Lecture Notes
Postgraduate Writing
Week 5
Conducting Literature Review

5.1 Topic Introduction
[bookmark: _heading=h.147n2zr]In our previous lesson, we discussed about how to extract a journal article from your dissertation. In this lesson, we shall learn about how to conduct a literature review. Literature review can simply be defined as a systematic, analytical and critical assessment of what has been written by other scholars on a particular subject matter. This lesson captures the purpose and importance of writing a literature review and introduces the learner to the steps involved in conducting a literature review in research. The literature review is an important part of the research process as it informs researcher about the direction that research is taking in a given area of study as well as other scholars’ research findings. 

5.2 Intended Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:
1. Define what a literature review is. 
2. Explain the purpose of a literature review.
3. Identify the steps involved in conducting a literature review.
4. Discuss the different sections of a literature review.
5. Evaluate, select and synthesize literature in a relevant subject area and review it to come up with a research gap that is intended to be filled.
[bookmark: _Toc122511448][bookmark: _Toc132498421]5.3 Purpose of writing a Literature Review
The purpose of the Literature Review is to give a comprehensive view of previous research that is related to your study. It is a synthesis of theoretical and empirical contributions by other researchers in your field of study. The review should examine the main theories related to the topic. It should also include all the relevant information from credible sources such as academic books and peer-reviewed journal articles. For a well-organized Literature Review, you may need to make use of sub-headings. 
An effective Literature Review will have the following qualities:
· It will be well-organized and structured
· It will have focus, unity and coherence
· It will cite key influential authors in your area of study
· It will be current by keeping up with new research in the area
· It will not merely provide information but critically evaluate the sources cited
· It will not be unnecessarily wordy and repetitive
· It will avoid irrelevant sources
Basically, a Literature Review will comprise general/theoretical literature, empirical literature, a theoretical framework and a conceptual framework.
i. Contextualizing Research
The literature review situates your study within the existing body of knowledge, helping to define how your work relates to previous research. This context is crucial for understanding the relevance and contribution of your work. For example, your study may be in the area of media studies or development communication.
ii. Strengthening Arguments
By referencing credible sources, a literature review strengthens the arguments and assertions made in your research. It provides a solid foundation upon which to base your findings and conclusions. A credible source is one that is written by an authority or an expert your discipline and the information provided is factual and free from bias or error.
iii. Narrowing down the research topic
The literature review enables a researcher to narrow down the research topic by limiting the scope of the study. After reading what has been written by other scholars in their area of study, the researcher is able to determine what is researchable and to have a general overview of the topic under investigation. The researcher is then able to determine what specific topic or question he/she should address. For example, the researcher may want to carry out a study on the framing of business news in the print media and on radio. By reading what has already been researched on in this area, the researcher may decide to focus only on one media rather than both print and radio. This means that he/she will narrow down the scope of the study and hence have a more focused research topic.

iv. Identifying gaps
Literature review becomes a necessary tool for the researcher in as far as seeking new lines of inquiry is concerned. This occurs when the researcher is able to identify unexplored areas or areas that are not adequately researched by reading what other scholars have already done. The gap in research which needs to be filled and new areas of inquiry can only be discerned through a systematic review of literature. A literature review helps to identify gaps in research, highlighting areas that need further investigation. This can be used to guide the formulation of your research questions and objectives.
v. Methodological insights
A literature review can reveal methodologies that have been successful in previous studies, providing insights into how to design and conduct your own research effectively. For example, a researcher may anticipate to conduct a research study using a quantitative methodology. However, after reviewing related literature, he/she may realize that the methodology may not answer the research questions. Based on this realization, a change of methodology may be necessary for the research study to be viable. A good review of literature will inform the researcher on various aspects of the methodology such as the research designs, sampling techniques and data collection and analysis methods.
vi. Avoid duplication
The literature review enables the researcher to distinguish between what has been done from what needs to be done. By reviewing existing literature, researchers can avoid duplicating studies that have already been conducted. This efficiency saves time and resources and contributes to the advancement of knowledge. For example, one may want to do a study on the effects of global warming and after conducting a literature review, the researcher realizes that there exists many studies in that area. Based on this, the researcher will be more informed on the area to focus on without duplicating what has already been done. 
vii. Theoretical framework
A literature review helps in the development of a theoretical framework for your study. Understanding existing theories and models allows the researcher to build upon them or to propose new perspectives. Theories and models act like a lens through which the researcher is able to sift through and understand his work in a much deeper way. For example, when researching on the framing of business news by the print media, the researcher may identify the theories that he can use to explain that phenomenon. He may for example decide to use Ervin Goffman’s Framing Theory.
