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Writing 
Skills 

	

  Literature Reviews 

 
Conducting	a	Literature	Review	
	
A	literature	review	is	an	important	part	of	most	research	projects.	It	is	where	you	will	demonstrate	
your	 knowledge	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	 existing	 work	 relevant	 to	 your	 own	 research.	 It	 will	
allow	you	to	identify	underdeveloped	areas	or	unexplored	issues	within	a	specific	debate	or	field	
of	study.	This	in	turn	will	help	you	to	clearly	and	persuasively	demonstrate	how	your	own	project	
will	address	one	or	more	of	these	gaps,	as	well	as	how	it	fits	in	with	the	literature	on	your	chosen	
topic	more	generally.		
	
Introduction	
	
This	guide	provides	general	guidance	on	undertaking	a	literature	review	–	always	bear	in	mind	that	
the	requirements	of	your	department	may	vary	from	what	is	described	here.	
	
What	is	a	literature	review?	
A	literature	review	is	a	piece	of	academic	writing	which	gives	a	clear,	critical	overview	of	a	specific	
area	of	research.	The	process	of	conducting	a	review	usually	involves:		
	

• Selecting	a	novel	research	topic.	
• Conducting	searches	to	identify	the	key	texts	within	that	topic.	
• Explaining	what	each	source	claims	and	how	they	relate	to	each	other.	
• Critically	evaluating	your	sources	to	determine	their	usefulness,	strengths,	weaknesses,	

and	overall	contribution	to	the	topic.	
• Identifying	issues	or	gaps	in	the	literature,	which	your	project	can	address.	

	
Literature	 reviews	 are	 often	 encountered	 by	 students	 as	 part	 of	 the	 process	 of	 writing	 a	
dissertation	or	other	extended	research	project.	Usually,	it	is	treated	as	a	separate	piece	of	work	
from	the	main	dissertation	and	is	carried	out	in	the	early	stages	of	researching.	Depending	on	your	
subject	 it	 may	 or	 may	 not	 form	 one	 of	 the	 chapters	 in	 your	 final	 dissertation.	 They	 are	 often	
carried	out	after	a	research	topic	has	been	chosen,	but	before	this	has	been	refined	into	a	specific	
thesis	or	research	question.		
	
You	can	think	of	writing	a	literature	review	like	giving	a	guided	tour	around	a	city,	where	the	city	
is	your	 topic	of	 research.	You	want	 to	make	sure	you	 identify	all	of	 the	most	 important	 sites,	
constructing	a	clear	picture	of	 the	history	of	 the	city	and	how	each	of	 the	places	you	point	 to	
have	contributed	to	its	current	state.		
	
	
	
	
	
	



 

email: libenqs@soton.ac.uk 
www.library.soton.ac.uk 

July 2017 

Why	is	it	so	important	to	be	aware	of	existing	literature?	
	

1. You	are	expected	to	explain	how	your	research	fits	in	with	other	research	in	your	field	
and,	perhaps,	within	the	wider	academic	community.	

2. You	will	be	expected	to	contribute	something	new,	so	you	need	to	know	what	has	
already	been	done.		

3. Looking	at	existing	literature	will	help	you	to	develop	your	own	ideas,	which	might	
challenge	or	support	existing	theories.	This	will	help	you	to	come	up	with	an	exciting	
research	question	or	thesis.	
	

Your	Literature	Review:	What	You’ll	Need	to	Know	
	
Not	 all	 literature	 reviews	 are	 the	 same,	 and	 how	 yours	 ends	 up	 looking	 will	 depend	 upon	 the	
requirements	of	your	department.	The	following	table	provides	a	list	of	things	the	main	you	need	
to	be	aware	of	before	you	begin	(your	tutors	should	provide	this	 information	for	you,	as	well	as	
any	additional	requirements).	You	may	find	it	helpful	to	fill	this	in	and	keep	it	somewhere	close	to	
hand:	
	
How	long	is	the	literature	review	
expected	to	be?	Are	there	word	
limits?	

	

Will	the	literature	review	be	
included	in	the	final	dissertation?	

	

How	many	sources	should	be	
included?	(This	may	be	a	rough	
number	as	opposed	to	an	exact	
amount).		

	

What	kinds	of	sources	should	you	be	
looking	at	(e.g.	books,	published	
articles)?	Have	you	been	advised	
about	how	to	access	these?	

	

How	should	the	review	be	
structured	(e.g.	should	you	include	
subheadings,	do	sources	need	to	be	
grouped,	or	listed	chronologically)?	

