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Are You Ready to Write Your Review of Literature?

STOP! If you have not already collected a wealth (approaching 100) of examples of what you believe to be
excellent pieces of literature and research foundational to your study, then the answer to this question is no.
Part I of the book might serve you better if you are also just starting to read literature.
The purpose of this chapter is to help you write the perfect review of literature, which will lead your reader
to easily understand your topic, the purpose for doing your research, and the methodological or theoretical
ideas that impinge upon your decision making. In order to do that, you will need to understand first the basic
approach and layout of the chapter, including the standards for assessment by which it is usually judged. We
will then cover how theoretical and methodological literature might be addressed. The chapter ends with hints
and suggestions for a successful literature review chapter.

The Questions Answered in this Chapter:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

What is included in an award-winning example of a literature review?
What is the purpose of the review of literature?
How do I incorporate theory in my review of literature?
What do others look for in the literature review?
What is the basic layout of a literature review?
How do I incorporate theory or methodology into my literature review?
What is the relationship between my review of the literature and my methodology?

What is Included in an Award-winning Literature Review?
For this discussion we overviewed three award-winning dissertations, one each using qualitative, quantitative,
and mixed methodologies (Paige, 2007; Pershing, 2003; Scharff, 2005). While this is certainly a convenience
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sample, several aspects were consistent between them: (1) length, (2) organization, and (3) scope. All three
contained a review of literature that was over 60 pages in length, and while length is never an absolute
measure of quality, given this chapter's inclusion in an award-winning document, we may conclude that their
conversance with the literature in their field was both comprehensive and convincing. Second, they were
organized into a discussion of their topic/subtopics that lead the readers to easily understand how the author
determined what concerns to focus on and how to pursue their own study. Finally, their literature review drilled
down from a very wide scope through the ideas and research to the specific. As you will see from the example
below, Pershing (2003) goes so far as to exactly outline the expected correlations she will search for in her
study.
Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
• Introduction
• Convergence Versus Nonconvergence
• Development of the Directiveness Continuum
◦ Autocratic and Democratic Approaches to Management
◦ Communication
◦ Organizational Cultures
◦ National Value Differences
◦ The Directiveness Continuum
• How Subgroup Membership Affects Beliefs About Management
◦ Models Linking Values and Beliefs With Workplace Behavior
◦ Socialization Process
◦ Core and Periphery Values — Resolving the Conflicts
◦ The Value of Studying Subgroups
• Subgroup Characteristics
◦ Age
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Gender
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Nationality
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Education Field
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Level of Education
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Functional Area
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Hierarchy
▪ Theoretical Relevance
▪ Expected Correlations
◦ Subgroups Lacking Theoretical or Practical Relevance
◦ Strength of Subgroup Influences
▪ A Taxonomy of Subgroup Influences
▪ Elements of the Taxonomy
▪ Implications of the Taxonomy
◦ Ethical Issues
◦ Summary (Pershing, 2003, p. iv)
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Purpose of the Review of Literature
At the basic level, your review of literature informs your reader of the main ideas, topics, arguments, or
disagreements upon which your study rests. Therefore, at that level, the purpose of your literature review
is to set up the topics of your study. It is for this reason that we point out the necessity for a one-toone correspondence between ideas and the topics you investigate in your study. We have seen many
dissertations or theses wobble during defense because topics covered in the research were not discussed in
the literature or vice versa.
Taking it to a higher level, Patton (2008) points out that the purpose of a review of the literature is not exactly
to “review” but really to place your work within the greater academic traditions of your field of study in order
to better understand the contribution of your work to the field. It is a means to the end of understanding our
“intellectual heritage.” Therefore, you are “after” those authors who formulated the basic ideas upon which
your field of study rests. You are also pursuing your current place in the developing stream of ideas. And as
with moving down any stream, we need to make peace with where we are—others may be ahead of you and
considered more provocative or leading edge. All research is needed, and it is just as valid to restudy an older
position in a new way or in a new context as it is to develop new ideas. However, you need to know where
you are in that stream, to discuss it and to differentiate your voice from those of your colleagues.
Once you have gathered the literature/ideas that inform and support the reasons and purposes of your
research, you will also need to consider where your study rests theoretically and methodologically within your
field. To the extent that your study will push the norm of either theory or practice you will want to discuss those
ideas as separate topics.
Therefore, taking together all of these considerations, you may have developed and collected literature that
could be discussed under the following headings: history, theoretical issues, issues of practice, issues of
policy, methodological considerations, and subtopics that will lead directly to the variables or discussion points
relevant to your research.

Figure 7.1 The purpose of a literature review is to place your work within the
larger context of work that had been done in your field of study.
Source: Goodshoot/Goodshoot/Thinkstock
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Basic Literature Review Approaches or Layouts
There are three basic approaches or layouts to your review of literature. Rudestam and Newton (2007),
in Surviving Your Dissertation, remind us that many movies start with a panorama shot of the countryside,
quickly panning in closer and closer until the viewer is all consumed by the major action of the drama. A
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literature review often develops in much the same way. You may choose to include the historical development
of your topic, its impact on a wide range of issues, the development of the legal aspects of the issue, and so
forth. Keep this section short (a few paragraphs), as these points seldom lead directly to the ways and means
in which your study questions or methodology develop. This broad to narrow approach leads you to discuss
how your literature answers very specific questions and ultimately very specific discussions about the authors
you have read and their work. You might diagram this approach as a triangle with the broad section on the
top, leading your reader down to the specific section at the bottom (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Hart, 1998;
Patton, 2008).
Figure 7.2, right, illustrates this approach from the broad topic, through the basics of the specific areas you
need the reader to understand in your research study, through to the specific discussions that lead to the
variables you will measure.
One of our reviewers points out that this diagram is best conceived in tandem with the reverse, as shown in
Figure 7.3, explaining that detail increases with critical analysis as your topic gets more specific (Gloeckner,
2013).
But what if you are pulling from diverse fields of study? Researchers pushing the edges of knowledge in
their field, along with policy analysts, social scientists, and so forth in disciplines that require a broad-based
background might instead find themselves constructing a literature review that is more like a Venn diagram
of three overlapping circles. In this case, you would first discuss the broader areas and then the places each
pair overlapped. Finally, you would move to discuss the central portion that incorporated all the literature you
had discussed as it related to your study.
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Figure 7.2 Common Approach to Writing a Review of Literature

Page 7 of 32

SAGE Research Methods - Are You Ready to Write Your Review of
Literature?

