal to sustain that 
unequal division of wealth and power in society. In this case, one of the 

reduced to concepts and ideas which could be measured, usually 
quantitatively. There developed later, however, the view that society 
could not be regarded as fi xed and certain, and hence defi nitively 
measured. The view developed that society was, in a sense, continu-
ally creating itself, or that the people who constituted society were 
continually creating it. This was a very different way of looking at the 
social world.

If you do adopt a chronological approach to literature analysis, it is 
important to try to identify such points of hiatus in historical develop-
ment, to discuss and analyze them, and to try to account for their 
existence.
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purposes of education would be to challenge that system, to explain to 
students in school why the system is so unfair, and to try to use the education 
system to attempt to transform society. On the other hand, we may view 
society as being basically fair, while acknowledging that some people progress 
further than others, perhaps through their own intelligence and hard work. 
Within this view the purpose of education is to sustain the present structure 
of society, because it is perceived as being essentially fair and functional.

Within the fi rst perspective, educationalists would analyze the education 
system in order to identify examples of curriculum or pedagogy which seem 
to sustain inequalities. In the second perspective, educationalists would try to 
fi nd ways to make the education system more effi cient and effective. They 
would not want to change it in any signifi cant way, but to try to make it func-
tion better. In short, then, education is political because it is diffi cult to sepa-
rate a consideration of an education system from a consideration of the type 
of society in which it functions. The fairness or unfairness of society will to 
some degree be refl ected in the education system.

Apple writes from the perspective of inequality in society, and analyses the 
interaction between political action and attempts to change the education 
system. The next section of the article entitled ‘Remembering real schools and 
real children’ provides anecdotes illustrating inequalities. The titles of subse-
quent sections, for example, ‘The politics of educational reform’ and 
‘Understanding conservative social movements in education’ make clear the 
political nature of the discussion. In fact, one can argue that there is no 
problem with the politicization of educational debate, because education is 
inevitably political in nature. However, one might argue that a writer on 
educational matters should always make clear his or her value position and 
political orientation, in order to avoid claims that they are being unneces-
sarily ideological in their writing. As long as they do make clear the perspec-
tive within which they are writing, then the reader can incorporate that 
understanding in the way in which they interpret what is written. Ideological 
or political perspectives form a useful way of structuring a literature review, 
because they usually incorporate fundamental concepts such as equality, 
justice, fairness, meritocracy, goodness, liberty and freedom. Since these are 
such basic concepts they often form an ideal way in which literature can be 
structured and discussed.

Selection of signifi cant works

The fi nal way to be considered for the structure of a review is through the 
key works of a single author or perhaps the principal works of a subject 
area. In many ways, these provide a very straightforward way of structuring 
a literature review. In the case of the principal works of an author, these can 
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be considered one by one, and integrated with discussion about other 
examples of literature on the same topic. An example of this approach is the 
article by Costa (2006) in which she analyses the writings of the political 
scientist, William Galston. She examines such concepts as civic education, 
liberalism, liberal democracy, and pluralism in the writing of Galston, citing 
from his works, and incorporating this analysis with a discussion of other 
writers in the area. Classifi cation of the literature review into sections 
becomes relatively easy, based upon the principal works of the author being 
considered.

The other approach is to consider signifi cant works, not of a single 
author, but connected to a particular fi eld of study. This provides again a 
straightforward way in which to structure a literature review. An example 
would be the article by Cho and Trent (2006) on the subject of validity 
in qualitative research. The article contains detailed citations on relevant 
literature, and is divided up into sections on different aspects of validity, 
such as ‘Two general approaches to validity’ (p. 321) and ‘Transactional 
validity’ (p. 322). In using this technique you need to fi rst of all identify as 
much of the key literature in the fi eld as possible, and then to divide it up 
into categories, which will function as the basis of the different sub-divisions. 
The process may take a little time, but is relatively uncomplicated to put 
into practice.

We thus reach the end of our discussion of ways to structure a literature 
review. From our analysis of a range of literature reviews in academic journal 
articles, we can see that academics employ a range of techniques. This points 
to the creative nature of much academic writing. The way in which scholarly 
writing is presented depends very much upon the subject matter, and other 
issues such as the methodology used. Although we can sketch out some basic 
principles, an academic writer also needs to be fl exible, and to try to think of 
the most appropriate ways in which to treat a subject.

Key terms

Ethnography: a qualitative research methodology, which places great emphasis 
on trying to reveal and understand the way respondents look at the world. 
It is often associated with the use of participant observation.

Mixed method: a type of research design which incorporates two or more 
different types of research methods, often one quantitative and one quali-
tative. The use of different methods may be a form of methodological 
triangulation, and increase validity to some extent.

Seminal work: a book or published research study which has become famous, 
either because it has broken new ground in a subject area, or perhaps was 
one of the earlier, founding studies in a subject.
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Key questions

1 When we are conducting interpretive or ethnographic research, and need 
to establish a relationship or empathy with respondents, what issues should 
we bear in mind?

2 What are the advantages in having sub-headings in a literature review?
3 For what reasons is qualitative research often not regarded as rigorous as 

quantitative research?

Key reading
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Writing the review

Summary • Learning outcomes • Placing themes in order • Compare 
literature which reaches different conclusions • Being critical of 
inadequacies • Prose style • Standard approaches to referencing • Citing 
electronic sources • Calculating the number of quotations to include 
• Devote more space to discussing signifi cant literature • Key terms • Key 
questions • Key reading

Summary

An academic dissertation represents a particular genre of writing. Just as a 
poem, a play, a novel or a biography each demand a specifi c writing style, so 
does an academic article or dissertation. They are all creative activities, to the 
degree that all writing is creative. All writing has as its fundamental aim the 
process of communication with a reader. The writing of a literature review, as 
an element of the writing of a dissertation, demands its own set of skills. This 
chapter examines the actual process of writing a literature review, and the 
skills which are required. It looks at some of the planning which is required 
just before the writing begins, and also such features as the prose style, and 
the use of references and quotations.

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:
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• Select an appropriate prose style for the literature review.
• Insert references and quotations in your review in an acceptable style.
• Select and refer to electronic source material in an appropriate style.

Placing themes in order

The task of actually writing the literature review raises a number of practical 
questions, notably concerning the order in which the different aspects of the 
literature will be treated. There are usually a variety of different options 
available. The order which you select depends a great deal upon the subject 
matter of the research, and also upon your own viewpoint. One of the best 
guides in selecting the order for writing a literature review is to read the way 
others have approached the issue. Although no two situations are the same, it 
does help to provide ideas.

Czymoniewicz-Klippel et al. (2010) discussed the diffi culties and issues in 
ensuring sound ethics procedures when conducting research. However, 
instead of concentrating on research ethics procedures in a ‘Western’ context, 
they examined the problems when conducting research with people in devel-
oping countries. In particular, they wanted to explore the issue of collecting 
data from ‘vulnerable’ people – or those who, for a variety of reasons, may 
fi nd diffi culty in appreciating the nature of the research project, and the role 
which they were being invited to adopt within it. The writers also selected for 
particular attention a specifi c aspect of research ethics, that of informed 
consent. In broad terms, this is the principle that before agreeing to take part 
in a research study as a respondent, people should have as complete an under-
standing of the research as possible, and what they will be expected to do. 
Only in this way is their acquiescence really meaningful. It is therefore neces-
sary for the researchers to give careful thought to the way in which they will 
provide information about the research for potential respondents.

They start the discussion of their research by commenting upon the way in 
which research ethics committees operate in giving approval for research to 
be carried out. They note that a tradition has developed in Western countries 
whereby the ethics committee has a checklist of issues which are used to 
monitor proposed research. The system can thus become rather formal, and 
may not be suited to the situation in a developing country. While still 
retaining the essential values of research ethics procedures, it may be neces-
sary to adapt these processes to the very different cultural situations in some 
developing countries. The research article examines the particular ethical 
issues in research being conducted in India, Papua New Guinea, and Cambodia. 
In particular, the research examines the ethical issues involved in assuring 
informed consent in situations where data is being collected in these 
countries.

23800.indb   11423800.indb   114 20/12/11   10:19 AM20/12/11   10:19 AM

www.ztcprep.com



 

WRITING THE REVIEW 115

The next section of the article looks at issues specifi cally concerned with 
informed consent. The section is termed ‘Informed Consent: Strategies and 
Strictures’ (p. 333) and raises a number of interesting and complex issues. First 
of all, it notes the current practice in Western countries of asking participants 
to sign a consent form agreeing to participate in the research. In addition, 
participants are usually given a fairly detailed summary of the research. This 
can sometimes be written in language which is not entirely comprehensible 
to the proposed participants. However much researchers try to write their 
research summaries in straightforward language, sometimes potential partici-
pants do not understand them. It is evident that when working and researching 
in an entirely different culture with a different language, that helping people 
to understand the purpose of the research will be diffi cult. The writers also 
point out that it can be argued that this approach of obtaining consent 
signatures, is designed fi rst and foremost to protect the researchers and the 
institution which is sponsoring their research. The system then, it can be 
argued, has a kind of legal function rather than primarily trying to protect 
the welfare of the research participants. The authors have referred to extensive 
literature to support and illustrate their arguments. They note that some 
writers feel that the principal responsibility of researchers is to demonstrate 
care for respondents, and that this is particularly so in the case of respondents 
who might be judged to be vulnerable in various ways. The manner in which 
the article authors treat their literature review is very rational, moving through 
a series of general, more theoretical issues, before starting to examine issues 
which arise from the case studies of developing countries.

