
 

 1 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

What is a literature review? 

A literature review is an evaluative report of information found in the literature related to 

your selected area of study.  The review should describe, summarize, evaluate and clarify 

this literature.  It should give a theoretical base for the research and help you (the 

researcher) determine the nature of your research. Works, which are irrelevant, should be 

discarded and those, which are peripheral, should be looked at critically. 

 

A literature review is more than the search for information. All works included in the 

review must be read, evaluated and analyzed, but relationships between the literatures 

must also be identified and articulated, in relation to your field of research. 

In writing the literature review, the purpose is to convey to the reader what knowledge 

and ideas have been established on a topic, and what their strengths and weaknesses are. 

The literature review must be defined by a guiding concept (eg. your research objective, 

the problem or issue you are discussing, or your argumentative thesis). It is not just a 

descriptive list of the material available, or a set of summaries. 

Literature reviews are written almost in the all sciences and social sciences where they 

may constitute a section of the paper.  Sometimes a literature review is written as a paper 

in itself.  

Importance of literature review 

Literature reviews provide you with a handy guide to a particular topic. It acts as a 

stepping-stone towards achievement of your objectives in research. For scholars, the 

depth and breadth of the literature review emphasizes the credibility of the writer in his or 

her field. Literature reviews also provide a solid background for a research paper's 

investigation. Comprehensive knowledge of the literature of the field is essential to most 

research papers.  
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The role of the literature review is to analyze the existing literature and give justification 

as to how your research will fit into the existing body of knowledge.  "This means that 

the literature review provides the general understanding which gives meaning to the 

discussion of findings, conclusions, and recommendations.  This allows the author to 

demonstrate how his research is linked to prior efforts and how it extends our 

understanding of this general line of scholarly inquiry". 

In research, literature reviews helps the researcher to:  

 Avoid duplication  

 Identify the gaps in other studies with the goal of filling them 

 Borrow from the research design and methodology used to investigate that 

particular problem 

 Interpret his or her own findings 

In general, the literature review should:  

 Provide a context for the research  

 Justify the research  

 Ensure the research hasn't been done before (or if it is repeated, that it is marked 

as a "replication study")  

 Show where the research fits into the existing body of knowledge  

 Enable the researcher to learn from previous theory on the subject  

 Illustrate how the subject has been studied previously  

 Highlight flaws in previous research  

 Outline gaps in previous research  

 Show that the work is adding to the understanding and knowledge of the field  

 Help refine, refocus or even change the topic  
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Developing a Literature Review  

Seek Clarification 

Before embarking on review of literature, first seek clarification from your supervisor: 

 Roughly how many sources should you include?  

 What types of sources (books, journal articles, websites)? 

 Should you summarize, synthesize, or critique your sources by discussing a 

common theme or issue?  

 Should you evaluate your sources?  

 Should you provide subheadings and other background information, such as 

definitions and/or a history? 

Narrow your topic by constructing a working thesis statement  

There are numerous articles and books on most areas of study. The narrower your topic, 

the easier it will be to limit the number of sources you need to read in order to get a good 

survey of the material. Your supervisor will probably not expect you to read everything 

that's out there on the topic, but you'll make your job easier if you first limit your scope 

by constructing a working thesis statement. (More on research topic read in chapter 2 of 

this book). Once you have a working theses statement, break it into its component parts. 

From the statement, it is possible to identify various concepts and keywords.  A concept 

maps or mind map is a useful way to plot ideas. 

Find Sources of information 

Once you have concepts or keywords, it becomes easier to retrieve information from both 

informal and formal sources.  Informal sources include contact with peers, colleagues, 

other researchers, your Faculty Liaison Librarian, and your supervisor. Just as important 

as the network of informal contacts are the formal sources, including: 

 Books 

 Journals - scholarly, popular journals 
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 Research papers 

 Theses 

 World Wide Web (Internet) 

 Bibliographies 

 Encyclopedias 

 Handbooks 

 Maps  

 Newspapers 

 Government legislation 

 Statistics 

 Conference proceedings 

 Specific sources, such as ERIC documents on Education. (Internet) 

Phases of ROL 

• Search for existing literature in the area of study 

• Relevant & appropriate matter should be identify 

• Review the research literature with objective, methodology & findings  

• Develop a conceptual framework 

Before we think about where to look, let’s take a moment to think about what sorts of 

sources we want to review. Obviously, our sources should relate to our investigation. 