SAGE
© 2014 by SAGE Publications, Inc.

SAGE Research Methods

Figure 7.3 Level of Detail in Sections and Analysis

The third and last approach and layout of your literature review might be a case where your topics, although
diverse, fit together without overlap, much like a jigsaw puzzle. As an example, this might happen if there was
a historical evolution that developed four distinct variables of measurement, all of which had bearing on the
topic you were studying. You would then describe each part of the puzzle and how they related to each other
through their edges and to your topic (Libberton, 2011).
Figure 7.4 illustrates, should you take this approach, building a literature review so that your reader
understands the diverse topics that led to the logical evolution of your study. Quantitative researchers may
choose to organize around sample groupings or divisions, independent or dependent variables, geographic
categories, or how a theme plays out internationally, nationally, regionally, and then to the problem area.
Historical categories in literature may also help organize your thoughts as in the example of a student studying
how to improve calculus. Evidently this was a topic of concern for 30 to 50 years over the last century
(Gloeckner, 2013).
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Figure 7.4 A literature review that pulls form diverse fields of study but where
topics overlap can resemble a Venn diagram.

Figure 7.5 Finishing a literature review built on individual pieces of information.
Source: Ryan McVay/Photodisc/Thinkstock
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How is the Literature Review Assessed?
As you see in the assessment rubric in Appendix D, the literature review is held to a minimum standard of
being well researched, well presented, and your discussion judged as adequately assessing or interpreting
the work of previous authors on your topic. What you want, however, is for your literature review to be
elegantly written, presenting ideas and drawing out their importance in such a way as to draw your reader into
your work. You want your reader to see the significance of your work as it plays off of the ideas of others. You
do this both in who you discuss and in your conceptual understanding of the theoretical, methodological, and
research literature on which you are basing your ideas.
In the Preface to Part II, we discussed that critical analysis is the writer's ability to look at something from all
angles. This is especially true during your review of literature, and the degree of sophistication to which you
bring your best thoughts in this section will do much to convince your defense committee of the worthiness
of your project and ideas. Since academic analysis is seldom a standard skill for new researchers, you might
consider reading award-winning dissertations in both your field and those that match your methodology.
In order to fully consider an important aspect of your topic, you may decide to break the review of literature
into more than one chapter. Reasons for doing this might include the following: a variety of theoretical ideas
that need to be discussed at length, a desire on your part to separate a methodological discussion from that
surrounding your topic, or perhaps the technological breakthroughs that illuminate the reason your topic is
critical.
Your ability to discuss each topic from multiple angles will also do much to convince your committee of the
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neutrality of your stance in the research. It is especially important that your reader finishes your dissertation
completely convinced that you have discussed literature that agrees and disagrees within itself. It needs to be
clear that your review of literature is not so narrow as to support just one particular outcome to the questions
you are asking. Slanted views of the literature lead the committee to ask questions, such as (a) if all the
literature has answered the questions already, then why are you asking them again? or (b) have you not dug
deep enough yet to uncover areas of disagreement within the topics you are discussing? Academia being
what it is, there are always disagreements or subtle areas where previous researchers have differed one
from another. It is a requirement of depth that you have read enough to have uncovered such areas and are
prepared to discuss them.

Organizing and Analyzing the Literature in a Concise Manner
In Chapter 3, as we discussed your beginning investigation of your literature, we suggested that you begin
to take notes in bibliographic software and that you record specific ideas of interest in everything you read.
Those notes will become critically important now. First decide upon the headings you wish to discuss,
then consider which one of the three types of layouts discussed at the beginning of this chapter (upside
down triangle, Venn diagram, or jigsaw puzzle) best suits your needs in order to lead your reader carefully
through your topic (Libberton, 2011). Finally, open up all your bibliographic references that have been sorted
into topics and subtopics and begin to arrange in your mind what the most important ideas are for your
reader to understand. Remember, you have read hundreds of articles or books on this topic and every
other consideration that goes with it. Your task now is to condense the substance of that into a coherent
discussion that can be easily followed (Figure 7.6). Consider researching mind mapping or other forms of
graphic organization to help put your thoughts together.

Organizing Authors and Ideas
Organization will make a great deal of difference as to how easily your reader follows your discussion. Your
job is to carefully guide your reader to what you consider the most important aspects, while still giving an
unbiased discussion of the work that pertains to your subject and your research design. What does not work
is throwing in everything you have read and letting your reader sort out the meaning.
Figure 7.7 (below) demonstrates the way you read, one author at a time with each author donating an idea
or two to the topic of your study. You can see that some overlap and others don't. The headings will vary as
they might be dependent or independent variables, findings, and so forth; the point being that you read and
develop the ideas appropriate to your methodology one author at a time, but as you will see this is not the
way to discuss them.

Figure 7.6 Your task is to condense the hundreds of articles you have read into
a coherent discussion that is easy to follow.
Source: ©iStockphoto.com/higyou

Page 11 of 32

SAGE Research Methods - Are You Ready to Write Your Review of
Literature?