Compare literature which reaches different conclusions

One of the key features of academic writing is that it tends to be understated 
in style. If one academic completely disagreed with another, and indeed 
thought the other was completely and utterly wrong about something, he or 
she would probably say they were in the process of reconciling minor differ-
ences of opinion! It is true that some academics can be forthright and 
outspoken, but as a general rule they tone down very much what they say. It 
is important therefore when we hear academics say that they have slight 
reservations about something, they may well mean that they completely disa-
gree with it! This style therefore represents something of the culture which is 
prevalent in the academic world, and is certainly present in the general way 
in which literature reviews are written. The style is infl uenced by an assump-
tion that it is diffi cult to know something with certainty. The prevailing world 
view in the social sciences and education is one of relativism – that there are 
no such things as absolute facts, and that knowledge is created and recreated 
by human beings. In this context, academics can tend to be rather more 
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tolerant of each other, and each other’s views, than many other groups of 
people.

It is fairly common for articles or books to reach different conclusions on an 
issue. This can be no bad thing, as it opens up issues for discussion, and encour-
ages debate. Neither does it mean that one is absolutely correct, and the other 
completely wrong. Both conclusions may be right in some ways, and wrong in 
others. Therefore when we are comparing literature which does not come to 
the same conclusion, we try to be tolerant and balanced in how we express 
ourselves. Here are some styles of expression which might be useful in a litera-
ture review, with comments on the context in which they might be used.

The methodological perspective of article A differs slightly from that of 
article B, and this may well explain the differing conclusions.

This comment avoids taking sides, but notes that the articles adopted different 
methodological designs, and offers this as at least a partial explanation of 
differences.

The interview data in both articles is diffi cult to interpret. It is transcribed, 
as it was spoken, in dialect, and there is some uncertainty about the 
meanings attributed by both writers.

Here it is a question of interpretation of data. Most researchers will recognize 
this problem, and also accept that there are often margins for misunder-
standing especially when trying to interpret dialect.

The author of article A suggests that the evidence supports the effective-
ness of a directive management style in schools, whereas the data analyzed 
in article B appears, according to the second author, to support a more 
democratic, participative approach.

The style of the comparison here is balanced and objective. It simply states in 
fairly neutral terms the conclusions drawn by the two authors. However, the 
choice of vocabulary is noteworthy. The author of article A ‘suggests’ rather 
than states, indicating an approach which is slightly tentative. Both authors 
use the word ‘support’ to refer to a particular management style, rather than 
stating that they defi nitely favour one approach or another. In addition, the 
second author uses the expression ‘appears’ to support, which again implies a 
rather tentative approach.

The comparison of literature is an important technique when writing a 
literature review. In addition, literature which reaches different conclusions 
concerning the same topic is not necessarily indicative of inadequacies in the 
way the research was conducted. Such differences in the conclusions can very 
often be useful points of debate in a literature review – far better sometimes 
than articles which appear to take a similar viewpoint.
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Being critical of inadequacies

The same principle of relativism tends to underpin the academic writing style 
used to critique or criticize the content of articles or books included in a litera-
ture review. Generally speaking, when critiquing perceived inadequacies, we 
try to be cautious in what we say, on the grounds that we cannot be certain of 
the degree of inadequacy of what has been written.

In the previous sentence, the use of the phrase ‘perceived inadequacies’, 
suggests that I may not be absolutely certain whether or not there are 
inadequacies. Equally, the emphasis upon being ‘cautious’ refl ects this 
general avoidance of sweeping statements which might give the impression 
of certainty. There follow some phrases which might be useful when you 
are being critical of inadequacies. If we think that something has been missed 
out of a particular article, whether that be a discussion of methodology, or 
perhaps some data, then we might write ‘A possible omission here is . . .’. If 
we think that there might be a slight lack of logic in the reasoning in a 
research report, we might write that ‘A possible logical contradiction exists 
in the . . .’. The use of ‘possible’ prevents the writer of the literature 
review getting into a confl ict about the article, and claiming outright that it 
contains errors.

We can also talk about parts of the article being rather ‘limited’ in content. 
This is not too serious a criticism, and is unlikely to offend the writer of the 
article too much. We might suggest that the ‘evidence is rather limited’ in a 
particular argument, or that the data which is included is ‘rather limited’, or 
that the analytic process is rather limited. It is unlikely that any of these 
comments would make the writer of the article feel that they had written a 
poor article. It is probably the kind of comment which would be intended to 
be constructive.

Techniques for comparing literature which reaches different conclusions

It is not really surprising that two research studies on the same subject could 
reach different conclusions. A study of two separate groups of school pupils 
in different schools may yield completely different results. Even if the two 
groups were matched as far as possible for age and intelligence, there are so 
many potential extraneous variables, that it is very diffi cult to be sure that 
any apparent differences are valid. When you come across two pieces of 
literature on the same subject, which reach different conclusions, it is wise 
not to claim that there is indeed a major difference. It is perhaps more logical 
to acknowledge the difference, yet to point out the wide range of possible 
variables which might be having an effect upon the two studies.
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On the other hand, we might say that discussion of ethical issues which are 
important in the research have been omitted; or that there has been an 
omission of any discussion of the way in which the sample was determined. 
This is a more direct form of criticism, and if it is factually correct, then it 
does call into question much more, the writing of the article. A slightly less 
critical phrase starts with the expression ‘It tends not to explain . . .’. This 
might be used to say that the article or book ‘tends not to explain the analytic 
process’, or ‘tends not to explain the previous research in the area’. This is a 
fairly mild form of criticism, which would hopefully be taken positively by 
the writer.

Critiquing apparent inadequacies in literature

If you wish to mount a critique of an article, it is probably best fi rst to be as 
sure of your ground as possible, and, second, to write politely in measured 
tones. There is nothing worse than attacking an article rather vigorously, only 
to discover later that your arguments do not really stand up to examination! 
At the same time if you genuinely feel that an article is in error, then you may 
feel it is important for you to sound your objections. Well, you can still criti-
cize the article, while at the same time acknowledging that you yourself may 
have made an error. In terms of style, you would need to write something 
such as: ‘There is not always the space to present all of the details of sampling 
and data collection in a journal article, but it seems to me that there is an 
important omission in . . .’ Or ‘If I have understood the main argument in the 
introduction correctly, then it seems to me that there is a signifi cant error 
in . . .’ In this way, you can critique an article, while admitting to potential 
errors in your own line of reasoning.

Prose style

When discussing academic literature it is a good idea to try to be as balanced 
as possible in the way you reach your decisions. In other words, you should be 
seen as weighing up the different sides to an argument or an issue, and only 
then forming your viewpoint. This approach of weighing up alternatives in a 
fair and balanced way should be refl ected in the kind of language which you 
use. For example, expressions such as:

The evidence would appear to indicate that . . .
On balance, it appears that . . .
As far as it is possible to discern . . .
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To the extent that we can compile a full picture . . .
Weighing up the alternatives it would seem that . . .
Despite some contradictory views, it would seem that . . .
Synthesizing the main points, we might reasonably assume that . . .

all give the impression of a weighing-up of alternatives, and reaching a 
balanced conclusion. When you are discussing literature it is frequently neces-
sary to refer to writers and what they have written. It is important to have a 
range of alternative expressions at your disposal, so that you do not succumb 
to writing too often that ‘the writer said’ or ‘the researcher says’. Here are 
some alternatives for you to consider in your own writing.

The writer indicates that . . .
She suggests that . . .
She appears to suggest that . . .
He asserts that . . .
In the introduction he proposes that . . .
She argues that . . .
She envisages that . . .
He claims that . . .

Phrases such as these provide variety in the text, and stop the latter becoming 
predictable. When the writer of an article is discussing data or evidence, we 
can say:

He evaluated the evidence . . .
He analysed the evidence . . .
She compared the data . . .
She described the data . . .
He examined the data . . .
He classifi ed the evidence . . .

Sometimes it is necessary when writing about literature to propose possible 
scenarios, or to open a debate about some articles. You might then write:

It might be possible to argue . . .
It could be suggested that . . .
It is feasible that . . .
One might hypothesize that . . .
We might claim that . . .
We might consider that . . .