	

Do	you	need	to	engage	critically	
with	the	sources,	or	should	the	
review	be	merely	expository?	

	

Will	the	review	indicate	your	own	
position,	or	will	this	come	later?	

	

Are	you	required	to	keep	a	technical	
record	of	your	search?	

	

Are	there	any	other	requirements	
specific	to	your	discipline/research	
area?	
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Finding	Your	Sources	
	
Choosing	a	Topic	
The	first	thing	to	do	before	you	begin	searching	for	sources	is	figure	out	exactly	what	it	is	you’re	
looking	 for.	 This	means	 selecting	 a	 topic.	 If	 you’re	 in	 the	 early	 stages	of	 a	 research	project	 you	
might	not	have	narrowed	your	topic	down	to	a	specific	research	question	or	thesis	statement	just	
yet	–	the	literature	review	can	help	you	to	do	this.	It	is	important	however	that	you	don’t	cast	your	
net	too	wide,	otherwise	you	will	find	yourself	overwhelmed	by	sources	and	it	will	be	difficult	to	get	
a	handle	on	the	overall	state	of	the	 literature.	Try	to	focus	on	a	very	specific	area	that	 interests	
you;	if	you’re	writing	a	dissertation	your	supervisor	can	help	you	to	choose	something	appropriate.		
	
Keep	 in	mind	 that	 you	 should	 try	 to	 choose	 something	 that	 hasn’t	 already	 been	 researched	 to	
death	 –	 this	 way	 you	 stand	 a	 better	 chance	 of	 making	 a	 novel	 contribution	 to	 the	 subject.	
However,	conversely,	 it	 is	best	not	to	pick	something	on	which	 little	 to	no	work	has	been	done.	
There	are	 two	 reasons	 for	 this.	 Firstly,	 there	may	be	a	good	 reason	 for	why	 there	 is	no	current	
research	(e.g.	it	might	not	be	a	viable	project).	Secondly,	even	if	it	is	a	promising	area	of	study,	it	
will	be	extremely	difficult	to	successfully	undertake	a	project	of	this	sort,	which	is	probably	suited	
to	a	more	experienced	researcher.	Aim	to	contribute	to	a	topic,	not	to	invent	one!	
	
Searching	for	Sources	
There	are	various	ways	of	tracking	down	the	literature	relevant	to	your	project.	If	you	are	working	
on	a	dissertation	with	a	supervisor	you	may	find	that	they	are	able	to	offer	helpful	suggestions	for	
where	to	start.	However,	you	don’t	want	to	rely	on	them	too	much!	Writing	a	literature	review	is	
in	part	about	demonstrating	your	 independent	research	skills.	Below	are	a	few	of	the	best	ways	
you	can	familiarise	yourself	with	the	literature	in	a	specific	area.	
	
Make	use	of	library	catalogues	
One	 thing	 you	don’t	want	 to	 do	 is	 simply	 type	 your	 topic	 into	 google	 and	 see	what	 comes	 up.	
There	are	useful	online	catalogues	specifically	designed	to	help	you	access	the	library’s	collection	
of	academic	resources.	At	Southampton	the	main	ones	you	will	use	are	Delphis	and	WebCat:	
	
WebCat:	WebCat	is	the	university	library’s	catalogue,	and	will	show	items	from	the	library’s	own	
print	or	e-stock.	It	can	also	be	used	to	find	digitised	course	collection	resources.	From	here	you	can	
also	manage	your	personal	library	account,	and	request	items	from	stack/interlibrary	loan.	
	
DelphiS:	More	sophisticated	than	WebCat,	DelphiS	allows	you	to	find	electronic	and	print	items	in	
the	 library's	 collection,	 including	 other	 academic	 resources	 that	 the	 university	 has	 paid	
subscriptions	to.	It	searches	WebCat,	many	of	the	university’s	databases,	and	most	online	journal	
articles.	It	also	lets	you	perform	more	refined	searches	than	WebCat.	
	
Often,	the	university	library	will	offer	training	on	how	to	find	and	access	academic	resources,	and	
you	 should	 go	 along	 to	 these	 sessions	 if	 you	 are	 able.	 There	 are	 also	 plenty	 of	 helpful	 online	
guides.	You	can	contact	the	library	if	you	are	having	trouble	accessing	any	of	these.		
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Engage	with	others	working	in	your	area	
As	well	as	making	use	of	library	resources,	it	can	be	helpful	to	discuss	your	work	with	students	or	
academics	working	in	similar	areas.	If	you	are	able	to,	attending	conferences	and/or	workshops	on	
your	 topic	 can	 provide	 a	 great	 opportunity	 to	 learn	more	 about	 an	 area.	 It	will	 also	 give	 you	 a	
chance	 to	 get	 reading	 recommendations	 from	 others	 who	 may	 be	 more	 familiar	 with	 the	
literature.	
	