SAGE
© 2014 by SAGE Publications, Inc.

Page 12 of 32

SAGE Research Methods

SAGE Research Methods - Are You Ready to Write Your Review of
Literature?

SAGE
© 2014 by SAGE Publications, Inc.

SAGE Research Methods

Figure 7.7 How We Pick Up Ideas as We Read

If, in our writing, we follow the horizontal arrows in Figure 7.7 (which represent the way we acquired the
information), we would say: Heifetz talks about Concept A, Idea C, and Problem D. Benden talks about
Concept A, Concept or Idea B, Problem D, and Solution E. Klause talks about Idea C. Hotz talks about Idea
C, Problem D, and Solution E. If you write in the same chronological fashion that you acquired the information,
you will quickly put your readers to sleep.
Therefore, as shown in Figure 7.8 (below), an adept writer discusses things in terms of concepts or ideas,
teasing out variations among authors or research studies. In this way, we would say: Concept A (Heifetz,
Benden), Concept or Idea B (Benden), Idea C (Heifetz, Klaus, Hotz), Problem D (Heifetz, Benden, Hotz) and
Solution E (Benden, Hotz). This organizational structure is a better format for clearly presenting the important
topics discussed in your literature.

Figure 7.8 The Development of an Interesting Discussion or Critical Analysis of
an Idea
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Analyzing Gaps
Many authors, indeed some universities, suggest or require you to include a discussion of your analysis of
gaps that may exist within the scope of literature of your topic. In an ideal world, your topic fits within one of
those gaps, and therefore you highlight it in that discussion. A gap may show up if you organize your ideas in
a similar fashion to the graphic organizers above. It may be that while the topic has been researched under
many conditions, none of them exactly match those of your local context. Or you may see that a variable
within your local context has not been sufficiently studied. You may even have a unique perspective so that
your discussion of the literature uncovers which of your unique ideas would add to the overall study (Bryant,
2004; Glatthorn & Joyner, 2005; Hart, 1998; Roberts, 2004).
To help uncover gaps, you might also think about which of your sources would be considered primary or
secondary. A primary source is an author who has a unique idea and may have researched aspects of it for
a number of years, becoming an expert as she used her work to develop distinctive ideas. Primary sources
use data they have collected upon which to build their ideas. A secondary source is someone who uses those
ideas, references and cites them, building nuances as they go. Secondary data sources include archives
of data collected, often by government agencies and for which special permissions may be needed to work
with the raw data. As you read, you should be able to determine which authors fall under which category. If
you were to draw a tree with the primary authors at the roots [and trunk], multiple secondary authors’ ideas
branch out from this well-developed trunk into many directions (Figure 7.9). A common mistake for doctoral
candidates is to quote from secondary materials without justifying why they did not revert to primary sources
instead.
A gaps analysis is an important procedure to undertake to see what the roots of the primary sources may
allude to, but which so far secondary work has not confirmed or denied. You have uncovered a problem or
situation worthy of greater study—what makes it worthy is that some gap in what is known still exists and
your study will help fill that hole. Where the linkages between primary and secondary resources are weak
or missing, it becomes graphically apparent where gaps still exist. In other words, your work might answer a
question that could fill one of those gaps. For quantitative work you may find it useful in identifying gaps to
include differences in findings and effect sizes.

Figure 7.9 Remember to go back to the roots of the tree to quote and cite
primary authors rather than staying out on the branches.
Source: ©iStockphoto.com/Orla
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Activity 7.1 Exercise to Create a Better Review of Literature
Earlier, we suggested that you ask your university for guidelines on what they consider to be a rigorous
review of literature. If you found no clear guidelines available, it is reasonable to assume that 75 to 100
pieces of peer-reviewed literature might be a minimum number to be used in your writing. This is perhaps
about average for the review of literature for a dissertation or thesis. It is likely therefore that you have read
approximately 150 to 200 articles, which, at an average of three read and notated per week, equates to
approximately a year of reading (Walden University, 2010).
Which articles, of all those you have read, are worthy to be included in your final writing? Those which
contained information that led to the terms that define your final research questions will easily make this list.
Still, you may have difficulty deciding on some of the others. Those about which you can answer the following
questions with a yes! meet the highest criteria for inclusion.
The following are criteria for analysis of rigorous and relevant articles within a review of literature:
• Was this article published within the last three to five years? While this may not matter for some
topics, most new research needs to be based or at least obviously aware of the latest in your field.
Will this article demonstrate that you understand what is current?
• Have you read the articles to which this modern work refers? Do you know which are the seminal
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pieces of literature that should be mentioned in your study?
• Does the author draw out a complete explanation? After you read an article, you are left with a sense
that they either explained something very well and/or that you understand what they were discussing
better or more fully than before.
• Have you seen these ideas before? If so, is there any indication that this author is an original source
(i.e., this is someone that others cite and reference)? If no and these ideas seem to be important to
your argument, go through this author's references and keep tracking back until you find the original
source. You should strive to always include original sources in your literature review.
• Rate the author's quality in building a logical argument. Do they seem to think critically and deeply
about their (and your) topic? Generally, if you have found the article provocative in some way, there is
a spark there—now ask yourself about whether their scholarship goes deep enough so that it can be
a foundation for your work? This may be demonstrated through an analysis of the interrelationships
within your topic area. Another clue would be an author who discusses procedures or assumptions,
is transparent in his reasoning, and demonstrates an expertise on which he bases his ideas. If the
ideas are good but the scholarship is weak, see if you can find other articles that back it up, or, better
yet, improve upon it.
• Is this article quotable? Does the author write particularly well, put things in an engaging way, or say
something startling?
• Have you found other articles that take a differing point of view from this one? If so, make note of
the comparison. If you have not yet found opposing points of view, make a note to look for them, as
a truly great and neutral review of literature, like a debater, knows the substance of all sides of an
argument and then writes what is acceptable from various points of view, leading the reader to why
the particular approach was chosen.
• Finally, if this article is research, can you find the purpose, scope, methodology, findings, conclusions,
limitations, and contributions of it to the field? If so, then these can be noted in the abstract
section of EndNote or whatever database you are using to categorize your literature (Hart, 1998;
Walden University, 2010). Other types of studies will be well served by taking great notes on the
methods section in the writing: who were the participants, what are the variables studied, which were
dependent or independent, how do these authors discuss reliability and validity of their instruments
(Gloeckner, 2013)?
Some students have told me they keep this list on the computer and then have a code for their overall
impression against these ideas—ranking 1 to 5. The rank is then added to a field in their bibliographic
software, allowing them to sort by topics and then rank by rigor prior to writing. Realize that when articles
meet few of these criteria they have little to contribute to your scholarly work and are not worth the time it
takes to notate them for your references.