All of these phrases can be used to open up areas of possible discussion.
There are some words and phrases which it is normally better to avoid in 

academic prose. Some students will use the word ‘discover’ when writing 
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about the aims or purposes of research. They may write an aim such as: ‘To 
discover the relationship between the number of hours spent in a library, and 
success on a degree course.’ The problem with such a usage is that it implies 
that there is a real relationship between the two variables, and that if we 
approach the enquiry in the right way, we will ‘unearth’ this relationship 
somewhere. At this stage the ‘relationship’ is no more than an assertion or a 
hypothesis. It would be much more accurate to say that we are intending to 
explore the possible relationship between library use and degree success.

A similar type of problem exists with the word ‘fact’ or ‘facts’. The concept 
of a fact implies that there exists somewhere an entity which is, in a sense, 
independent of human intervention. There is actually a profound philosoph-
ical issue here – that of whether entities exist independently of the human 
mind. Thus, we might pose the question of whether a square exists independ-
ently of the concept of a square within human consciousness. This type of 
problem is avoided if we simply use the term ‘data’ instead of facts. Thus 
concepts such as ‘discovery’ and ‘facts’ embrace within them philosophical 
assumptions which are best avoided in academic prose, unless you deliber-
ately wish to analyze something philosophically. There are ready alternatives 
which do not pose unnecessary problems!

Standard approaches to referencing

When citing source materials, and using standard referencing systems, it is 
very easy to become immersed in the minutiae of the process, and forget the 
original purposes of citing books and journal articles. When writing disserta-
tions or literature reviews, I fi nd that students very often become almost a 
slave of the system of referencing, and afraid lest they should make the 
slightest deviation from the accepted norms. With great effort of willpower, 
they often manage to adhere to a system in the case of standard books and 
articles, but whenever they are confronted with something slightly different 
to cite, they can be overcome with uncertainty. As a tutor, I am often asked by 
a student, ‘How should I reference this pamphlet or leafl et?’, or perhaps some 
other unconventional item. The implication of the question is usually that 
there must be one single, correct way in which it should be done, and more-
over, that I must know what that is! This is rarely the case! Perhaps it would 
be a good idea to review some of the basic reasons for citing sources, and the 
key approaches to how this can be done.

In a literature review, we need to make clear to the reader the nature of the 
sources we are citing. This needs to be done unambiguously, so that they are 
absolutely clear where sources originate, and importantly where they should 
go to fi nd the original. The latter point is very important for several reasons. 
The reader may become interested in what we have said about a particular 
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article or book, and wish to read it for themselves. In some cases, this is much 
easier today that it used to be, because of the availability of materials on the 
internet. The rapid speed of retrieval means that it is quite likely that readers 
will try to access the original. It is therefore important that we use every 
means at our disposal to help them in this.

Another reason for trying to help readers fi nd the original is that all writers 
want to be able to justify their arguments. A key part of the underlying 
rationale of academic writing, and certainly of writing a literature review, is 
that the writer should use reasoning, arguments, and logic in such a way that 
the thought processes can be verifi ed. Ultimately, the only way in which the 
reader can achieve this is to be able to read the original sources, and to work 
their way through your line of reasoning. If you are comparing two articles, 
for example, perhaps according to the methodology used, then if the reader 
is to evaluate what you are saying, it must be possible to fi nd the original 
articles. In addition, readers may want to consult articles you have used, and 
perhaps refer to them in their own writing.

Over the years, a number of different referencing systems have evolved 
within the fi eld of academic writing, and been accepted as ‘standard’ within 
certain areas or subject fi elds. They all include more or less the same informa-
tion about the original source, with slight differences here and there. 
Principally, they differ in terms of layout, and where and how the informa-
tion is presented in the article or literature review. Some systems make use of 
footnotes, while others gather the main details about the source material at 
the end of the literature review chapter, or at the end of the whole disserta-
tion. There may be several reasons for selecting a particular system, but the 
key principle throughout your literature review is that you should be 
consistent. It is very confusing for your readership if you start with one system 
of referencing, and then deviate to another system, from time to time. It is in 
fact, an important principle of all writing, that you should try to think of your 
reader, and take into account their needs.

If you are writing your literature review as a university student, then your 
university will almost certainly have a policy on the referencing style to be 
used, and clearly it would be wise to follow this. However, it is worth noting 
that even within the same university, some subject departments may favour a 
particular style, because of the history of scholarship within that subject area. 
This will often be clear in the journals within that subject area. Academic 
journals usually contain a ‘Notes for Contributors’ section which provides 
details, among other things, of the required referencing style for that journal. 
If you are submitting an article to that journal, it is normally a requirement of 
acceptance that you have adhered to these referencing guidelines. If you are 
writing your literature review as part of an academic dissertation, then your 
supervisor will be able to advise on the most appropriate system to use.

If you have any choice at all, in terms of the referencing system to use, then 
there are a few broad principles which might be useful to consider. However, 
it should be said, that all of the main systems in use conform to these 
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requirements to varying degrees. First of all, the system should be easy to read 
and to follow, for the reader. Even if the reader has not read a detailed manual 
on the system, it should still be possible to understand it easily. In terms of 
writing, it should be relatively uncomplicated to use. It should also disrupt 
the reading of the article as little as possible. Some people, for example, prefer 
a system which uses numbers in the text, while others prefer a system which 
cites the author’s surname in the main body of the review. Finally, it is also 
important that the system which you employ can be adapted easily to cite 
unconventional items, such as leafl ets or pamphlets. You may also, from time 
to time, need to cite literature in foreign languages, although this should not 
pose a problem within the main referencing systems in use.

Of the available systems, the one which appears to be most commonly used 
in the fi elds of Education and the Social Sciences, is the Harvard System. 
Whenever it is necessary to cite a book or article in your text, you insert the 
surname of the author and the year of publication. At the end of the text, all 
of the works cited in the text are listed in alphabetical order with full 
bibliographical details. Hence it is possible to locate the original. The main 
advantages of the Harvard System are its simplicity and lack of ambiguity. 
It is straightforward to use from the point of view of the academic writer, 
and normally does not give rise to any confusion in terms of identifying an 
article or book. The principal disadvantage is that the use of full surnames in 
the text can tend to be a little disruptive of reading if there are a lot of 
references. When you use a verbatim quotation from a source in your own 
writing, it is normal to put that quotation in italics. This helps to signify 
that it is taken directly from another source. In order to help the reader locate 
the quotation if they wish, then it is usual to put the page number on which 
the quotation is found in the original book or article. The citation would 
appear as follows in brackets at the end of the quotation (Smith, 2009, p. 36). 
Part of the art of academic writing is to introduce quotations and references, 
in such a way that your style is not repetitive. You therefore need to be inven-
tive in your writing, while adhering suffi ciently to the adopted system in order 
to maintain accuracy and consistency. For example, when writing your litera-
ture review, here are a few potential variations of style (fi ctional examples):

Professor Smith, in her widely-referenced account of medieval wall 
building (Smith, 2009, p. 36) suggested that . . .

or

In a detailed survey of medieval wall building, Smith (2009, p. 36) argued 
as follows . . .

Both of the above examples could be used where you intend to use an actual 
quotation. Sometimes, however, you may wish to simply note a book or 
article as a general source of information on the subject you are discussing. In 
that case, you need not cite the page number. A typical example might be:
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The technical advances in wall building are suggested as a distinctive 
feature of the medieval period (Smith, 2009).

This would refer the reader to the book by Smith, as a general source of further 
information. The lack of page number indicates that the reader is simply 
being directed to the book for fairly general use. On the other hand, if the 
following were used:

Technical advances in wall building appear to have been linked with the 
mastery of techniques in stone trimming (Smith, 2009, p. 63).

It would suggest that there is precise information on stone trimming on page 
63, even though no quotation is provided. In a literature review it may some-
times be necessary to cite a series of authors, or to group writers together. This 
occurs usually when you are referring to a topic on which there is a fairly 
extensive literature. You may decide that you do not want to select a single 
quotation from just one source, perhaps because it may not be suffi ciently 
representative of what is available. You therefore can decide, if you wish, to 
list several examples of the kind of material which is available. You could do 
this in the following way:

There has been considerable research on the subject of Victorian school 
construction techniques (Smith, 2004; Jones, 2005; Green, 2002; Simpson, 
2006).

You are trying here to give an indication of the scope of the literature which 
is available. You will have made value judgements about the authors and 
works to include. There has been no specifi cation of page numbers and there-
fore it can be assumed that within these works there are general discussions of 
the issue of school construction in the Victorian period. The advantage of this 
approach in a dissertation is that it enables you to mention a large number of 
works in your literature review. It is a fairly widely used technique in journal 
articles where space is at a premium. The approach enables academics to 
mention a good many authors, in a short space. Sometimes, you may wish to 
include a short quotation of perhaps part of a sentence, in your text. In this 
case, there is no need to italicize the text, but merely to place it in inverted 
commas. The quotation would look something like this:

In a study of classroom design in Victorian schools, Jones (2001) 
commented on ‘the bleakness of the interiors’ (p. 147).