They need to be of a good academic standard. Therefore it is important to think about the 

type of source – academic journals, books and websites are all valid. Again, be critical. 

Who is the author? What is the date? Is it a landmark study or peripheral to your 

investigation? 

 

Use your initial keywords to search the university book and journal databases. A useful 

tip is to introduce yourself to your subject librarian. He/she will be able to show you how 

to get the most out of your searches and may even be able to introduce you to some 

material too! Keep a note of your searches so that you do not go over old ground and note 

any new useful keywords for further searching. 

 

Other places to look: 

 

 Your source’s sources! When you find a good source then look at its 

reference list for its sources and investigate those! 
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 The sources referred to in text books (avoid using the text book itself as 

these are secondary – use primary sources where possible) 

 

 Any relevant course reading lists 

 

 A little trick… type in your topic and the words ‘literature review’ to an 

internet search engine – you may get some useful resources but don’t be 

tempted to plagiarise! It is easily discovered and will not help you in the long 

term 

Reading skills 

 

Reading can be tiring, difficult and time-consuming. It is important to do your research in 

manageable chunks. Be realistic about how long you can be productive in a single 

session. The best trick is to start as early as possible. Many final year students start their 

literature reviews in the summer holidays. 

 

With journals it is important to use the abstracts which are normally included in most 

cases. These are summaries of what the article contains: its evidence, argument and 

conclusions. Sometimes this may be all the information you need. It may also be an idea 

to practise skimming the article text for keywords (and also scanning the headings and 

bold type etc.). Read what you need to read and no more. Academic books are often more 

useful in that they provide content and especially indexes to look up keywords. 

 

Taking notes and keeping records 

 

When doing your reading it is important to take notes. It is important to extract the 

information that you need rather than to try to write up your review from a pile of 

photocopies. It is best to write your notes in your own words. This will help you to 

understand the information in a deeper way; you have to understand it to translate it into 

your own words and it will stop you relying too heavily on questions when you write up 

the review. It is also vitally important to keep good records of the source of your 

information for referencing purposes. 

 

One method of note making and record keeping is to use note cards. The following ais 

examples of this two-card system. It consists of large note cards and smaller reference list 

cards. 
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8. Jones’ study on diabetes 

 

Jones’ study points out that there are 

problems with patient compliance but does 

not go into great detail as this is not the 

main focus of his study – see note 5 

 

   JONES (1997:26) 

Note cards 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8x5” (203x127mm) record cards are ideal for this. Write only one piece of information 

from a source per card. Number your cards as you take your notes (this one is number 

eight) as this will allow you to refer to another note on the same subject (this one is 

reminding me that I took a note on a similar theme on card number five). Keep an in-text 

Harvard reference (Jones (1997:26). As you type up this note in the review, the in-text 

reference is therefore conveniently to hand. You’ll note that a page number (26) has been 

recorded. This is not normally necessary for an in-text Harvard reference where a 

quotation is not used, but is kept just in case there is a need to find the page again to 

check the details.  

 

Reference List card 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jones, B.    Diabetes and 

1997     its Treatment 

 

 

Oxford: Oxford University Press 

 

 

618.44 Avery Hill 
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This note card will be used to write up your reference list. 5x3” (127x76mm) record cards 

are ideal. Smaller cards are used so that they can be put into a pocket and taken back to 

the library to enable you to find the source again, if necessary. This is also the reason for 

keeping the class mark (shelf number) and library name in the bottom left hand corner. 

The author and title are at the top of the card in order to ease finding again in a card index 

system. When writing up the reference list, all you have to do is arrange your cards into a 

pile in alphabetical order by the authors’ last names and type! 

 

Writing up your review 

 

Before writing up, be sure to plan your main body first. Statistics show that students who 

plan their work consistently gain the higher marks. The easiest way to plan is to put your 

note cards into piles by theme. These piles will form the core of your paragraphs (see the 

example paragraph below). Structuring your review by theme is much more effective 

than going over your sources chronologically as it will help you to avoid repetition and 

will enable you to develop your argument in relation to the research question and/or 

research recommendations. 

 

On the following page is an example of a thematic main body paragraph which employs 

the three elements of Point (theme), Evidence (from your note cards) and Evaluation (the 

element which makes the paragraph ‘critical’). 