The Theoretical And/or Methodological Sections
We said earlier that some authors choose to separate the discussion of theoretical or methodological issues
involved in the study into completely separate chapters. This is appropriate when you wish your reader to give
some separate consideration to one or both of these. In order to illustrate our point, let's look at the table of
contents for a couple of studies where theoretical and/or methodological considerations were very important.
Starting with Espino (2008) we see in the layout of her chapter II that first she reports on research about
the Mexican American experience in various levels of school. Because the theoretical concepts of social
construction of education, various forms of capital, and most importantly, critical race theory, are central to
her methodology and final arguments, she spends the majority of this chapter focused on these ideas. Even a
casual reader, when looking at this chapter layout, would expect a detailed and critical analysis of how these
theoretical concepts play into her research design because of the clarity in the layout of ideas through the
headings and subheadings.
CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
• Mexican American Educational Attainment
◦ Mexican American Experiences in Secondary Education
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◦ Mexican American Experiences in College
◦ Mexican American Experiences in Graduate School
• Summary of Mexican American Educational Attainment
◦ Theoretical Concepts that Frame the Study
▪ Social Construction of Education
▪ Forms of Capital
▪ Cultural Capital
▪ Community Cultural Wealth
◦ Theoretical Framework
▪ Critiques of Critical Race Theory and Latina/o Critical Race
▪ Theory
▪ Summary
◦ Challenges to the Dominant Ideology: Master Narratives and Counter
▪ Narratives
▪ Master Narratives
▪ Counter-Narratives
◦ Dialectic Relationships and the Decolonial Imaginary
• Summary (Espino, 2008, p. 6)
In contrast but for similar reasons, Meyer (2007) separates relative conceptual and theoretical frames and
designates an entire chapter to their discussion. The next chapter (not shown here) discusses the literature as
it relates to the development of digital photograph techniques (his topic). Notice, being a biologically oriented
scientific study, he uses the numerical notation of “Chapter. Topic. Subtopic” prior to each heading. Also
note that, again just by looking at the table of contents, the reader is prepared for critical analysis of these
discussions when they see that a topic is broken down into its methods, weaknesses, or limitations as is
the case with his discussion of Socio-Technical Interaction Networks (STINs) or his critique of Actor-Network
Theory (ANT).
Chapter 2: THEORY REVIEW
• 2.1 Communication Regimes
• 2.2 Social Construction of Technology (SCOT)
◦ 2.2.1 Social construction
◦ 2.2.2 Relevant social group
◦ 2.2.3 Interpretive flexibility
◦ 2.2.4 Technological frames
◦ 2.2.5 Closure and stabilization
◦ 2.2.6 Mutual shaping
◦ 2.2.7 Case studies
◦ 2.2.8 Critiques of SCOT
• 2.3 Actor-Network Theory (ANT)
◦ 2.3.1 Actants
◦ 2.3.2 Black-boxing
◦ 2.3.3 Translation and enrollment
◦ 2.3.4 ANT methods
◦ 2.3.5 Critiques of ANT
• 2.4 Socio-Technical Interaction Networks (STINs)
◦ 2.4.1 Similarities and differences between Bijker, Latour and Kling
◦ 2.4.2 Socio-Technical Interaction Networks (STINs)
◦ 2.4.3 STIN studies
◦ 2.4.4 STIN methods
◦ 2.4.5 STIN weaknesses and limitations
◦ 2.4.6 Future of STIN studies
• 2.5 Conclusion (Meyer, 2007, p. viii)
For comparison and contrast, this section from the table of contents of the thesis of Apori-Nkansah (2008),
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who won an award from her university for her work titled “Transitional justice in post-conflict contexts: The
case of Sierra Leone's dual accountability mechanisms,” illustrates how you might choose to set aside the
literature pertaining to your methodology as a part of your literature review.
Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Introduction
Defining and Conceptualizing Transitional Justice
The Basis of Transitional Justice
Tools for Transitional Justice
◦ Criminal Prosecutions
▪ Functions of Criminal Trials
▪ Criticisms against Prosecutions
◦ Restorative Justice
▪ Truth Commissions
▪ Functions of Truth Commissions
▪ Why Truth Commissions
▪ Criticisms of Truth Commissions
◦ Engaging Restorative and Punitive Approaches
◦ Choosing to Leave the Past Alone
Transitional Context and Dilemma of Accountability Choices
Criticisms of Transitional Justice
Review of Conceptual Framework and Methods
◦ Conceptual Framework
◦ Review of Methods
Discussions Analysis and Conclusions (Apori-Nkansah, 2008, p. iv)

This author chose to discuss the literature on which she based her conceptual framework and methodology
separate from the methodological chapter itself. This has the advantage of allowing her to discuss the
theoretical and conceptual components of methodology without having her readers bogged down in these
details and losing sight of the actual process she is proposing, which should be the focus of the methodology
section.
As we have seen, there are many places where you may choose to separate, either through heading or
section, a group of ideas to make it easier for your reader to absorb their importance within the context of the
review of literature. There are several other important reasons an author may set aside certain topics. These
include (a) the need to stress certain issues, (b) to carefully examine concepts, (c) to describe complexities,
(d) to unpack methodological assumptions, and (e) to analyze issues of argumentation or limitations of what
they have read.