This strategy also can be useful for including more citations within a limited 
space. When it comes to the full list of references at the end of the literature 
review or dissertation, the Harvard System uses a standard format. In the case 
of an authored book:
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James, W. (2000) School Design and Construction Techniques. London: 
Design Publishing House.

A chapter in an edited book could appear as follows:

Smith, A. (2009) The architecture of schools, in B. Johnson (ed.), Public 
Buildings in the Twentieth Century. London: Jones Publishing.

Finally, an article in an academic journal could appear as:

Smith, V. (2010) ‘The expansion of universities’, Journal of Academic 
History, 19(3): 124–137.

It is worth noting that within the parameters of the Harvard System, different 
journals, universities, and other users of the system may adopt slightly 
different approaches in terms of punctuation and layout of the references. 
The rapidly increasing practice of citing materials, which are available elec-
tronically, has introduced some complexities to the issue of referencing. These 
issues are considered in the next section. However, it is only possible in a book 
of this nature to address the broader issues of the subject of referencing. 
Further details are available in specialist books on the subject, as in the Key 
Reading section at the end of this chapter.

Citing electronic sources

Over the years a number of conventions have developed covering the citing 
of books and articles in academic publications. As the type of information 
required is fairly standard, it has not been too complex a task to agree on 
conventions for this. In addition, paper versions of publications are not 
changed very frequently, and this only tends to happen with books in the case 
of, for example, new editions. This enables a relative degree of consistency to 
be established in the case of paper-based publications.

The situation with electronic publications and sources is, however, very 
different. In the fi rst place, such materials can be placed on the internet very 
quickly in comparison with paper-based materials. We have already mentioned 
the relative speed with which internet journals can publish academic articles. 
Besides the speed of publication, there is also the rapidity with which amend-
ments may be made. In the case of academic journal articles, once an article 
has been published, it is unlikely that it will be altered, at least in the short 
term. However, academic material can be placed on the internet at very short 
notice, and also changed with increasing rapidity, as the author wishes. 
Another factor is the great diversity of internet source material. Within the 
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realm of conventional citations, there are three principal types of material: 
authored books, chapters in edited books and academic journal articles. It is 
thus relatively easy to agree on styles for referencing them, and in addition 
publishers usually name the author of a book or chapter very clearly. However, 
in the case of internet materials, the sources are so diverse, that it is often very 
diffi cult to determine the author. The name of the individual who prepared 
the text material is very often not given, and therefore a decision has to be 
taken about to whom the material should be attributed. It is of course, impor-
tant that a reasonable decision be taken about this, but also it is essential that 
whatever organization or individual is selected as the ‘author’, this is retained 
in the list of references at the end of the dissertation. The reader of the litera-
ture review will understandably expect the organization cited as the ‘author’ 
in the text to be the same at the end of the dissertation, in order that they can 
identify the actual source of the material, in case they wish to consult the 
original. Some of the diffi culties of determining how to cite an electronic 
document may be illustrated by the following example.

On the website of BERA (British Educational Research Association) there is 
an electronic document entitled ‘Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational 
Research (2004)’. This is a document which is widely used by students and by 
academics, as a guide to the kind of ethical considerations which ought to be 
taken into account when educational research is being conducted. It is noted 
on the BERA website that a paper version of the document is not available, 
and hence it exists only in electronic form. The title page of the Ethical 
Guidelines document mentions the BERA organization, and one might be 
very tempted to use BERA as both the author and publisher. However, inside 
the document, on page 3, is a brief account of the history of the document and 
of the way in which it was developed. The latest version of the Guidelines 
appears to have been the outcome of a working party of three people, John 
Gardner, Ann Lewis and Richard Pring, with John Gardner acting as 
Chairperson. When they had completed their work, the document was ulti-
mately accepted by the Council of the British Educational Research Association. 
There would then be an argument for treating the three working party members 
as the authors, with Gardner carrying pre-eminence as the chair of the working 
party. The form of citation in the text could thus become Gardner et al. (2004) 
or Gardner, Lewis and Pring (2004), and the full citation in the list of refer-
ences at the end of a work could become:

Gardner, J., Lewis, A. and Pring, R. (2004) Revised Ethical Guidelines for 
Educational Research (2004) [online] available at: http://www.bera.ac.uk/
fi les/guidelines/ethical.pdf accessed on 18.6.11.

It is possible to recognize slight differences in style between publications, 
when citing electronic sources. However, essentially the same information is 
included. The uniform resource locator (url) provides the necessary 
information to search for the fi le. As it is easier to amend electronic fi les than 
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paper-based fi les, it is normal to include the date on which the fi le was read. 
This should specify the content of the fi le, on that specifi c date.

Common pitfall

It is becoming very diffi cult to identify internet sites which will 
generally be perceived among academics as of adequate scholarly 
quality for a dissertation or journal article. Some internet sites, for 
example, are very well written by people who appear to be non-
academics. Some examiners, however, have very strict views that 
such sites are not suitable for scholarly writing. They feel that only 
academic journal articles and scholarly books are appropriate. 
Nevertheless, academic conventions are in a state of fl ux, and no 
doubt changes will gradually develop. If, however, you use websites 
which are too unconventional you can probably expect criticism from 
examiners. Perhaps the best approach is to monitor recently-
published journal articles in order to keep aware of the types of 
sources currently used in publications.

Calculating the number of quotations to include

A dissertation is a long and complex piece of writing. A doctoral dissertation 
may consist of 80,000 words or more, and a Masters dissertation may typically 
range from 15,000–20,000 words. It is important that the fi nished piece of 
work should be clear and coherent in structure, and that there should be a 
balance between the length of the different chapters. Not all the chapters will 
be the same length. The introductory chapter which sets the scene for the 
dissertation will probably be fairly brief, as will the concluding chapter which 
sums up the key fi ndings. Some of the chapters in the main body of the disser-
tation will be considerably longer. The decisions as to the length of the indi-
vidual chapters, and to their titles and content, are important. Although most 
dissertations have some standard structural features in common, there is room 
for individual creativity by the author, and the fi nal structure will depend at 
least partly upon the subject matter, and the way the data was collected.

If the method of data collection was fairly straightforward and there are not 
too many complex issues to discuss, then the methodology chapter will be 
fairly brief. On the other hand this may not be the case. In some types of 
qualitative research, there can be many nuances to the research process, and 
these need to be discussed and analyzed, before the actual data is presented in 
the dissertation. An example is the case where a teacher or lecturer is also 
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conducting research on education in the institution in which they teach. It is 
not necessarily easy to change from one role to the other, and simultaneously 
to take into account all the ethical issues which should be addressed, and to 
be faithful to the two different roles. The issues here would need addressing 
thoroughly in the methodology chapter.

Another important variable in social science research, which to some extent 
determines the structure of the dissertation, and the length of the various 
chapters, is whether the data collected is quantitative or qualitative. 
Quantitative data very often condenses into a few summary statistics, and 
takes up very little space. Of course, such statistics have to be analyzed and 
discussed, but in terms of actual space, quantitative data takes up much less 
space than qualitative data. In the case of the latter, there are usually numerous 
quotations from, say, interview transcripts. These take up a lot of space both 
in terms of the actual quotation extracts but also in terms of the space it takes 
to discuss and analyze them.

It is normal in a dissertation to devote approximately the fi rst half of the 
text to a discussion of more theoretical issues such as the literature review, and 
the methodology. Depending upon the subject matter of the dissertation, and 
the preferences of the writer, these can occupy a single chapter each, or be 
divided into more than one chapter. Hence the literature on a subject may be, 
if wished, subdivided into two separate chapters. The second part of the disser-
tation is devoted to the presentation of the empirical data, and is divided up 
into a number of chapters depending upon the judgement of the writer. As a 
very approximate guide you can assume that after the discussion of the meth-
odology, you are about half-way through the dissertation. However, this 
depends very much upon some of the issues mentioned above, such as the 
nature of the data, and whether or not the data collection and analysis were 
very complicated. If there are, for example, a great many interview quotations 
to be fi tted into the later chapters, then this will inevitably shorten the early 
chapters, such as the literature review. If, on the other hand, the methodo-
logical issues to be discussed are complex, then this will lengthen the method-
ology chapter, and necessitate shorter chapters to present the empirical data.