Look	at	the	literature	your	sources	reference	
Finding	one	good	source	can	lead	you	to	other	relevant	published	work.	For	instance,	sometimes	a	
paper	will	explicitly	mention	the	key	texts	in	a	particular	debate,	or	direct	you	to	helpful	literature.	
If	a	source	you	are	reading	mentions	another	paper	or	study	that	sounds	interesting	or	potentially	
helpful,	look	it	up!	There	should	be	clear	references	included	in	the	bibliography,	which	will	help	
you	to	find	them.		
	
Also,	be	sure	to	check	whether	there	is	existing	expository	literature	on	the	topic	you	are	working	
on,	as	you	might	find	this	a	helpful	starting	point.	Note	however	that	you	shouldn’t	rely	too	heavily	
on	 secondary	 literature	 –	 it	 is	 very	 important	 to	 read	 the	 original	 texts.	 Secondary	 sources	
represent	one	person’s	take	on	a	topic,	and	should	be	viewed	with	a	critical	eye.	This	holds	for	all	
of	the	literature	you	consider.		
	
Evaluating	Sources		
It	 is	very	 important	 to	be	selective	when	choosing	 the	 final	 sources	 to	 include	 in	your	 literature	
review.	Below	are	the	key	questions	to	ask	yourself	when	you	are	deciding	whether	or	not	to	use	a	
source.	Remember,	your	tutors	or	supervisor	can	offer	guidance	on	any	you	are	unsure	about.		

1. Is	it	relevant	to	your	research	topic/research	question?		
If	a	source	is	tangentially	interesting	but	hasn’t	made	any	particular	contribution	to	your	
topic,	it	probably	shouldn’t	be	included	in	your	literature	review.	You	need	to	be	able	to	
demonstrate	how	it	fits	in	with	the	other	sources	under	consideration,	and	how	it	has	
helped	shape	the	current	state	of	the	literature.	

2. Does	it	come	from	a	reputable	place,	and	is	it	suitable	for	use	in	an	academic	research	
project?		

There	might	be	a	wealth	of	material	available	on	your	chosen	subject,	but	you	need	to	make	
sure	the	sources	you	use	come	from	a	respected	publisher	and	are	appropriate	for	use	at	
university	level.	You	might	also	want	to	find	out	more	about	the	author’s	academic	
background.	Making	use	of	the	library	catalogues	(section	3.2.)	is	a	good	way	of	ensuring	
you’re	on	the	right	track.		

3. Is	the	source	of	a	high	enough	quality?	
The	mere	fact	that	something	has	been	published	does	not	automatically	guarantee	its	
quality,	even	if	it	comes	from	a	reputable	publisher.	You	will	need	to	critique	the	content	of	
the	source.	Has	the	author	been	thorough	and	consistent	in	their	methodology?	Do	they	
present	their	thesis	coherently?	Most	importantly,	have	they	made	a	genuine	contribution	
to	the	topic?	You	needn’t	necessarily	agree	with	the	arguments	made,	but	the	source	
should	adhere	to	academic	standards.	
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Keeping	track	of	your	sources	
Once	you	have	selected	a	source	to	use	in	your	literature	review	it	is	useful	to	make	notes	on	all	of	
its	 key	 features,	 including	where	 it	 comes	 from,	what	 it	 says,	 and	what	 its	main	 strengths	 and	
weaknesses	are.	This	way	you	can	easily	re-familiarise	yourself	with	a	source	without	having	to	re-
read	 it.	 You	may	 find	 it	 useful	 to	 read	our	 guide	on	 annotated	bibliographies,	which	 are	 a	 very	
efficient	 method	 of	 keeping	 track	 of	 large	 numbers	 of	 secondary	 sources	 (available	 at	
writingatsouthampton.wordpress.com/writing-guides)	

Below	is	a	table	you	can	copy	and	fill	out	for	each	source.	Alternatively,	software	such	as	EndNote	
allows	you	to	keep	an	electronic	record	of	references	and	your	comments	on	them.	