Stressing Certain Issues
It is important that you map out the issues in such a way that your reader understands the components of each
one as they add to the whole. Whether you might choose to map the issues in chronological, methodological,
or political contexts, your intent would be to describe the similarities or tensions inherent within your study. As
an example, if you were studying efficacy within an organization, your reader would need to understand the
issues/constraints of each of the subsets involved.

Examining Concepts
While your reader usually knows the ins and outs of methodology, they seldom understand your topic area
as much as you will after having completed your review. Also, you will want your thesis to live on and inform
readers in the future. Therefore be sure to include the basic building blocks of your ideas to ensure all readers
can follow your logic. This is perhaps even more necessary if your topic is one in which most people will have
some idea or opinion. As an example, students writing about politically charged issues or those involving
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racial or ethnic inequality may need to examine foundational ideas and concepts upon which public opinions
are likely to be based.

Alana says: As an example, when I first started to work in education I focused on those students who were
considered “at risk.” An important concept for these students is one of resiliency, which forms the base of an
entire set of programs considered to be “strengths based.” Prior to any reader understanding the nuances of
this work, they would need the foundation of the duality set up by “strengths-based” as opposed to “deficit”
models.

Describing Complexity
Many times authors are studying complex adaptive issues or emerging topics that interact with several
systems upon which impinge the behavior or resources being studied. As an example, most business issues
fit this model, as they are constantly evolving within and constrained by what has gone before. By definition,
the complexity of these problems dismays us because they put us in the center of the tension between the
ideal (what we want) and reality (the confusion we are studying). For instance, in perfection we might desire
businesses that do everything right or schools that run perfectly. We would wish that all of the staff were happy
in their work and had abundant resources at their disposal. The realities in many schools or businesses are
that none of these ideals exist.
Whatever the key tensions that surround your topic, you will need to have explored them as part of your
review of the literature (Figure 7.10). This discussion is another means of ensuring your reader has adequate
contextual understanding of your topic to make judgments on the efficacy of your study. The tensions you
uncover may be theoretical, factual, ideological, philosophical, or pragmatic. Your discussion of them will
heighten both your critical analysis of the work in your field as well as aid in uncovering gaps that might be
filled by your research design.

Figure 7.10 Exploring the complexities of your topic can be challenging, but is
essential for a good literature review.
Source: © Can Stock Photo Inc. / vook
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Unpacking Methodological Assumptions in Previous Studies
As you have researched your issue, you have been exposed to how a variety of others have examined
topics similar and tangential to yours. They have based their research methods on their own assumptions
or understanding about how best to measure the answers to their questions. It is an appropriate discussion
within a review of literature to unpack for your reader these past studies and the assumptions on which they
were based. In this way, your writing will naturally flow towards your discussion of your own methodological
choices.
Quantitative studies assume that enough is known about the topic and the human relationships that determine
its complexities that these can be questioned across large numbers of people using a similar instrument. For
years, proponents of diversity have challenged this assumption, playing on cultural differences to argue that
use of language may differ among communities to the degree that they make survey results meaningless.
Qualitative studies, on the other hand, assume that data gathered from a few people, albeit data that create
depth in understanding of personal relationships to a topic, will have significance to the others in that field.
Qualitative studies assume that it is important to understand the personal mechanisms within the relationships
between a few and that these can be extrapolated to the groups you represent. The challenge to researchers
is to convince their reader that the few represented in the study do have significant background so that their
stories inform the larger issue.
Quantitative and qualitative studies read very differently and come to separate types of conclusions. This is
a challenge for the mixed methods researcher who wants to play their strengths off of each other in order to
build a more complete picture through their data. In order for your reader to understand your topic and the
others who have studied it, you need to help them understand these subtleties and how they relate to your
study.
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Argumentation
Part of your requirement as a reader of literature is to be able to understand and analyze the arguments of
the authors you read. To the extent that you do this well, you can also write about it, and your reader will enjoy
this as a deeper level of critical analysis found in your final review of the literature. It is also important that you
as researcher understand the way in which the main types of argument can be discussed accurately.
What is an argument? How do we analyze it? The principles of argumentation have not changed much since
the Greeks and Romans. Stephen Toulmin (1958, later cited and redefined by Hart, 1998) laid out a simple
structure that breaks an argument into four types of information:
1.
2.
3.
4.

A claim is an arguable statement. It is not, in and of itself, proven to be true.
Evidence is the word used to connote data that are being employed to backup the claim.
A warrant is the link between the evidence and the claim (since A is true, then B must be true also).
Backing includes the context and the assumptions that support the validity of the warrant and the
evidence.

Let's say one of your authors made the claim that their training increased the motivation of staff. You would
then look for the evidence with which they backed up that claim. Whether or not you believe their claim will
hinge on the degree to which these authors (a) link the staff motivation to evidence that their training is what
made the difference, and are able to (b) back up those assumptions. Likewise, your report of their writing
needs to include all portions of the arguments they made in order for their points to be completely understood
by your readers.
Finally, figures, tables, illustrations, and examples are used to back up arguments (Figure 7.11). Specific
instances, like irrefutable data, do much to convince an audience of the validity of a claim. As Hart (1998)
points out, “Concrete illustrations are usually much more convincing than hypothetical or generalized
scenarios. However, the main and most common form of backing (in a review of the literature) is the legitimacy
conferred on an argument through the use of academic style” (p. 182).

