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‘The first thing you must do is conduct a comprehensive literature review.’
This is one of the early tasks that many research students are asked to
undertake by their supervisors. It can sometimes be frustrating, when you
are keen to make a start on researching a particular problem that you have
identified, to be advised to go and search for relevant work done by others,
to identify pertinent theories, or just generally to read around the subject.
However, it is important to explore the field in which you are going to do
your research and gain a thorough awareness and understanding of cur-
rent work and perspectives in the area so that you can position your own
research clearly on the academic map of knowledge creation. An essential
aspect of academic research is that it has connections with the work of
others.

‘But where do I start?’ and ‘What exactly is a literature review, anyway?’
are common questions. The literature review is an activity which has many
facets and it is not unusual to feel somewhat baffled when trying to work out
exactly what is expected. To be tackled successfully, it requires thoughtful
organisation and planning from the beginning. Before embarking on the
challenge it is therefore helpful to give careful consideration to the following
questions in the context of your own discipline:
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I begin to address these questions here and elaborate further on the ideas
throughout later chapters. The book as a whole contains:
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It can therefore be used as a self-study guide and either read from start to
finish at the beginning of the research process to give you a comprehensive
view of what is entailed or relevant chapters can be visited as you progress
through your research. I would, however, recommend reading Chapters 1 to 5
as you begin the reading for your research because they focus on strategies
for conducting efficient searches of the literature, and techniques for reading
efficiently and organising the information you collect. Chapters 6 to 10 will
become more pertinent when you prepare to write your review and will con-
tinue to be relevant as you draft and revise your work. Chapter 11 is a new
chapter in this edition and discusses the purposes and processes involved in
conducting a systematic literature review. This type of review differs from a
thesis or dissertation literature review in that it is a stand-alone investiga-
tion usually conducted by a team of experienced researchers. The majority of
the book, however, assumes that you are a student conducting research for
an undergraduate, masters or doctoral programme or a supervisor of a stu-
dent undertaking such research.

After working through the guide, I hope that you will have extended your
awareness of the issues involved and be able to navigate your way through
the maze of identifying and efficiently reading the pertinent literature, and
then writing an effective literature review which blends in with your own
research.

In this initial chapter, I define the term ‘literature review’; discuss the sig-
nificance of the literature review in research; and suggest alternative ways
that the literature review can be positioned in the final draft of a dissertation
or thesis, giving the contents pages of dissertation and thesis case studies as
examples.
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When attempting a definition of this complex phenomenon, it is helpful to
break it down into two parts: first, the finished product of the literature
review which appears in the final draft of the dissertation or thesis, and sec-
ond, the process that is involved in conducting a review of the literature.
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The ‘literature review’ is the part of the thesis where there is extensive
reference to related research and theory in your field; it is where connec-
tions are made between the source texts that you draw on and where you
position yourself and your research among these sources. It is your oppor-
tunity to engage in a written dialogue with researchers in your area while
at the same time showing that you have engaged with, understood and
responded to the relevant body of knowledge underpinning your research.
The literature review is where you identify the theories and previous
research which have influenced your choice of research topic and the meth-
odology you are choosing to adopt. You can use the literature to support
your identification of a problem to research and to illustrate that there is
a gap in previous research which needs to be filled. The literature review,
therefore, serves as the driving force and jumping-off point for your own
research investigation.

The term ‘literature review’ also refers to the process involved in creating
the review that appears in your dissertation or thesis. It is an ongoing activ-
ity which begins when you pick up the first book or article related to your
research and continues until the day you finish the final draft. Initially, your
literature review helps you to formulate your research questions; at the same
time, you begin to identify the relevant theories and related research studies
to your own and the methodology that you might adopt for your research.
Later, the literature assists you in the analysis and interpretation of your
data. This book explores all aspects of the process including literature search
strategies, systems for storing your key sources and notes, reading strategies,
and techniques for writing the review.