Therefore, any decision concerning the number of quotations to put into 
the literature review depends to a large extent upon the overall structure of 
the rest of the dissertation, and the impact that it has on the length of the 
literature review chapter. Given the potential variability in dissertation struc-
ture and design, it is diffi cult to give any more than a very approximate esti-
mate, but perhaps between 20–25 per cent of a dissertation could be devoted 
to the literature review. A dissertation is a major piece of work, often similar 
to an unpublished book. It therefore requires a great deal of thought and plan-
ning before writing commences. It is probably best if you plan the number of 
chapters in the dissertation before you begin writing, and also decide on their 
titles and subject matter. You will be aware of the total required length of 
the dissertation in words, and therefore you can then estimate the probable 
length of each individual chapter. For the literature review it is a fairly simple 
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matter to calculate the length of the chapter in words. Assuming about 
250 words per page, you can then estimate the number of pages in the chapter. 
Finally, it is a reasonable assumption that you might include an average of 
two quotations per page in the literature review. That will then give you the 
overall number of quotations needed in the chapter.

The basis of this estimate is that in a literature review, you do need to include 
examples of the actual writing of key authors and researchers, with the assump-
tion that these are properly referenced. However, you do not want the chapter 
to consist primarily of the writing of other people! One of the main purposes of 
a literature review is that you demonstrate your capacity to analyze and evaluate 
the writing of others. You can only do this if you allow yourself suffi cient space. 
If the quotations which you use are overly long, then they may contain too 
much material to discuss, and your analysis may become too superfi cial. If the 
quotations are too short, then you may not have suffi cient material to discuss. 
The best compromise might be to select quotations which are four to fi ve lines 
long, and to have about two of these per page. This should provide you with a 
reasonable balance between quotations and your own analytic writing.

Good practice 

Remember it is important to make clear in your text which parts are 
quotations and which parts are your own writing. The normal way to 
do this is to italicize the quotations. If the quotation is three or four 
lines long, and you are indenting it, then it is a good idea to leave a 
double space at the beginning and end of the quotation. Along with 
the indent at the left-hand margin and the italics, this will result in 
the quotation standing out clearly on the page. The layout of the 
latter will look very professional, and the reader or examiner of your 
dissertation will be able to note at a glance the proportion of quotes 
to your text that you have used. Some people identify quotes by using 
a smaller font, or bold, in place of italics, although in general italics 
seems to be the most popular method.

Devote more space to discussing signifi cant literature

It is one thing to calculate the number of quotations to include in the litera-
ture review chapter, but there is then the issue of how you will apportion 
these quotations between different research articles or books. In some cases, 
you might only select one quotation to use from a book, while in other cases 
you might use a considerable number of quotations. Much will depend upon 

˛
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the importance or signifi cance which you wish to attach to an individual 
work. You might also decide that quotations from one author provide more 
material for discussion than those from a different writer. Equally, some books 
or articles may be well known in the fi eld, and you may consider it necessary 
to spend more time and space discussing them.

All writers of literature reviews have to make decisions concerning the 
researchers to which they wish to give pre-eminence in the review. There are 
no absolutely correct answers to these decisions – it really is a matter of judge-
ment about the researchers whom they wish to highlight in their analysis. 
The discussion in the previous section about the length of the review is also a 
key factor. Depending upon the number of words available, it may be neces-
sary to eliminate some researchers from the discussion, simply on the basis of 
lack of space. We cannot expect all writers to take the same decisions about 
inclusion. The decision as to which researchers to include will be infl uenced 
by a number of factors such as the writer’s academic background, the subjects 
they have studied, and the academics by whom they have been taught. 
Different courses and universities emphasize different approaches to a subject, 
and the academics will often discuss in their lectures the writers whom they 
feel have made the most signifi cant contribution. Sometimes the choice of 
key writers to include would probably fi nd fairly common agreement. 
Mauthner and Doucet (2003), for example, in a discussion of refl exivity in 
qualitative research, highlight the work of Norman K. Denzin. In the fi rst 
section following the introduction, entitled ‘The “Refl exive Turn” in the 
Social Sciences’ (p. 416), they include three quotations from Denzin, a writer 
who has developed a major reputation for work in qualitative research. A 
number of other signifi cant writers are also mentioned.

Key terms

Informed consent: the principle in research ethics which asserts the moral right 
of a potential respondent to be fully informed about a research project and 
their role in it, before agreeing to take part.

url (uniform resource locator): the formal term for a web address or internet 
address.

Key questions

1 How would you characterize an appropriate prose style for writing a litera-
ture review?
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2 Why is it better to avoid the use of the word ‘fact’ in academic writing?
3 What are the key problems when citing electronic sources?
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Relating the review to 
the rest of the 
dissertation

Summary • Learning outcomes • Questions for further research 
• Demonstrating how your study is connected with previous studies 
• Relate literature to research questions and aims • Linking fi ndings and 
results with the literature review • Relating primary data of research to 
the literature review • Types of methodology used in previous research 
• Recent developments in the subject area • Key terms • Key questions 
• Key reading

Summary

It is important that a literature review is not perceived as a self-standing 
chapter in a dissertation – an end in itself. It is an important element in the 
overall report of the research. It should set the research in context, explaining 
some of the key work which has been conducted previously, and showing 
how the current research builds upon that. The literature review is also very 
useful for identifying areas which could form the basis of future research. 
Primarily though, it acts as a means of linking together the different parts of 
the dissertation. It is always possible for you, whichever part of the disserta-
tion you are writing, to look back at the literature which has been discussed, 
and to draw upon it for further analysis. This chapter examines the different 
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ways in which the literature review can act as a link throughout the disserta-
tion. Moreover, it is worth considering that the dissertation you are presently 
writing, will one day itself become part of someone else’s literature review!

Learning outcomes

After reading this chapter you should be able to do the following:

• Demonstrate how your study is connected with previous studies.
• Relate the literature review to research questions and aims.
• Link fi ndings and results with the literature review.

Questions for further research

A good literature review not only provides a sound bedrock for the current 
dissertation, but can also provide an inspiration for future students who 
are considering starting a research degree. On the one hand, a literature 
review may identify signifi cant gaps in research, which might suggest 
future investigations. In addition, however, a good literature review may be 
so interesting to future students that they will want to conduct a similar study 
in perhaps a slightly different context. A good literature review gathers 
together into one place, all the signifi cant work on a topic, and that in 
itself is a valuable function. It enables someone else to gain a quick, all-round 
impression of a subject, when to do this for themselves would take a 
long time.

Research can be conducted for a variety of reasons, and there are many 
factors which motivate students to select a particular topic and to pursue an 
investigation of it. Some of these factors include:

• the desire to solve a particular issue or problem;
• the wish to acquire knowledge and extend their understanding of a topic;
• the need to acquire new skills such as questionnaire design or designing a 

survey;
• an intrinsic interest in a subject;
• the wish to acquire qualifi cations and pursue an academic or other career;
• a desire to be involved in research activities.

A literature review can assist in all of these objectives. First of all, it provides 
the reader with an overview of the kind of issues and problems which exist in 
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a subject area. When trying to defi ne a research topic and develop a research 
design, many students fi nd it easy to think of a broad topic which interests 
them, but fi nd it very diffi cult to identify a suitable research topic. A student 
might be interested in environmental issues, for example, but cannot distil 
this subject down to a specifi c research question which could form the basis for 
a study. A literature review, however, because it gives details of many research 
studies in an area, can provide ideas for possible research topics. It can also give 
an idea of the general scope of the research being currently done in a subject. 
This can also help students gain an idea of how they can go about extending 
their knowledge in a subject. A psychology student may have been exposed in 
their education to experimental studies, and to the study of motivation and 
cognitive development. A literature review may, however, lead them on to new 
areas of the subject, such as humanistic psychology. By reading articles referred 
to in this new area, they may again develop ideas for future research.

A literature review can also be very useful in providing you with ideas for 
structuring a new research project. It is one thing to defi ne a research question, 
but quite another to plan the collection and analysis of data. You need to decide 
how to identify a group of respondents, and then to determine if it is necessary 
to take a sample of these. All of these questions contain both theoretical and 
practical questions which need to be resolved. It is also very diffi cult for inex-
perienced researchers to anticipate all of the potential problems in this plan-
ning process. A literature review can help enormously, because it brings together 
examples of different research, all of which will have a slightly different 
approach to methodology. You may be able to select a particular article which 
will help you devise your own approach to research methods. The literature 
review can also be very helpful in enabling new researchers to familiarize them-
selves with the use of data collection methods such as questionnaires. Articles 
reviewed may contain examples of research questionnaires or interview sched-
ules which can inform the design of new data collection instruments.

Literature reviews are very useful reading for young researchers who are 
beginning to defi ne their own fi eld of research.

Projecting forward to new research areas

Academics generally build their careers around a particular research interest. 
This process usually starts with the subject matter of their doctoral disserta-
tion, and continues in a number of ways. They attend conferences related to 
that subject; make bids for research funds to continue their research inter-
ests; give talks in the media; and publish journal articles and books. All of 
this is predicated, however, on being up-to-date with the research currently 
being conducted in the subject area, via such means as literature reviews. 
This enables the aspiring academic to plan future areas of research, and to 
develop a rational career pathway.
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By reading a review, the young academic can get a sense of the kind of topics 
which are currently being researched, and through a reading of some of the 
articles and books, can begin to construct a career pathway for themselves. 
Academic researchers do tend to concentrate on a particular research topic, 
since in this way they can develop a specialism, and become known as an 
expert in a specifi c fi eld. Trying to develop such a specialism is not necessarily 
easy, and the reading of literature reviews can help in this regard.