Figure 7.11 Figures and tables are excellent ways to provide concrete
illustrations, increasing the legitimacy of your arguments.
Source: Photos.com/liquidlibrary/Thinkstock
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Limitations to What you are Reading
Everything you read and especially research will have limitations, and these may be worthy of discussion in
your review of literature. This is especially true if your design is aimed at testing an idea in a new way in order
to put a previous design limitation to rest. Limitations to the argument may be stated clearly as, “A limitation to
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this study was….” Qualifiers may point to limitation without the same amount of clarity. Therefore, hopefully,
you were on the lookout for words such as probably, some, many, too, or generally as you were reading. It is
not wise to base your review on any literature, even if it agrees with your general arguments, when it relies on
claims that are easily refuted or it qualifies its claims; it is best to keep searching (Hart, 1998).

Writing a Formal Review of Literature
Preliminary Activities
During your reading, you will have seen how other researchers approached their work, and you will have
learned more about the variables you found interesting to study. Along those same lines, you have seen how
others write up their work. Hopefully, you made special note of dissertations that you find easy to read or
which discuss their methodology in a way that makes sense. It's always best and easiest to write when you
have other good examples in front of you.
You will have read enough to prove, at least in your own mind, that your ideas are needed in your field. As
previously mentioned, your research might be needed because it fills a gap in the current literature or it relates
to other research or puts some new wrinkle of understanding on your field of study.
You have collected enough references that many overlap with each other. As you write on the basic tenets
of your topic, you should have multiple references relating to these basic ideas. Does it seem like all your
sources are saying approximately the same thing? Searching out nuances is the standard of the expert, and
your review of literature is aimed to help your reader understand your topic and set you up as someone who
has researched the ideas deeply enough to uncover subtlety.

Figure 7.12 You will need to collect enough references so that you start to find
a good deal of overlap between them.
Source: Thinkstock/Comstock/Thinkstock

Page 23 of 32

SAGE Research Methods - Are You Ready to Write Your Review of
Literature?

SAGE
© 2014 by SAGE Publications, Inc.

SAGE Research Methods

Procedures
The stated purpose of the literature review is to, “clarify the relationship between the proposed study and
previous work conducted on the topic” (Rudestam & Newton, 2007, p. 62). Other authors mention, “Obtaining
detailed, cutting-edge knowledge of your topic” (Roberts, 2004, p. 73). Therefore, once you feel you have truly
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captured the literature in your field of study, internationally as well as nationally and locally (thus displaying
the level of influence your final study is likely to have), it is your job to convince your reader of the uniqueness
and importance of your study.
Decide what three or four things your reader must understand about your topic in order to hold your research
in a favorable light. For some, this will include why your topic is important, the challenges faced within your
field, the need for the innovation or strategy about which your study revolves, or perhaps the theoretical
discussions that form the foundation for why your study is important.
Then, sort the ideas from the authors you have read, under each topic heading. There are generally four
types of discussion your writing might take in each section. Decide which is most appropriate as the purpose
of your discussion:
1. Is this an analysis, which requires you to differentiate or separate resources and the ideas contained
within them, one from another?
2. Perhaps you need to write a synthesis of these ideas, integrating or combining separate sections of
different resources together. The purpose here would usually be to reorganize what you have read
in order to demonstrate principles that you believe to be significant in your study.
3. Interpretation would be used to distinguish the relationships between different types of data, theory,
and arguments and helps your reader sort them out.
4. On the other hand, you may be discussing the knowledge about what you have learned regarding
situations, methods, rules, classifications, and so forth of the topics inherent in your study (Hart,
1998).
5. Don't just report the findings; write a critical analysis of what the findings mean within the bigger
context of your review of literature.
Look at headings from masterfully written doctoral dissertations or theses and use them as a guideline to lay
out what will at first look like an outline of your ideas. Keep maneuvering the headings until the logic of the
ideas syncs into place and make sense.
Be sure to make special note of disagreements within the literature you will discuss and/or areas for which
you have found no literature. Add gaps or disagreements to your subheadings to hold that space.
Begin to write one section at a time.

Helpful Hints
We've talked about using reference software several times already, but these ideas are so important we think
they deserve another mention here.

Capturing and Organizing Notes
Beginning doctoral students rarely understand the importance of capturing every little part of their thoughts in
a database from the time they begin. The notes you take now on the ideas you have as you read will become
invaluable later. If you don't start a reference library at the beginning of your process, at some point you will
have to retrace your steps and capture ideas you have lost. You are doing more than capturing that reference
and what you read, you are capturing your ideas about it.
Because you're using a database you will have fields, some of which you may need and some of which you
may not need, for each particular type of reference. Be sure to fill in each necessary field every time you pick
up and read an article you find worthy of note. This can be done by electronic transfer, depending upon your
library, from your library database directly to your bibliographic software file. You also might consider simply
typing in the information needed, as oftentimes that is faster than electronic transfer. Never leave a reference
without capturing notes about your ideas on the article in the lower database fields. Why did you read this
article? What did you find important about it? What ideas do you not want to forget? Make sure that all of
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these questions are answered before you close out of any documentation on your reading. Most important,
transfer that reference to the group or folder that tells you under which headings or subheadings you intend
to use it.