[bookmark: _Toc122511450][bookmark: _Toc132498423]5.4 Steps to Writing a Literature Review
[bookmark: _heading=h.3fwokq0]Identify a Research Topic
[bookmark: _heading=h.1v1yuxt]This is a significant part in literature review because your research must be topic-based. Oftentimes, researchers begin by selecting a broad area related to the research problem that they want to investigate before settling down on a particular research topic. In selecting a viable research topic, a review of already existing literature in your area of interest will be helpful.
Review Secondary Sources
[bookmark: _heading=h.4f1mdlm]Secondary sources refer to those written materials which exist in books, journal articles, expert opinions, encyclopedias and other books written by third parties. Because of the revolution in information technology and the ease of getting materials, journal articles become very important to the researcher. There are specific journals for specific topics or subject areas such as Communication, Journalism and Media, Development Communication, among others. Depending on one’s area of interest, journals usually provide well-reasoned and researched ideas which can jumpstart one’s selection of a topic as well as re-align it based on new information. Reading as many secondary sources as possible enables one to get perspective. 
Develop a Strategy
[bookmark: _heading=h.2u6wntf]A search strategy enables a researcher to focus on specific and relevant sources that are helpful in availing the correct information that a researcher will utilize. Your strategy should include the following:
· Identify databases: Use academic databases such as Google Scholar, PubMed, JSTOR, Scopus, and Web of Science.
· Use keywords: Develop a list of keywords and phrases related to your topic to use in your search.
· Include different types of literature: Look for general literature from books, reports and government documents, empirical literature from peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters, conference papers, dissertations and theses.
Conduct the Search
To ensure that the information gathered is accurate and relevant for use in the literature review, the researcher should:
· Read abstracts: Initially read the abstracts of the papers to determine their relevance.
· [bookmark: _heading=h.19c6y18]Assess quality: Evaluate the credibility and relevance of the studies you find. Consider the methodology, sample size, and findings.
Familiarize yourself with the appropriate referencing style
[bookmark: _heading=h.3tbugp1]Because reviewing literature involves reading many sources, it becomes apparent that a researcher ought to acknowledge the sources of information used by providing the in-text citations and a complete reference list of the publications used. It is important to capture the relevant details of the publications such as the author’s or editor’s surname and initials, year of publication, title of article/book, journal name, volume and page numbers. The researcher must find out the appropriate referencing style based on the recommendations of their institution. If it is APA for example, the researcher should also use the most current edition which is currently the 7th edition. 
Evaluate the Research Reports
In this step, the researcher goes ahead to list critical questions for analysis on each article that will be reviewed. The questions ought to target the title, methodology, theoretical framework and conclusions as follows:
Title: Check if the title is relevant to the study by the nature of research area it addresses.
Methodology: Establish whether the methodology employed in this study is appropriate for your study.
Theoretical framework: Review the theoretical framework employed and determine whether it is relevant to your research study.
Conclusions: The conclusions of the study are important because they will help you to assess whether the study is relevant to yours or not. 
Synthesize the Studies
[bookmark: _heading=h.nmf14n]Synthesis is one’s own evaluation of the sources. This is a demonstration that the researcher has critically read the studies and subjected the arguments presented to scrutiny in order to come up one’s own judgment. 
Use the literature reviewed
· Having synthesized the information that has been researched, the researcher goes ahead to utilize it. This is a very critical component of literature review because as much as one must demonstrate that he has read other people’s works, it should not seem as though he/she if regurgitating the information but rather it should be well reasoned, coherent and logical in its flow in order to make discernible sense to the readers. Therefore, the researcher ought to: 
· Adhere to the expectations, guidelines and rubrics of the specific institution under which the research is being carried out. Whereas in some institutions it is recommended that one begins by reviewing literature before going to empirical review, in others, empirical review begins first then followed by theoretical framework. 
