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Purpose of a Review

“Reviews synthesise for a non-
specialist readership current 
topics in [a particular] field”



Purpose of a Review
“A literature review is a body of text that 

aims to review the critical points of current 
knowledge and or methodological 
approaches on a particular topic.” 

“Literature reviews are secondary sources, 
and as such, do not report any new or 

original experimental work.”



Purpose of a Review
“Key aims of reviews are to provide 

systematic and substantial coverage 
of mature subjects, evaluations of 
progress in specified areas, and/or 
critical assessments of emerging 

technologies.”



The Writing Process

Find/read 
relevant 
papers

Organize 
ideas, 

structure 
narrative

Write
first
draft

Edit and 
revise

Next weekToday



Find/read
relevant papers
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Find original idea or result, evidence, influential papers
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How to read a paper?
• Identify (possibly record) key points:

Hypothesis? Approach? Findings? 
Significance?

• Order
1. Start with title and abstract
2. Then, read introduction
3. Figures and tables

(captions often self-contained)

• If not relevant, stop reading!



Bibliography Manager
• You found a good paper. 

Record citation!

• Don’t type it, use a tool.

• Export to                 format.



Organize ideas, 
structure narrative



Key Questions
• What is the hypothesis/problem/question?

• Why is it interesting?

• What answers are provided by current 
literature? How did they do it? Implications?

• Which particular studies are particularly 
interesting and why?

• What is unsatisfactory about current 
literature? What remains unanswered?



Distill the answers into
your synthesis

In other words:

What is your point?



Hazel Hall, http://www.dcs.napier.ac.uk/MSc-dissertation/materials/lit_rev.ppt

What are the 
main 

perspectives 
on this topic in 

previous 
research?

What are the main 
conclusions on 

previous research in 
this area?

What are the key 
areas of debate in this 

area?

Which aspects of this 
work are of most 
relevance to my 

study?

What are the key 
concepts in this area?

What have been the 
main research 

questions?

In which 
subject areas 
has the topic 

been studied?

Do parallel 
literatures 

exist for this 
topic?

Which 
discussions?

Which sub-
themes? Which writers?

Which work is 
subject to 

challenge?

Where is existing 
knowledge “thin”?

How is this topic 
approached by 

others?

Coherent synthesis 
of past and present 

research in the 
domain of study

Where are the gaps in 
literature?

Who are 
these 

“others”?

Which existing 
work could be 

extended?

More Questions
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Typical structures

• Chronological

• Conceptual (e.g. 
pro/contra)

• Experimental/
Methodological

• Centered on 
Implications Ridley, “The Literature Review”, 2008

But: remember your point!



Example