Citing and Referencing While you Write
Academic work requires that we acknowledge the other authors whose work we have read and who
influenced the ideas about which we are writing. This is not the same as quoting them verbatim. I suggest that
you start a habit of writing what you think from your own point of view, and then, at the end of each paragraph,
going back to your reference list and acknowledging whose work added to what you have just written. If you
are using bibliographic software, you will be able to highlight the references of the authors you want to cite
and easily bring that group citation into your writing. The reference software should also simultaneously start
a reference list and keep it alphabetized for you. This step alone saves you hours and hours of work. When
you have one author who wrote several things in the same year, the software will even go back and add the
requisite a or b after those citations.
There are times your references may change a little. For instance you might discover that you had spelled
an author's name wrong or you somehow needed to update some of the fields in the reference. Rather than
having to go back through each document in which you have ever used that citation, you can know that
by simply refreshing the reference list when you open the document again the updates will occur. As your
academic writing goes on for years, this will save you more time than you can now imagine.
As you begin to write, open up your reference software and review ONLY those articles collected under the
subheading you are writing to. Write to one subtopic at a time, merging what all the authors said into one
coherent whole as per the four types of discussion outlined above. Then going back and cite the specific
thoughts that came from one author. The rest of the merged ideas you should attribute to a group citation that
includes authors that contributed to the ideas within this section.

Dos and Don'ts
Do
• Engage in your mind (and maybe in real life) with the authors you are reading. What questions
you would ask of them? How does their thinking enliven yours? Is there a way you can have a
conversation with these authors over the Internet, phone, or in person?
• Read the classics and consider how the thoughts are put together. Consider the research on which
their work was based: the scope of it, the methodology, the implications of the time and context on
what was considered the “norm.” Part of the task you are on is learning how to think in new ways.
• Write notes about what ideas interest you and consider how your study will (a) build on those, (b)
move in a different direction, or (c) hone those ideas to your location or context.
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Alana says: As an example, within the realm of action research, my particular expertise, there is a sometimes
subtle disagreement about the role of our methodology. Some of us focus on its use in personal
transformation as a professional development tool and to enhance our practice. Others find its importance
in its potential when used as a tool in organizational development to shift the norms within the context being
studied. The two are not mutually exclusive, but they do determine a lot about our focus when we write and
ultimately about the literature we produce.
• Notice and analyze the linkage between different authors and their ideas and methods. Be able to
discuss the theoretical underpinnings of those who have written work on which yours stands.
• Keep searching the literature surrounding your topic until you understand where the disagreements
within it occur. This is easier said than done, and everyone realizes that, even as we set it as an
academic standard. Should you be reading academic, peer-reviewed literature on your topic and
not find disagreements or gaps, you may consider writing privately to some of the authors you are
reading and asking them for their opinion as to what gaps exist or what disagreements underlie their
field of study.
• Write in a voice similar to the language and cadence of your speech. We do not mean use casual
voice, but then neither use long words because you think they sound more official. You want your
reader to understand the points you are making. As an example, a student wrote, “which originate in
the household, among their proximate determinants group …” rather than write, “people at home or
in the surrounding neighborhoods generally …”
• Use your personal research journal to keep a list of the key words and phrases from your reading
that will need to be discussed in your “terms section.” Usually in either your introduction or literature
review, assessment of this section requires a substantive, expert definition of every term with which
your reader may not be acquainted or upon which your research design rests. These will be cited
and referenced, so keep track of both the terms you come across and the authors who define them
most efficiently.
• Frequently double-check to ensure that all topics covered in your instruments or interviews are
discussed. Ensure that there is a one-to-one correspondence between topics that you have included
in the research and those which you discuss in the chapter.

Don't
• Stop searching as soon as you have enough to build the argument you want to make. It is frequently
true that after you have found all that you think you need from your literature, you find either a new
innovative idea or authors who disagree with your basic premise or logic, both of which add greatly
to your study. The guideline is to keep searching until everything you read mirrors what you have
read earlier. Another rule is to keep searching back (reading the references quoted in the articles you
are reading) until you find the source material for the bigger ideas that you are working with. Looked
at in a practical light, both of these help you and your work seem mature. Have you ever had a
conversation with an adolescent where, excited because they had just learned something new, they
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told you many things that were obvious? If you have chosen your committee well, they will be like
the adult in that example and will know a great deal about the topic you are discussing. Therefore,
in order to have your document read like that of an adult, you need to cite and reference the most
important material and make sure your arguments are well founded.
• Mistake the number of citations for quality of the research. It might be true that you or the article
you are reading have a large number of references, but they do not reach to the beginning of the
understanding of the work, nor are they inclusive of all the main ideas in the field.
• Assume that because no one has done your exact study that there is no literature on it (Patton,
2008). Rather, look for the topics that impinge on yours. As an example, a student we worked with
was studying why people trained in science do not stay in the field, which, at the time, was a new
topic. She needed to study all the human resource literature on retention in jobs of all kinds and then
question the specifics of her field. She also needed to look into what psychologists knew about job
satisfaction, making career choices early rather than later in life, and so forth. To be well grounded
she needed to look into philosophical writings on happiness and satisfaction.

Chapter 7 Checklist
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

□ I understand features of an award-winning literature review.
□ I understand the basic layout of a literature review.
□ I know how to incorporate theory into my literature review.
□ I understand the role of methodological literature in a literature review.
□ I have written a draft of my literature review.
□ My literature review draft is sophisticated and includes critical analysis.
□ My literature review points out gaps in the literature.
□ I have done a critical analysis, not just reported about the literature I referenced.

Where Should I Go to Dig Deeper? Suggested Resources to Consider
Hart, C. (1998). Doing a literature review: Releasing social science research imagination. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage. This entire book is excellent, but we believe every student should be familiar with pages 143
through 195 for his or her discussion of analysis of literature and how to write it up.

