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Imagine this …

You have an idea, a theory, or a method that you believe 
is going to change the world.
Well, it’s probably brilliant and ground-breaking … 
unless someone else already did it!



In reality …



In reality …



Verdict?

A literature review is both exciting and terrifying



Overview

What is a literature review
Why do a literature review
How to do a literature review



What is a literature review

Source: http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



What is a literature review

Source: MasterResearcher Seminar Series III – What is a research paper and how can I write a (really) good one quickly?
https://www.masterresearcher.com/seminar


For research paper …

May be more for 
review paper 

(8,000 to 10,000 words) 
or thesis 

(15,000 to 20,000 words)



What is a literature review

A discussion of published information in a subject area, to:
sketch out the nature of the field relevant to the inquiry –
including history if relevant and
identity major debates and define terms, in order to
establish which studies, ideas and/or methods are most 
pertinent to your study, and
locate gaps in the field, in order to
create a warrant for the study in question, and
identify the contribution the study might make.

Source: Kamler, B & Thomson, P. (2014). Teaching Doctoral Students to Write. Routledge. 



What is a literature review

Should:
be organized around and related directly to the research 
agenda you're developing
synthesize results into a summary of what is known
identify gaps and areas of controversy in the literature
formulate questions that need further research

Source: http://www.ulib.iupui.edu/guides/literature-review-self-guided-tutorial



What is a literature review

Should not be just:
A simple summary of papers:

“X said this, and Y said that…”
‘Cherry-picking’ only a review of papers that support your 
argument
Lots of quotes linked together

Source:
Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.

http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



Why do a literature review

To learn what others have researched in the area
To find out where what has been well-established, and where 
the current debates are centered
To identify the research gap
To inform your methods
To engage with concepts/tools/definitions
To help avoid pitfalls / be aware of challenges
Where can you make a significant and original contribution to 
knowledge

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review
At a glance …

Source: http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



How to do a literature review
At a glance …

Source: http://guides.library.unr.edu/c.php?g=51325&p=1172270



How to do a literature review
In reality … 14 Types of Literature Review

See Strengths and Weakness from Source:
Grant, M. J., & Booth, A. (2009). A typology of reviews: An analysis of 14 review types and associated methodologies. Health Information & Libraries Journal, 26(2), 91-108. 



How to do a literature review
14 Types of Literature Review (cont.)

See Strengths and Weakness from Source:
Grant, M. J., & Booth, A. (2009). A typology of reviews: An analysis of 14 review types and associated methodologies. Health Information & Libraries Journal, 26(2), 91-108. 



How to do a literature review
1. Select a topic

Formulate your research topic first (even if in a general way) to generate key words.

For example:
– CEO’s pay and firm performance

– Progressive taxation and macroeconomic stability

– The role of partner brand’s social media power in brand alliances

– The effects of freelance design work in developing entrepreneurial attitudes in design students

– Understanding the antecedents and consequences of destination brand love

– What influences water conservation and towel reuse practices of hotel guests

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review
2. Select a theoretical lens

Identify the major theories and theorists

How have they been critiqued and by whom?

Consider the strengths/weaknesses of each theory 

What is the current state of theory in the field?

How does the evidence square with the theories?

What is your reaction to these theories?

Do they help you make sense of the area?

What further evidence do we need?

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review
3. Search the literature

Focus on literature reviews of the extant literature to identify ‘seminal papers’ and to purposefully 
update it with other existing and more recent relevant literature

In many cases, it is multidisciplinary e.g. accounting, finance, economics, marketing, management, 
information technology, psychology, sociology, hospitality, tourism, etc.

Source:
Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.

http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



How to do a literature review
3. Search the literature (cont.)

What to look for?
– Whose are the key names that keep popping up (i.e. the influential authors)?

– What are some of the key words that are used?

– What are the research questions being asked?

– What theoretical frameworks are being used?

– What methodologies / methods are used?

– What results are reported?

– What are the ‘suggested areas for future research’?

– What are the implications for practice?

– What conclusions are made?

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review
3. Search the literature (cont.)

When do I stop?
– Suffering from FOMO?

– You will never be able to include everything…

– Talk to your supervisors

– Show other people in your field (they love to suggest new material that might be relevant!)

– You may start your project with a literature review, but make sure you keep updating it right up 
until the end.

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review
4. Appraise the literature

How to appraise from raw bibliometric data?

– Author credentials – are they an expert in the field?

– Are they affiliated to a reputable organization?

– Date of publication – is it sufficiently current or has knowledge moved on?

– If a book – is it the latest edition?

– If a journal – is it a peer reviewed scholarly journal?