Some additional definitions of the literature review from other authors are
given below to show the varying emphases that different study guides put on
its role and purpose.
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From these definitions and quotes, we can see that the literature review
serves many different purposes and entails a wide variety of activities. It is
therefore not surprising that it may seem a formidable task – particularly at
the beginning. However, a thoroughly researched and well-written review can
be both an exciting and a rewarding experience.

Ì¸» ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© ¿¬ ¼·ºº»®»²¬ ¼»¹®»» ´»ª»´

Chris Hart (1998: 14–25) summarises the differences in the characteristics of
a literature review at different levels of study and outlines the criteria for a
successful review. Table 1.1 is taken from his book Doing a Literature Review:
Releasing the Social Science Imagination.

Jerry Wellington et al. (2005) discuss the professional doctorate and the
role of the literature review, in particular in relation to the EdD thesis. They
suggest that a literature review for an EdD degree is likely to be more profes-
sionally oriented than for a PhD thesis. It is also likely to be shorter as the
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Degree and research
product Function and format of the literature review in research at these levels

BA, BSc, BEd project Essentially descriptive, topic focused; mostly indicative of main,
current sources on topic.

Analysis is of topic in terms of justification.

MA, MSc, MPh dissertation
or thesis

Analytical and summative, covering methodological issues, research
techniques and topics. Possibly two literature-based chapters, one on
methodological issues, which demonstrates knowledge of the
advantages and disadvantages, and another on theoretical issues
relevant to the topic/problem.

PhD, DPhil, DLitt thesis Analytical synthesis, covering all known literature on the problem,
including that in other languages.

High level of conceptual thinking within and across theories.
Summative and formative evaluation of previous work on the
problem. Depth and breadth of discussion on relevant philosophical
traditions and ways in which they relate to the problem.

Source: Hart, 1998: 15

usual length of an EdD thesis is about 50,000 words, in comparison to
approximately 70–80,000 words in a PhD thesis.

It is also relevant to mention here that there are other types of literature
review which are not undertaken as a stepping stone for a piece of primary
research. I’ll refer to these two main alternatives as: 1) a stand-alone review
and 2) a systematic literature review (see Chapter 11). A stand-alone review
is a self-contained literature review on a particular topic which could be con-
ducted for an undergraduate or postgraduate module assignment (e.g. a
review on learner autonomy for an education assignment). An entire disserta-
tion or thesis could also be a stand-alone review if it involves an in-depth
critical exploration of the literature in a specific area as opposed to being a
project including primary data collection and analysis. On the other hand, as
mentioned earlier in this chapter, a systematic review is not usually part of a
student’s assessed degree work. It is a professional and rigorous undertaking
which synthesises findings from a sizeable number of individual studies on a
topic often with a view to informing a policy or health treatment. Search strat-
egies, article selection, and synthesis and analysis of data are all documented
and transparent. I discuss this process in more detail in Chapter 11.

The main focus in this book is on a literature review which leads into a
research project for a university degree programme and the final written
version appears usually as a chapter or chapters in a dissertation or thesis.
Bearing in mind the differences highlighted in Table 1.1, there are some general
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principles which can be applied to the process of doing a literature review at
all levels and for all degree types, and it is the intention of this book to pro-
vide such guidance and suggestions on practice.

É¸§ · ·¬ ·³°±®¬¿²¬ ¬± «²¼»®¬¿µ»
¿ ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© ¿ °¿®¬ ±º §±«® ®»»¿®½¸á

When you first decide on the problem you think you want to investigate for
your research, you may not be thinking extensively about the wider context.
But your research is a small piece in a complicated jigsaw puzzle; it does not
exist in isolation. It is dependent on what others have done before and you will
contribute to an ongoing story or debate. Your reader therefore needs to know
about the whole jigsaw puzzle and not simply the shade and shape of your
particular piece. In a literature review, you are contextualising your work; you
are describing the bigger picture that provides the background and creates the
space or gap for your research.