Resource	Table	

Title	 	

Author(s)	 	
	 	

Type	of	publication	(e.g.	
book/journal	article/book	
chapter)	

	

Date	of	publication	 	

Reference	(in	your	department’s	
preferred	style)	

	

Content	overview	 	

Major	strengths	 	

Major	weaknesses	 	

Key	quotations	(inc.	page	
numbers)	

	

https://writingatsouthampton.wordpress.com/writing-guides/
https://writingatsouthampton.wordpress.com/writing-guides/
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Here	is	an	example	of	how	the	table	would	look	once	filled	in.	

Title	 Responsibility	for	Attitudes:	Activity	and	Passivity	in	
Mental	Life	

Author(s)	 Angela	M.	Smith	
	 	

Type	of	publication	(e.g.	
book/journal	article/book	
chapter)	

Journal	article	

Date	of	publication	 January	2005		

Reference	(in	your	department’s	
preferred	style)	

Smith,	A.	M.	(2005)	‘Responsibility	for	Attitudes:	
Activity	and	Passivity	in	Mental	Life.’	Ethics	115(2):	
236-271.	

Content	overview	 Argues	that	subjects	are	morally	responsible	for	
certain	involuntary	mental	states,	due	to	the	fact	
that	these	arise	from	the	activity	of	making	our	own	
evaluative	judgements.	Key	point:	we	do	not	need	to	
choose	something	in	order	to	be	responsible	for	it.	

Major	strengths	 Offers	a	plausible	argument	for	why	we	are	
responsible	for	attitudes	we	don’t	choose	to	have,	
and	why	we	hold	others	morally	blameworthy	for	
their	attitudes.	

Major	weaknesses	 Could	address	distinction	between	epistemic	and	
moral	responsibility.	
	

Key	quotations	(inc.	page	
numbers)	

‘[…]what	makes	an	attitude	“ours”	in	the	sense	
relevant	to	questions	of	responsibility	and	moral	
assessment	is	not	that	we	have	voluntarily	chosen	it	
or	that	we	have	voluntary	control	over	it,	but	that	it	
reflects	our	own	evaluative	judgments	or	appraisals.’	
(p.237)	
‘It	is	much	more	respectful	to	criticize	a	person	for	an	
objectionable	attitude	than	it	is	to	dismiss	it	as	the	
inevitable	product	of	her	upbringing,	her	culture,	or	
her	hormones.’	(p.270)	

	

You	 may	 also	 want	 to	 keep	 a	 record	 of	 the	 search	 terms	 you	 use	 when	 employing	 electronic	
resources,	as	well	as	which	databases/catalogues	you	have	used	them	with.	This	way,	you’ll	avoid	
repeating	 searches	 you’ve	 already	 carried	 out.	 Some	 departments	 may	 also	 require	 that	 you	
present	a	record	of	your	searches.	
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Writing	Your	Literature	Review	

So	you’ve	found	your	sources,	and	now	it’s	time	to	write	up	your	review.	As	indicated	earlier,	how	
the	final	piece	is	structured	will	depend	on	your	department’s	requirements,	as	well	as	the	kind	of	
project	 you	 are	 working	 on.	 However,	 here	 are	 a	 few	 general	 pieces	 of	 advice	 for	 writing	 a	
successful	literature	review:	

1. Show	the	connections	between	your	sources.	Remember	that	your	review	should	be	
more	than	merely	a	list	of	sources	with	brief	descriptions	under	each	one.	You	are	
constructing	a	narrative.	Show	clearly	how	each	text	has	contributed	to	the	current	
state	of	the	literature,	drawing	connections	between	them.	
	

2. Engage	critically	with	your	sources.	This	means	not	simply	describing	what	they	say.	
You	should	be	evaluating	their	content	–	do	they	make	sound	arguments,	are	there	
flaws	in	their	methodology,	are	there	any	obvious	objections	they	have	failed	to	account	
for,	etc.?	You	can	also	compare	their	relative	strengths	and	weaknesses.	

	
3. Signpost	throughout	to	ensure	your	reader	can	follow	your	narrative.	Each	time	you	

bring	up	a	new	source	it	should	be	made	obvious	to	your	reader	why	you	are	doing	this	
and	where	the	discussion	is	headed.	Keep	relating	things	back	to	your	specific	research	
topic,	or	your	research	question	if	you	have	one.		
	

4. Make	a	clear	argument.	Keep	in	mind	that	this	is	a	chance	to	present	your	take	on	a	
topic.	Your	literature	review	showcases	your	own	informed	interpretation	of	a	specific	
area	of	research.	If	you	have	followed	the	advice	given	in	this	guide	you	will	have	been	
careful	and	selective	in	choosing	your	sources.	You	are	in	control	of	how	you	present	
them	to	your	reader.	

	

.  