Group Exercises
A Ten-week Timeline to Full Draft of Review of Literature
Many doctoral students would love to wave a magic wand, get all the dissertation help they need, and have
their review of the literature done for them. While it takes a considerable amount of time to locate, read, and
notate in a reference software more than 75 peer-reviewed articles (the standard in most universities as a
minimum for a review of literature) there are steps that will make this section go faster. This article discusses
those steps as part of measurable action. In other words, by applying the second step of action research, the
measurable action step, students can have their ideas tested and verified as they go along.
For this you will need a group of other students who will work with you. Work together as a writing/study
group and hold each other to the following standards of action. Agree to meet face-to-face or online once
every week for ten weeks and discuss the following topics. When necessary read each other's’ work and give
feedback.
You will notice that about half way through these ten weeks there are several tasks that focus as much on the
methodology of your research as the review of the literature. This is because it is important that your literature
leads to the questions you ask, to your methods, for your research.

Figure 7.13 Agree to meet with your group once a week for 10 weeks; this can
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be in person or online.
Source: Brand X Pictures/Brand X Pictures/Thinkstock
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Measurable Actions
Week 1: (And each of the 10 weeks of this exercise) agree to find three to four new articles, books, or content
for your review of literature. The key element that needs to be discussed every two weeks or five times by
your support team is how the new material adds to your research methodology. For instance, if you find an
article discussing one of the major subtopics that add to your general dissertation topic, your group should
ask you (and you should ask yourself) how it might enhance the ideas or variables you will test through your
methodology.
Agree to check in and hold each other to this standard in this first meeting. You may also want to discuss
how you are keeping notes, which software packages you are using, and so forth. Finally, spend some time
reading and analyzing a few examples of reviews of literature to see what you like or don't like in others’ work.
Week 2: Chart your ideas to make it easier for your team to give feedback on your logic. List the citations of
each article on the left side of a graphic organizer, spreadsheet, or table. The second column will be the first
main topic, the next column the second topic, and so forth. Thus if an article or book is important to more than
one topic in your dissertation, you make note of it in more than one column. Go further than just checking that
Author A goes here. Instead, include the basic ideas that Author A has that support the topic in that column.
Share your chart with your colleagues and give each other feedback as to whether the development of the
topic is interesting and what questions may need answering.
Week 3: Go through a selection of the best of the research articles that you have in your library. Start
a spreadsheet with the seven concepts of research along the top: purpose, scope (size of the study),
methodology, data collection and findings, data analysis and conclusions, limitations, and contributions and
lay out which studies used what types of methods to study topics similar or tangential to yours. Discuss your
findings with your colleagues and ask for their help as you discuss your methodological ideas.
Week 4: Map out your research questions and the methods in which you will ask questions of your participants
as you gather data. For instance, if you are going to interview people, write out the questions then go back
to your chart of authors and citations and make note of which ones have information that support your asking
that question. Highlight those questions that you instinctively want to ask for which you have no literature.
This becomes a list of what you need to search for next. Share this with your group and check in to ensure
that everyone is progressing and adding the requisite number of authors and articles each week.
Week 5: Since this is a halfway point, it is a good time to catch up on any tasks that were not completely done
to your satisfaction. These four tasks have given you a solid background in the logic of what to include in your
final literature review. In your weekly meetings with your colleagues, be sure to check in to see if you each
have added at least 15 studies to your library of literature.
Week 6: This week's exercise has you looking deeply into your favorite piece of literature. Discuss it with your
colleagues, going over the seven concepts of research if it is research or if it is a book. Discuss its main points
and how it relates to both your literature and your methodology. Help each other analyze their favorite pieces
of literature by discussing the logic these authors use, how they substantiate their main points, and what you
like best/least about the article or book.
Week 7: This week begins the first of three weeks where you work on writing your chapter as well as finding
more literature for it. The basic headings for a review of the literature are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Introduction to Chapter (describes content and organization of chapter),
Key Words and Phrases Defined
Overview or Panorama of Your Topic
The Debates Inherent in a Discussion of Your Topic
Overview Discussion of the Headings of Content Important to Your Study
◦ Topics 1, 2, 3, and so forth
• Specific Discussions That Lead Your Reader to the Ideology/Ideas/Research Questions or Probes
Behind Your Study
Page 30 of 32

SAGE Research Methods - Are You Ready to Write Your Review of
Literature?

SAGE
© 2014 by SAGE Publications, Inc.

SAGE Research Methods

◦ Topics 1, 2, 3, and so forth
• Overview Discussion of the Literature Pertaining to Your Choice in Methodology
• Gaps in the Literature

Conclusion
Cut and paste in a general outline of your content and of how you see the chapter developing and discuss it
with your writing/study group. Be critical friends for each other asking, Does it make sense? Does it naturally
lead to the methodology?
Week 8: Spend time this week drafting the material that will go into each section. Write as though you are
the expert and are discussing the topics, then back up what you say with citations. Use multiple citations
when many authors have agreed with a specific sentiment. Check each other's work by reading for strong
sentiments that are not adequately backed up by literature, as these all will need citations. Help each other
work on developing a natural voice when discussing your topics. Move away from sounding like a book report
and into sounding like an expert.
Week 9: Take the critical ideas expressed in last week's meeting and refine your writing. Write your new or
rewritten sections in red so that your writing/study group can easily see what is new. Once again support each
other as critical friends.
Week 10: This is your final week. Look over how much you have done, how much more secure your ideas
are, and make a list of what else you still need to do. Celebrate with your writing/study group the progress
that you have made. Discuss whether you want to continue for another ten weeks after taking a week off for
rest.
Most reviews of literature can be written in a ten-week period, once the literature itself has been found and
cataloged. If you had a good percentage of your literature before your writer/study group formed and started
this ten-week process, then you may be very close to finished and ready to disband. If not, you may want to
repeat the effort, next time interspersing your writing with the preliminary work of the first four weeks.

Figure 7.14 Week 10 is a time to celebrate all the progress you have made.
Source: ©iStockphoto.com/koya79
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