– Is the publisher reputable and scholarly?

Source: http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



How to do a literature review
4. Appraise the literature

How to appraise from content analysis?

– Is it addressing a scholarly audience?

– Does it review relevant literature?

– Is it an objective fact-based viewpoint? Is it logically organized and clear to follow?

– Does it follow a particular theoretical viewpoint, e.g. feminist?

– What is the relationship of this work to other material on the same topic – does it 
substantiate it or add a different perspective?

– If using research, is the design sound? Is it primary or secondary material?

– If it is from a practice-based perspective, what are the implications for practice?

Source: http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



How to do a literature review
4. Appraise the literature

How to be critical? 
– Interrogate the definitions - are they useful/adequate?

– Scrutinize the assumptions

– Are there unexplained phenomena?

– Are the studies well conducted?

– Are there inconsistencies in results?

– How can you do better?

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review
5. Synthesize the literature

How to write?
– Narrow your focus, define the boundaries / scope

– Consider how you will organize the review: Chronological, methodological, thematic, or a combination of these.
• Chronologically: Use when scholarly views have tended to change over time. There is little point in doing the review by order of publication 

unless this shows a clear trend

• Thematically: Take particular themes in the literature, for example in the literature review of poverty and disability cited in the next 
section, the author takes the themes of the prevalence and structure of disability, education, employment, income and poverty, causes of 
disability, the path from poverty to disability and vice versa, and finally, policies for disabled people.

• Methodologically: Focus is on the methods of the researcher, for example, qualitative versus quantitative approaches.

– Provide evidence

– Use quotes sparingly

– Summarize and synthesize throughout sections as well as the over all review – remind the reader how this 
relates to your own research.

– Show your own voice.

Source:
Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.

http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



How to do a literature review
6. Analyze the synthesized literature

Reflect on the synthesis
– What themes emerge and what conclusions can be drawn?

– What are the major similarities and differences between the various writers?

– Are there any significant questions which emerge and which could form a basis for further 
investigation?

Formulate your extended research problem + direction + contribution
– Thesis: Refine your research question(s) and objective(s) (+ sub-questions/objectives, if any)

– Review paper: Call for further work and impetus for future research directions

– What might you expect to find? (e.g. preview of conceptual framework, 
propositions/hypotheses, theoretical and practical contributions)

Source: http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/authors/guides/write/literature.htm



How to do a literature review?

Now, the challenge …



How to do a literature review?
To overcome the challenge …

Source: http://www.incidentalcomics.com/2015/10/avoiding-procrastination.html



How to do a literature review?
To overcome the challenge …

Source: MasterResearcher Seminar Series I – Why research and how can I be good at it? 
https://www.masterresearcher.com/seminar



How to do a literature review?
Tips for efficiency …

Search thoroughly and sequentially through relevant databases

Keep a record of your searches e.g. how many results, how many papers selected, how 
many were relevant

Write brief notes about those which are most relevant and why. Consider developing a 
literature matrix.

Learn to be selective: Read titles and abstracts to eliminate non-relevant sources. You 
don’t need to read every word of every article.

Follow up other keywords as you come across them

Especially helpful to start with articles which contain reviews, definitions, explain debates, 
history of the topic – i.e. literature review papers

Source: Collins, H. (2017). Exploring the field: Introduction to Planning, Conducting, & Writing a Literature Review.



How to do a literature review?
Managing records…



How to do a literature review?
And always remember your best friend…



Concluding remarks



Key takeaways
A good literature review should be …

Comprehensive

– Evidence should be gathered from all 
relevant sources.

Fully referenced

– Allowing others to follow the path of the 
author to the paper’s conclusion.

Selective

– Using appropriate search strategies to find 
the key evidence.

Relevant

– Focusing on pertinent data.

A synthesis of key themes and ideas.

Balanced

– Between different ideas and opinions.

Critical

– In its appraisal of the literature.

Analytical

– Developing new ideas and understandings 
from the evidence.

Source: Steward, B. (2004). Writing a literature review. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 67(11), 495-500.



Further reading
Bolderston, A. (2008). Writing an effective literature review. Journal of Medical Imaging and 
Radiation Sciences, 39(2), 86-92.

Mongan-Rallis, H. (2014). Guidelines for writing a literature review. University of Minnesota at 
Duluth. Available at http://www.duluth.umn.edu/~hrallis/guides/researching/litreview.html

Pautasso, M. (2013). Ten simple rules for writing a literature review. PLoS Computational Biology, 
9(7), e1003149.

Examples of literature reviews from California State University at Chico: 
https://libguides.csuchico.edu/c.php?g=414315&p=2822687