É¸»®» ¼± ©» º·²¼ ¬¸» ´·¬»®¿¬«®»
®»ª·»© ·² ¿ ¼·»®¬¿¬·±² ±® ¬¸»·á

The literature review often appears as a distinctive chapter or a group of chap-
ters in the final draft of the dissertation or thesis. The titles for these chapters
vary and can often be topic related instead of being called ‘the literature
review’. However, it is also possible that the literature review may be inte-
grated throughout the whole thesis and a single chapter is not identifiable. In
the latter case, it does not mean that a literature review has not been com-
pleted as it is an integral part of all research. The researcher has simply cho-
sen to use the related literature in a more integrated way throughout the
thesis. This approach is particularly likely to be the case in research which is
based on an analysis of texts and documents as is the case in the fields of his-
tory, English literature or biblical studies. Although the extracts from disser-
tations and theses shown in this book are from identifiable ‘literature review’
chapters, the guidance offered is also relevant for the integrated literature
review as the processes which can be adopted are similar.

How the literature review may be integrated in different theses where there
are identifiable literature review chapters and/or sections is illustrated below.
There are two main approaches: dedicated and recursive. In the first approach,
the literature review is included in a chapter or series of chapters, frequently
with topic-related titles, near the beginning of the thesis. It often begins in the
introduction and continues in one or more subsequent chapters. In some fields
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such as medicine, the complete literature review may appear as part of the
introduction under suitable headings and subheadings. Many doctoral theses,
in particular, are made up of a number of different research studies which
although independent, are connected by the overarching umbrella of the
research topic. In these cases, the second approach is more appropriate, with
the literature review likely to reappear at various points in the thesis. It begins
in the introduction and then continues at the start of each chapter which
presents a different study or group of studies. The different areas covered in
the literature review for each study are generally referred to in the thesis intro-
duction where the overall background to the research is provided. Examples of
both organisational approaches, taken from the contents pages of PhD theses
and an MA dissertation, illustrate the various ways in which the literature
review can be integrated into the whole thesis (see Examples 1.1–1.7).

ß°°®±¿½¸ ïæ Ü»¼·½¿¬»¼ ½¸¿°¬»® ±® ½¸¿°¬»® ¬± ¬¸» ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»©

In Examples 1.1 above and 1.3 below the literature review appears in a
chapter or series of chapters with topic-related titles near the beginning of the
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dissertation or thesis. Example 1.2 above and Examples 1.4 and 1.5 below
illustrate how there is a dedicated chapter immediately after the introduction
which actually has the title ‘Literature Review’.
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When a thesis consists of a number of different research studies, the literature
review is likely to begin in the introduction and then continue at the start of
each of the different studies. The reviews before the individual research stud-
ies generally elaborate in more detail on the topics raised in the introduction.
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» ·² §±«® ¼·½·°´·²»ò ßº¬»® ´±±µ·²¹ ¿¬ ¬¸»» »¨¿³°´»ô ¿²©»® ¬¸» º±´´±©·²¹ ¯«»¬·±²ò

É¸·½¸ ±º ¬¸» ¿´¬»®²¿¬·ª» º±® °±·¬·±²·²¹ ¬¸» ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© ©·¬¸·² ¿ ¼·»®¬¿¬·±² ±®

¬¸»·ô ¼»½®·¾»¼ ·² ¬¸· ½¸¿°¬»® ¿²¼ ´·¬»¼ ¾»´±©ô »»³ ¬± ¾» ³±¬ ½±³³±² ·² §±«® º·»´¼á

Ì¸» ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© · ¿ ¼·¬·²½¬ ½¸¿°¬»® ±® ½¸¿°¬»® ²»¿® ¬¸» ¾»¹·²²·²¹ ±º ¬¸» ¬¸»·

±® ¼·»®¬¿¬·±²ò

Ì¸» ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© · ·²¬®±¼«½»¼ ·² ¹»²»®¿´ ¬»®³ ·² ¬¸» ·²¬®±¼«½¬·±² ¿²¼ ®»ª··¬»¼ ·²

³±®» ¼»¬¿·´ ¿¬ ¬¸» ¾»¹·²²·²¹ ±º ¼·ºº»®»²¬ ®»»¿®½¸ ¬«¼·» ·² ¬¸» ¼·»®¬¿¬·±² ±® ¬¸»·ò