Connecting the literature review with other parts of the dissertation

Sometimes students think of the literature review as a little bit of a formality 
– something which is a requirement, and therefore they carry it out, but would 
rather prefer to get on with presenting and analyzing their research data!

However, the literature review is at the heart of a dissertation, and care 
should be taken to make sure it interconnects with all the other sections 
of the dissertation. The basic reason for this is that the literature review 
provides the basis for the current research. It establishes the nature of 
the ground on which the current dissertation is built – rather like the founda-
tions of a building. The new research should sit fi rmly on the foundations 
of the literature review, with the result that the reader of the dissertation 
will be able to understand the continuity in the creation of knowledge and 
ideas.

Demonstrating how your study is connected with 
previous studies

When some students are developing a research project, they feel that it is 
necessary to think very independently, and to develop a topic which no 
one else has even remotely investigated! Perhaps some are overly concerned 
with developing a unique contribution to knowledge, and hence want to steer 
clear of any previous research. Generally speaking, however, this ambition is 
a little unrealistic. The amount of research being carried out in the social 
sciences is so extensive, and is growing exponentially, that it is diffi cult 
to identify a topic which is entirely new, and has never been explored 
before. From time to time there are new research studies which open up fresh 
perspectives in a discipline, but it is rare that a research student is able to do 
this. It is much more usual that a student will study carefully the previous 
research which has been carried out, and then develop a research proposal 
which builds upon that.
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There are, however, possible exceptions to this. Young people, much more 
than older, established researchers, have been brought up and educated in a 
rapidly moving world of computers, the internet, and electronic communica-
tion. The rapidly developing nature of this world, and the fact that estab-
lished researchers may be less familiar with it than research students, mean 
that it is an area where it can be relatively easy to design new and interesting 
research projects.

An example of such research is the study by Pasche (2008) of the use of video 
sharing websites in the study of religions. In particular she concentrates upon 
methodological issues in using such material. The vast quantity and variety of 
material on the internet has scarcely been utilized as research data so far, and 
there are extensive opportunities to examine it in a variety of research projects. 
It may help to briefl y mention one or two issues raised by Pasche in order to 
give the fl avour of the kind of project which it would be possible to devise.

The fi rst issue (p. 2) is not just one which concerns video sharing sites, but 
also other sites which have religious or indeed material on any other subject. 
This issue is whether the researcher reveals their true identity and purpose. The 
researcher has the alternative on the one hand of revealing their occupation as 
researcher, of revealing their identity when contributing to discussion groups, 
and of being completely open about any purposes they have in relation to 
entering the website concerned. On the other hand, the researcher could hide 
their own identity, not participate at all in the activities or conversations on the 
site, and in general try to maintain what we might term the ‘social ecological 
validity’ of the internet site. As the internet is changing so rapidly, and as we all 
have our own favoured approaches to using the internet for research, it is very 
diffi cult to evaluate these strategies in absolute terms. Certainly, however, there 
is a very wide range of possibilities for research here. A second issue in the use 
of such sites for research is the question of language (p. 3). As Pasche points out, 
some but not all of the videos use English as the principal language, and this 
can create some diffi culties in terms of understanding and interpreting. 
Anyway, there would appear to be enormous potential in this type of study for 
young researchers. The latter are normally very familiar with the internet, and 
it only needs a little imagination to create a novel idea for a research study. 
There are some existing studies, and hence this kind of topic has in a sense, the 
best of both worlds. A research topic can be stimulated by an existing disserta-
tion or article; yet at the same time, there is so much potential data available, 
that the research student can relatively easily defi ne a new idea for a study.

Relate literature to research questions and aims

A dissertation has to have a sense of direction. In order to plan the research 
design effectively, you need to have a clear understanding of what you hope 
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to analyze, investigate, explore or examine. All of your key decisions will stem 
from the research questions and aims which you have established.

Good practice 

When you have written your aims or objectives for your research, have 
them read and checked by at least two experienced researchers. The 
aims need to be precisely worded, achievable, and, very importantly, 
have a sound academic, intellectual content. In other words, they 
should aim to add something to our knowledge and understanding of 
the world. In this case, they will be able to lead on to a signifi cant 
area of literature which can be reviewed.

Based upon the things you hope to achieve in your research, you will prob-
ably take a number of important decisions such as the following.

• how to structure your literature review;
• the overall theoretical perspective which will underpin the research 

study;
• the type of data collection method which will be used;
• the ethical concerns which it will be important to address in the study;
• the method of analyzing the data;
• the way in which a theory will be constructed or tested;
• the extent to which the original research aims have been met;
• the original contribution to knowledge.

One of the earliest of these decisions is the relationship between the aims of 
the dissertation and the nature of the literature review. Now it is worth 
refl ecting that decisions about the literature review do not follow entirely 
sequentially from the aims of the dissertation. In other words, the nature of 
the literature review does not, and should not really, depend upon the aims. 
In reality, there should be a kind of equilibrium between the two. The research 
student should ideally proceed roughly as follows.

The fi rst step is to defi ne the research topic and then try to identify as 
precisely as possible, several aims for the research. Let us suppose that the 
general area for the investigation is the standard of English among higher 
education students. Further, let us assume that the aims of the study are 
initially defi ned as follows:

• to examine whether the standard of English among undergraduate students 
is changing;

˛
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• to analyze various potential causes for any change;
• to propose strategies for improving the standard of English among 

undergraduates.

The next step would be to conduct an initial, and probably fairly broad survey 
of the kind of academic literature available for the literature review. It may be 
as a result of this that you are unhappy with the quantity of material avail-
able. Perhaps you fi nd suitable material on study skills in higher education 
and also on strategies designed to help students with their language skills and 
academic writing, but less on research into changing standards of English. As 
a result of this you begin to wonder whether there is suffi cient material avail-
able for the aims of the thesis in their present form. You decide to re-structure 
the aims in order to concentrate on the teaching and support strategies to 
help students with their writing skills. The purpose of the study is to do the 
following:

• to review the methods and procedures adopted to help undergraduates 
with their academic English writing;

• to analyze the types of errors typically made by undergraduates in their 
academic writing;

• to examine the perceptions of students concerning the type of help they 
need in order to improve their writing.

The process would then be repeated with the new aims. You would conduct 
an initial review of materials available, and then decide whether it was real-
istic to continue with the existing aims. In other words it is wise from the 
beginning of a dissertation or research study to see the different elements of it 
as inter-related. As the aims will have such far-reaching consequences for the 
study, it is best to go through a phase of evaluation and revision, before 
deciding upon the fi nal wording.

It is worth noting, however, that it is not only the literature review and the 
aims which are inter-connected, but the aims and the data collection process. 
For example, the fi rst of the revised aims will probably require access to several 
different colleges and universities for the collection of data. It may require 
access to study skills tutors and also to students, in order to establish the 
nature of current provision for help with academic writing. Before fi nalizing 
the aims, therefore, it is important to consider also the relationship with 
methodology. If it is not possible to collect the necessary data to fulfi l a set of 
aims, then the latter will require revising, and those revised aims will in turn 
affect the literature as mentioned before. The more we explore this issue, we 
realize that there is a close relationship between all these elements of the 
dissertation, and that a change in one of the factors has an immediate conse-
quence for others.

It is important, therefore, to take a holistic view of a research study. It would 
in a way be reassuring to think of research as a series of isolated stages or steps. 
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It might be easier for our brains to handle research in this way, but it does not 
really represent accurately the reality of the situation. To employ that much-
used metaphor, research and dissertation writing require us to keep lots of 
balls in the air at the same time. We have to be continually fl exible in our 
thinking, and be prepared to adapt our strategy as circumstances change.

Linking fi ndings and results with the literature review

It is generally seen as a good idea to be able to make some kind of link between 
your research results and the articles you have discussed in your literature 
review. Contrary to what many research students believe, it is not necessary to 
try to make a dramatic discovery, to gain a Masters degree or doctorate. In 
fact, it is very diffi cult to make an advance in knowledge of such proportions. 
A researcher should normally feel happy by making a small addition to our 
knowledge on a particular issue. Indeed, research largely consists of incre-
mental additions to our existing knowledge. It is here that the essential rela-
tionship lies, between fi ndings and results, and the literature which has been 
discussed in the review. It is often expected that the research fi ndings will to 
some extent at least build upon research which has been completed before.

