
The Literature Review 



Purpose of the Literature Review

The purpose is to:

Demonstrate  to the community of scholars that you have a solid 
understanding of the literature.

Survey the current state of knowledge in the field in a way that allows 
you to put your own research into perspective.



Purpose of the Literature Review

Remember that you are standing on the shoulder of giants:

- what has already been done?

- what is the state of the argument?

- where are the gaps?

Show that there is a gap and a need for your specific research. 



Purpose of the Literature review

 The literature review should lead logically to the research question 
and/or hypothesis.

 The research gap justifies and helps articulate the research question 
and/or hypothesis.

 The literature review can also form the foundation of the 
methodology.



Structure and Content of the Literature 
Review
 The literature review should have an introduction, subsections, 

possibly a summary table and a conclusion that introduces the 
research question and/or hypothesis.

 Use the subsections to provide insights into the literature.

 It should provide a description, summary and critical evaluation of 
existing literature that is relevant to the topic.

 Preferably, it should find a new way of interpreting past research



Structure and Content of the Literature 
Review

In addition to providing the essence of each publication’s contribution, you 
should outline how it relates to the others under consideration.

Include publications that conflict with others.

Be up to date, but do not forget the seminal studies.



How to Write the Literature Review

Three Steps

1.1 Find the relevant literature 

Google Scholar scrubbing, powerful, shows citation count, credibility of 
content, download as many relevant articles as possible and sift 
through it.



How to Write the Literature Review

1.2 University library and data bases.

Make your list of all relevant journals, use a database which allows you 
to search discipline specific topics such as Econ Lit for Economics.

1.3 Snowballing from the reference lists of journal articles. Find a few 
core articles and then look through the references cited there, likely to 
be highly relevant but keep an eye on the age of the articles.



How to Write the Literature Review

2. Log, Catalogue and Synthesise

This is an iterative approach. Log the references in a reference 
information management software system.

Mendeley, Zotero, Endnote Link below is for windows.

Mendeley https://www.mendeley.com/download-desktop-new/

Alternatively set up an excel spreadsheet.

This could include column headings for Author, Year Journal volume , 
title, abstract and quotes or notable features.



How to Write the Literature Review



How to Write the Literature Review.

 Annotated Bibliography, a critical review of the literature.

 You can find too many papers, go for all important papers and not 
every paper written on the topic. 



How to Write the Literature Review

 3. Digest and Synthesise

What light does the research throw on my question

Who is agreeing with whom and disagreeing with whom and about 
what?

What are the inconsistencies and other shortcomings.

What is the narrative, try not to silo a paper but link it to others.

Zoom in and zoom out and how does it all fit together,

Engage in a mind mapping exercise

Don’t rush into writing it, Digest!



How to Write the Literature Review



How to Write the Literature Review

 Structural Options

Chronologial, in date order or thematically 

Clear narrative, not number of articles

Perfection is not the objective 

Ask a friend to explain it back to you.