Ì¿µ ïòï Ý¸±±·²¹ ¿ ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© ¿°°®±¿½¸

Í¬®«½¬«®·²¹ §±«® ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»©

The above examples of contents pages show how different writers position
their literature reviews within the doctoral thesis or masters dissertation
and how they break down the related literature into themes or topic areas.
As your reading and research progresses, you will find that you gradually
begin to categorise your own work in this way, with the final organisational
structure and fine-tuning of your literature review being decided by the focus
of your research. This process is examined in more detail in Chapter 6.
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This introductory chapter has set the scene for the more detailed aspects of
the literature review which are examined in the chapters that follow. In
Chapter 2, we look further at the multiple purposes of a literature review with
extracts from theses and dissertations to demonstrate how the different pur-
poses can be achieved. In Chapters 3, 4 and 5 we consider a range of up-to-
date strategies for efficient information searching, evaluating source material,
reading and note taking, keeping records, organising source material, and
avoiding plagiarism and copyright infringement. Chapter 6 reflects on the
writing process and how one can go about organising and structuring the
information in a literature review. Referencing conventions are explored in
Chapter 7, with coverage of the way references are integrated into the text
and how they appear in the bibliography. There is a discussion about the
meaning of plagiarism and some examples of the practices that constitute
plagiarism. We also consider disciplinary differences in citation patterns and
styles. In Chapters 8 and 9, we reflect on what it means to be critical in a

Î»º»®»²½» ¬± ¬¸» ®»´¿¬»¼ ´·¬»®¿¬«®» · ·²¬»®°»®»¼ ¬¸®±«¹¸±«¬ ¬¸» ©¸±´» ¬¸»· ±® ¼·ó

»®¬¿¬·±² ¿²¼ ¬¸»®» · ²± °»½·º·½ ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© ½¸¿°¬»®ò

ß ¿ ©¿§ ±º ¸»´°·²¹ §±« ½¸±±» ©¸·½¸ ¿´¬»®²¿¬·ª» ³¿§ «·¬ §±«® ±©² ©±®µô ¬¸·²µ ¿¾±«¬

¬¸» ¿¼ª¿²¬¿¹» ¿²¼ ¼·¿¼ª¿²¬¿¹» º±® »¿½¸ ¿´¬»®²¿¬·ª» ·² ®»´¿¬·±² ¬± §±«® ±©² ¬±°·½ò

ß §±«® ©±®µ °®±¹®»» ½±²·¼»® ©¸·½¸ ¿´¬»®²¿¬·ª» §±« ¿®» ³±¬ ´·µ»´§ ¬± ¿¼±°¬ º±®

§±«® ±©² ´·¬»®¿¬«®» ®»ª·»© ¿²¼ ¼·»®¬¿¬·±² ±® ¬¸»·ò É¸¿¬ ¿®» §±«® ®»¿±² º±® ³¿µ·²¹

¬¸· ½¸±·½»á
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literature review and think about techniques for foregrounding writer voice
when integrating sources into one’s writing. Chapter 10 discusses the impor-
tance of constant revisions and updates of a literature review. We consider
the links that are likely to arise between a literature review undertaken at
the beginning of the research process and the analysis of the data and discus-
sion of implications arising from your own work. Finally in Chapter 11, the
process of conducting and critically appraising a systematic literature review
is explored. As part of this discussion, we clarify the differences between a
dissertation or thesis literature review and a systematic literature review.

This guide can be used as a reference tool throughout your research, with
you visiting particular chapters at the time they are most relevant to you and
your work. The chapter aims are clearly stated at the beginning of each chap-
ter to enable you to identify the parts that you need at different stages of your
research. Alternatively, you can read the book in its entirety to gain an over-
view of the whole process. Whichever approach you adopt, the suggestions and
examples given should provide you with a basis on which to conduct your own
literature review and decide how it can be most effectively integrated into your
dissertation or thesis.
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