One of the advantages to this is that it helps to create a cohesion within the 
dissertation, so that there is a clear relationship between previous fi ndings 
and the new research. In terms of writing the dissertation, this is done in 
chronological order, and therefore it is not possible to discuss the fi ndings 
within the literature review chapter. The data may have all been collected and 
analyzed by the time you are writing the literature review, but it will scarcely 
be possible to mention any of this. There is usually a clear demarcation 
between the fi rst half of the dissertation and the second half. The literature 
review and the methodology are discussed in the fi rst half, and in this there is 
very rarely any primary data. The latter is then presented in the second half of 
the dissertation.

In effect, then, the links between the fi ndings and results have to be made 
in retrospect. Where some data, or analysis, appears to relate to examples 
within the literature review, mention can be made of this in the appropriate 
data analysis chapter. When this is being done, it is a good idea to think about 
the reader of your dissertation. This reader may be your examiner or they may 
be future research students who have accessed your dissertation for help when 
they are preparing their own research proposal. It will be a great help to your 
reader, if when cross-referencing something from the data chapters, you 
mention the precise paragraph, sub-section or page number within the litera-
ture review. It is also worth bearing in mind that as you move towards the 
fi nal version of your dissertation that the page numbers will probably change. 
Therefore, with regard to cross-referencing sections to the literature review, it 
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may be worth waiting until very near the end of the writing before inserting 
the page references.

Common pitfall

On this particular point, there are many advantages in maintaining 
each chapter of a dissertation, including the literature review, as a 
separate fi le, with or without page numbering. The main advantage of 
this is that when you make some amendments to one chapter, it does 
not alter the page numbering in any other chapter. Normally, when 
the dissertation is saved as one single, large fi le, even quite small 
changes of one or two sentences can cause a chapter heading, say, to 
move half-way down a page. This means that any cross-referencing 
can easily be rendered inaccurate. Where separate fi les are used, this 
does not happen. All that is necessary is that fi les should be page-
numbered sequentially once the dissertation is completed.

Relating primary data of research to the 
literature review

Primary data is, by its very nature, often specifi c to the research context. It is 
therefore not necessarily very easy to compare it from one situation to another. 
The conclusions and analysis of research can be compared, but only limited 
comparisons can be made with the data itself. Having said that, there are 
some differences between qualitative and quantitative data in terms of 
comparison. If we are comparing our own research data with an article from 
the literature review, then quantitative data may simply be a matter of 
comparing tables of raw data, and this may not be very fruitful. However, 
there are potentially a few differences which might emerge from the compar-
ison of qualitative data. Suppose that our own study concerns interviews with 
school teachers, as does an article in the literature review. The data could 
differ in a variety of ways, even though the respondents are all teachers, yet 
come from two different samples.

• Some teachers may be very talkative, generating a lot of data, while others 
may say relatively little.

• Some may be enthusiastic about the state of the teaching profession, while 
others are negative and pessimistic.
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• Some may be articulate and analytic in what they say, while others put 
things rather briefl y and do not make many comments.

• Some may express a wish to stay in the classroom as teachers, while others 
indicate that they would like to gain management posts.

• Some see themselves as staying in education for all of their careers, while 
others anticipate they would like a career change within a few years.

With this type of data there could therefore be some points of comparison or 
difference between the two pieces of research. However, the contexts of the 
two pieces of research could be very different.

• The schools in the two pieces of research could be very different.
• The catchment areas could differ.
• The social background of the pupils may be very different.
• One may be an urban school and the other rural.
• The schools may differ in size.

Hence any comparisons may be of superfi cial signifi cance. Nevertheless, it 
would be useful to relate raw data gathered to similar data from the literature 
review.

Another technique of comparison would be to contrast the way in which 
the data is presented, in terms of transcription style. Interview data or focus 
group data is usually transcribed prior to being used in a dissertation or 
research article. It is easier for the researcher to make sense of the data, and 
extracts can more easily be selected to include as quotations, and to be 
analysed within the research. However, there are a number of different ways 
in which the interview recordings can be transcribed. If the researcher is inter-
ested in the broad sense of what has been said, then it is simply a matter of 
transcribing the words that were used, with a relatively small amount of punc-
tuation. All that is required is a suffi cient number of commas and full stops to 
ensure that the essence of the original meaning is conveyed. However, in 
some kinds of research, notably ethnomethodological research, there is a 
tendency to transcribe in a very detailed way, using varieties of diacritical 
marks to indicate the way in which words were spoken. For example, words 
which were emphasized by the speaker would be identifi ed in a certain way, 
and pauses in the spoken word would also be indicated. Indeed, pauses of 
different length would be marked as such. The idea behind this detail of tran-
scription is to try to enable the researcher to draw conclusions about, for 
example, the emotion behind certain utterances. A comparison between your 
data and the way in which transcription had taken place in the literature 
review articles would enable judgements to be made about the types of conclu-
sions which could be drawn from the different types of data.

Another interesting aspect of data which could be a useful point of compar-
ison with your literature review is the way in which the context of the data is 
explained. All data is collected in a specifi c social context, which may have a 
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greater or lesser effect upon the nature of the data. Suppose you are inter-
viewing a group of employees about what it is like to work in their organiza-
tion. You might interview some in an informal setting of a bar or café, well 
away from the workplace, while others are interviewed in the workplace, 
within earshot of their line manager’s offi ce. Most people would probably 
expect the data to be slightly different! However, even without the interven-
tion of line managers into the setting, simply the everyday situation in which 
the data was collected can provide an interesting background to the research. 
If you are collecting data in a school, it is interesting to document and describe 
the type of school building, its immediate environment, the facilities it 
possesses, the fi rst impression when you walk into the school, the type of 
sports facilities available, and anything else which you feel helps to build up 
a picture of the school. Much the same applies to any employment organiza-
tion, or to a social setting where data is being collected. A description such as 
this helps to ‘bring the data alive’, and to help readers of your dissertation 
appreciate the context in which the data was collected. It helps to give 
‘meaning’ to the data. Not all researchers provide this type of contextual 
information, although it is generally the norm within ethnographic research. 
A comparison of the way in which you establish the research setting for your 
data with the methods used within the literature review articles can form an 
interesting study, and be worth commenting on.

When qualitative data is used in a research study, it is very rare that the 
whole of the data is used. The researcher normally makes a selection from the 
considerable amount of interview transcripts or other data. If we imagine a 
recording of an interview, for example, there will be a considerable amount of 
the record which consists of pleasantries between researcher and respondent, 
or verbal exchanges which merely serve to help the conversation move along. 
As research data for analysis, the researcher is only interested in the parts 
which involve discussion of substantive issues. Even among these sections of 
discussion, some parts of the interviews may appear more signifi cant than 
others and hence better suited to analysis.

Now this selection of data may not be made uniformly across all the 
respondents who took part in the study. Suppose for the sake of argument 
that there are 30 respondents in a study. By the time the researcher has 
selected the extracts from the interviews which are seen as being most inter-
esting or relevant to the study, only a relatively small proportion of those 30 
respondents may be signifi cantly represented. Perhaps the majority of the 
data selected for inclusion may come from, say, ten respondents, with only 
small amounts from another third, and none at all from the remainder. This 
may not happen in all cases of research, but it could easily happen in some.

Now when data is being written up as an article or dissertation, it is quite 
common for the writer to fi rst of all describe the sample of interviewees, and 
also the number of interviewees. The quotations from the transcripts are then 
presented and analysed, without any mention of which individual respondent 
provided each quotation. In other words, the sample of respondents are 
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treated as if they were an amorphous whole, who generated the data used. 
This does not in a sense seem entirely satisfactory. It would appear much more 
rational to distinguish the respondents in some way, and then to indicate 
from which respondent each element of data came. For example, if each of 
the respondents were given a number from 1–30, and then after each quota-
tion in the article or dissertation a number was used to indicate the respondent, 
it would be possible for the reader to gain an accurate impression of the distri-
bution of data between respondents. This would enable the reader to see if the 
data selection was signifi cantly skewed within the sample. It would be inter-
esting to compare your research study in this respect with studies in the litera-
ture review. If you wished to be even more precise, you could identify a 
number of characteristics of your respondents, such as gender, age range, and 
the numbering system above, and include these details after each quotation. 
For example, (M, 20–30, 17) would provide basic information which the 
reader could relate to the content of the data quotation. There is a variety of 
ways in which this could be done, including the use of pseudonyms. Such a 
system would help the reader to judge the extent to which all members of the 
research sample were included in the research report.

In some dissertations a sample of raw data is included in the appendix, and 
this sometimes enables the reader to appreciate the nature of the data better 
than simply reading short extracts. One can gain an impression of the fl ow of 
the conversation during an interview, and also perhaps appreciate better the 
decisions which had to be made by the researcher in terms of selecting data 
for analysis. It is, however, usually much easier to do this in a dissertation 
than a journal article, simply because of the greater availability of space. In 
some articles, however, the writer may manage to include one or two pages of 
raw data in the appendix, in order to give the fl avour of the research. It is then 
possible to compare the dissertation data with that in articles within the liter-
ature review. Where an interview schedule was employed in the research, it is 
also usually the norm to include a copy of this in the appendix of a disserta-
tion. This provides a detailed picture of the type of questions which were 
asked and the sequence of questions. It enables the reader to grasp much more 
precisely the nature of the interview process. However, interview schedules 
are not always included in the appendices of journal articles, usually for 
reasons of space, although where they are included, they can form a useful 
basis for comparison.