· Be aware of the citation styles to be used such as APA Referencing Style and maintain consistency in citing your sources.
· [bookmark: _Toc122511454][bookmark: _Toc132498427]Maintain honesty by stating what you read and not misconstrue what the authors under review said. Paraphrase and summarize information from your sources and avoid the practice of lifting or copy-pasting other people’s work and making it look like your own.  						
5.5 The Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework is one of the key sections of the literature review. A theoretical framework consists of concepts, together with their definitions, and existing theory/theories that are used for your particular study. It introduces and describes the theories or models which explain why the research problem under study exists. Theories are formulated to explain, predict and understand phenomena and the theoretical framework is the structure that can hold or support  of a research study. The theoretical framework is not something that is found readily available in the literature. You must review course readings and pertinent research literature for theories and models that are relevant to the research problem you are investigating. The selection of a theory should depend on its appropriateness, ease of application, and explanatory power.
The theoretical framework strengthens the study in the following ways:
1. An explicit statement of theoretical assumptions permits the reader to evaluate them critically.
2. The theoretical framework connects the researcher to existing knowledge. Guided by a relevant theory, you are given a basis for your hypotheses and choice of research methods.
3. Articulating the theoretical assumptions of a research study forces you to address questions of why and how. It permits you to move from simply describing a phenomenon observed to generalizing about various aspects of that phenomenon.
4. Having a theory helps you to identify the limits to those generalizations. A theoretical framework specifies which key variables influence a phenomenon of interest. It alerts you to examine how those key variables might differ and under what circumstances.
Strategies for Developing the Theoretical Framework
1. Examine your research title and research problem. The research problem anchors your entire study and forms the basis from which you construct your theoretical framework.
2. Brainstorm on what you consider to be the key variables in your research. Answer the question, what factors contribute to the presumed effect?
3. Review related literature to find answers to your research question.
4. List the constructs and variables that might be relevant to your study. Group these variables into independent and dependent categories.
5. Review the key social science theories [usually introduced to you in your course readings] and choose the theory or theories that can best explain the relationships between the key variables in your study.
6. Discuss the assumptions or propositions of this theory and point out their relevance to your research.
5.6 The Conceptual Framework
Another key section of the literature review is the conceptual framework. A conceptual framework represents the researcher’s understanding or synthesis of the relationship between the variables in the study and how they connect with the study. This means that when designing the conceptual framework, one must first identify the key variables of the study and then seek to show how they relate with one another. The main variables are the independent variable, the dependent variable and the moderating or mediating variable. The conceptual framework is usually presented in a diagrammatical format to illustrate the relationship between these variables. When creating the conceptual framework, the researcher is mainly informed by the study’s research problem and the literature that they have made reference to when establishing the research gap for the study.
5.7 Common Mistakes in Reviewing Literature
Unless literature review is systematic and critical, it may not be able to meet the threshold that is required of research work. There are some common mistakes that may affect a review of literature. They are as follows:
· Failure of the researcher to relate clearly the findings of the studies reviewed with the research being carried out; this ends up yielding a disjointed literature review that fails to connect to the current study.
· When the researcher fails to use the best sources in reviewing one’s research problem, it ends up failing to synchronize with the study hence the study becomes fallacious. To curb this, the researcher should take time to analyze sources and choose the best sources for review in order to make his work viable.
· Uncritically accepting another person’s research findings as valid rather than subjecting them to a critical analysis.
· Failure to report the search procedures used in the article.
· Lifting the entire work belonging to another author and making it look like one’s own (plagiarism).
· Failure to consider contrary findings and alternative interpretations in the synthesis of quantitative literature.
[bookmark: _Toc122511442][bookmark: _Toc132498415]
5.8 Summary
This lesson has focused on the following key issues:
1. The purpose of writing a literature review.
2. The steps taken when writing a literature review.
3. Different sections of a literature review.
4. Common mistakes when reviewing literature.
5. The significance of a theoretical framework and a conceptual framework in the literature review.
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