It is normal for reasons of research ethics, to try as far as possible to preserve 
the anonymity of respondents in research studies. This is normally done by 
using pseudonyms, or code numbers, to indicate respondents. Sometimes, 
however, it is diffi cult to be absolutely certain that the anonymity of a 
respondent has been preserved because certain aspects of their life may be 
included which reveal their possible identity. A fairly common example of 
this is where the job role or employment of a person is discussed. This can 
sometimes give a relatively strong indication of their identity. On the other 
hand, however, it is often very relevant to the research study to provide a few 
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biographical details of respondents. These can help a great deal in enabling 
the reader of a research study to understand the data and the research 
conclusions. It is often necessary though to reach an effective compromise 
between the advantages of providing some biographical data, and the need 
to take reasonable care to preserve anonymity. The nature of biographical 
data does provide a useful focus of comparison between qualitative research 
studies.

Finally, the comparison of quantitative data does provide slightly different 
issues to that of qualitative data. Some of the points of comparison may 
include:

• the mechanism for selecting the sample;
• the choice of statistical tests to be used;
• the presentation of the results of such tests;
• the presentation of descriptive statistics in the form of tables, graphs, or 

spreadsheets;
• the way in which conclusions are drawn.

Comparisons between the main research study and those mentioned in a 
literature review may revolve around technical matters such as the selection 
of an appropriate statistical test. In addition, sample sizes may be different, 
and this may reduce the relevance of a comparison. However, it is important 
with any type of research, and particularly in terms of the mathematical and 
statistical nature of quantitative research, that the reasoning process of the 
data analysis is made as transparent as possible. The degree to which this is 
done can form a useful basis of comparison.

Types of methodology used in previous research

In a purist sense the methodology of a research study should be determined 
by the aims of the study. The aims establish the parameters of the study, and 
the method which will be used then follows from those aims. The method is 
selected depending upon the nature of the research problem. Broadly speaking, 
if the purpose of the research study is to develop an understanding of general 
trends in society, then quantitative survey methods will probably be required; 
on the other hand, if a more in-depth study is anticipated, then qualitative 
methods may seem more appropriate.

The aims are not, however, usually written in a vacuum. The researcher 
does not write the aims with no knowledge at all of where they might logi-
cally lead. When writing the aims, the researcher is usually thinking in parallel 
about the consequences of that decision. There are cases, however, where a 
researcher makes a decision in advance concerning the type of methodology 
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to use, and then writes the aims as something of an afterthought. There is 
nothing really wrong with this, providing the aims and the methodology 
match. There are some researchers, however, who for various reasons develop 
a favourite methodology, say, ethnography or action research, and then stick 
to this irrespective of the research questions they are addressing. This is clearly 
a mistake, and does not lead to a coherent piece of research. Again, there is 
nothing wrong with developing a personal interest and expertise in a partic-
ular type of research, as long as it is used to address relevant problems. This 
then provides one point of comparison between a research study and the 
works which are discussed in a literature review. You can examine the aims of 
a range of studies from the literature review, and analyze the extent to which 
the selected methodology is appropriate. If it does not seem entirely appro-
priate, then this begs a variety of questions, including the reason for the 
choice of methodology.

Another way in which research studies can be compared in terms of 
methodology, is the extent to which the methodology is employed in an 
accurate and valid way. For example, a variety of different studies may be 
described as participant observation research, and yet this may only be accu-
rate to a range of different extents. If a teacher is collecting data in a class of 
students while teaching, then this may be a genuine participant observation 
study. On the other hand, a researcher who simply visits a school to collect 
data may not be ‘participating’ to any realistic extent. For many research 
studies, there is a question to be asked about the extent to which the 
‘label’ attached to the study is accurate or justifi able. This provides a useful 
point of comparison when discussing the range of studies included in the 
literature review.

Other examples where methodological terms may not be employed quite as 
precisely as they might be include ethnography, case study research and 
life history research. One of the key purposes of ethnographic research is 
to gain an insight into the world as seen by the respondent. The world is not 
seen as a series of social facts as defi ned by the researcher, but as the creation 
of those people involved in the world. If we want to understand the world of 
a police offi cer, for example, we do not write about it as we imagine their life 
to be. On the contrary, we ask police offi cers about their perceptions of their 
lives, and we try to put ourselves in their position. We observe them during 
their daily lives, and ask them about the pressures and diffi culties which they 
experience. In this way we construct an ‘ethnography’ of their lives, which 
tries to represent their existence as faithfully as possible. Ethnographies can 
be compared to the degree that they genuinely try to view the world through 
the eyes of the social actors who make up the context being studied. This 
forms a basis for contrasting research studies in the literature review with the 
dissertation study.

A research case study can consist of almost anything from an institution 
such as a school or college, to an individual person, or to a group of people 
who are linked together through a work or social context. However, a case 
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study should not be simply selected at random. There should be something 
about a case study which makes it worthy of being singled out for a research 
study. In some situations, it may be that the case study is very ‘ordinary’. In 
other words it seems to manifest characteristics which appear relatively typical 
of its type. Such a case study might be useful in terms of revealing something 
of the everyday life of a social situation. On the other hand, the case study 
might be ‘extreme’ in some way. It might be atypical, and hence by its unusual 
nature, reveal distinct features of the topic under study. For example, a case 
study of a school in an extremely deprived social area may reveal something 
of the diffi culties children experience in learning in such a situation, and 
indeed of teachers being able to teach in a context such as that. To take a 
contrary example, a case study of a private boarding school would be likely to 
reveal a very different perspective on the education system. A comparison of 
the way case studies are selected in a dissertation and in the literature review 
often provides a useful point of contrast.

Finally, life history research can be compared in terms of the criteria used 
to select people for study. It is certainly not necessary to select someone 
celebrated or well known to be the subject of life history research. Indeed, 
it is sometimes more appropriate to select someone who has led an ‘ordinary’ 
life. One of the key purposes of life history research is to relate the life of an 
individual person to the main social trends which have taken place during 
their lifetime. A life history should not therefore be simply a chronological 
sequence of the main events of a life, but a much more complex account of 
the way individual lives inter-relate with the great social, political and 
economic forces which mould our existence. The extent to which life history 
research is able to do this is a measure of its quality. This provides a useful 
means of comparing a literature review of life history research with a 
dissertation.

Recent developments in the subject area

One of the essential functions of a literature review is that it should construct 
an account of the most recent research in a subject area. It should weave 
together the latest research into a coherent account in order to provide a sense 
of the direction in which a subject area is developing. This then allows the 
researcher who is writing a dissertation to describe his or her own research in 
terms of the extent to which it is built upon existing knowledge.

This is very important, as arguably the key criterion used to judge the 
quality of doctoral research is whether it makes an original contribution to 
knowledge. When you have submitted your doctoral dissertation you will be 
assessed partly on the dissertation, but you will also have to respond to ques-
tions in an oral examination or viva voce. The purpose of this is partly so that 
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you can provide evidence of your knowledge of research methodology in an 
unrehearsed and spontaneous situation, and demonstrate that the work of 
the dissertation is your own work. However, in one form or another, you will 
also be asked to explain the extent to which your research has contributed 
something original to the fi eld in which you have been working. This is where 
the literature review is essential. Your starting point in order to make out your 
case of an original contribution will need to be an explanation of the progress 
in your chosen fi eld, up to the point of the commencement of your research. 
You will then need to explain clearly the way in which your research has 
added to this pre-existing knowledge. The examiners will not be expecting to 
hear about a new theory of universal relativity! They will simply wish to hear 
you explain how your research has added something incremental to your 
chosen fi eld of knowledge. In order to do this, you will need to return to your 
literature review, and then show how your research has added to this.

This perhaps demonstrates more than anything else, the central importance 
of a writing a good literature review. Happy reviewing!

Key terms

Case study research: a form of qualitative or mixed method research, which 
selects a single example of a phenomenon to investigate and from which 
to generalize to some extent.

Ethnomethodology: a form of qualitative research which examines in detail the 
language which we use, and how this can be analysed in order to under-
stand something of the way in which we construct meaning out of the 
social world.

Life history research: a form of qualitative research which takes as its subject the 
life of an individual, and relates this to the wider context of society.

Key questions

1 In what ways should the literature review develop from the aims of a 
research study?

2 What strategies can you use to make a connection between the method-
ology of your dissertation and the methodology of the works discussed in 
the literature review?

3 In what way are recent developments outlined in the literature review, 
connected with the need to make an original contribution to knowledge?
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