 

POINT – EVIDENCE - EVALUATION  

 

Studies in the field of diabetes treatment have touched on the issue of patient 

compliance. Investigations by Jones (1997) and Bloggs (2002) both uncovered the 

problem of the non-compliance of patients with their treatment regimes. However, 

this issue was not the main focus of either study and neither investigated the reasons 

for non-compliance. 

 

You can see that the core of this paragraph is the evidence from notes 5 and 8 from the 

note cards. So plan by making piles and when you write up your rough draft of your main 

body you need to make the point (theme) of the paragraph clear and also state the value 

(evaluate) of the evidence in relation to the argument. You can see that Bloggs’ and 

Jones’ research touched on the right issue but did not go into more detail. We can 

therefore see the contribution this paragraph is making towards defining a research 

problem (i.e. that more research into the reasons for non-compliance is needed – this may 

be further refined as the review goes on). 

 

The final draft 

 

You may need to add an introduction to the review (if this review is an exercise in itself – 

it may not be necessary if the review is part of a proposal or bigger dissertation 

introduction). The review should however have a concluding paragraph which brings the 

main points together and states the research problem and recommendations. 

 



 

 8 

The completed review should: 

 

 Show a clear understanding of the overall topic and its development 

 

 Discuss pros and cons of landmark research 

 

 Show a range of definitions and approaches to the topic area 

 

 Develop to show a clear research problem 

 

 Reach sound conclusions/recommendations for further research, using  a 

well-based argument 

 

 Critically Analysis the Content 

As you select and use sources, critically analyze the content:  

 Determine the facts / arguments / points of view 

 Look at any new findings, is there clear evidence to support each 

finding? 

 Ascertain the reliability and accuracy of the document, are all 

assumptions valid? Are there any flaws in the methodology? Is the 

research based on established fact? 

 Determine the significance of work, is it a landmark article? Does it 

merely discuss what is already known? What does it contribute to 

accepted theory? 

 Ascertain the limitations, flaws, weaknesses, strengths and underlying 

assumptions of the analysis in relation to the related literature and 

current thought. 

 contextualise the work within the discipline - where does it fit?  Which 

thoughts and ideas relate/contradict/support current thought? 

 Study the methodology - is it appropriate to the type of study? 

Note:  
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 Bibliographies and references usually found in sources often prove 

useful when looking for further information. 

 it is useful to identify researchers who have worked in the selected 

field, ascertain exactly what they have done and if possible, contact 

them to discuss further ideas.  

 Not all the required sources will be readily available - at some stage 

you will need to consult widely looking for resources.  

2.3.5 Consider Whether your Sources are Current 

Some disciplines require that you use information that is as current as possible. In the 

sciences, for instance, treatments for medical problems are constantly changing according 

to the latest studies. Information even two years old could be obsolete. However, if you 

are writing a review in the humanities, history, or social sciences, a survey of the history 

of the literature may be what is needed, because what is important is how perspectives 

have changed through the years or within a certain time period. Try sorting through some 

other current bibliographies or literature reviews in the field to get a sense of what your 

discipline expects.  

2.3.6 Consider organization 

After getting related literature on your topic, consider organizing the information into 

themes. You can ask yourself: What are the most important subtopics that your review 

needs to include? And in what order should you present them? Develop an organization 

for your review at both a global and local level. 

 

Reference citation 

The documenting method has two parts: the citations and bibliography, which may also 

be called references.  

 

APA Method of Citation 

The APA method is widely used style of citing and referencing in the social science area. 

We also recommend that this method should be followed. 
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Guidelines: 

 When quotation and paraphrase are cited, the author’s name and year of 

publication appear in the body of the report as follows: 

For instance Pradhan (2000) stressed that business firm must think globally to remain 

competitive. 

 When a work is authored by two individuals, the surnames of both the authors are 

cited. 

For instance Pradhan and Shrestha (2001) define organizational culture as shared 

values and beliefs, which take the form of rules of behaviour. 

 When a work has more than two authors, cite all authors the first time the 

reference occurs, and subsequently include only the surname of the first author 

followed by “et al.” 

For instance Shukla, Gupta, Mathema and Singh (2003) found that … 

  Shukla et al. (2003) found that … 

 The author’s name and year of publication appear at the end when direct 

quotation is made. 

For instance “Strategic processes are those processes by which the organization plans 

for and develops in future” (Chitrkar, 1997). 

 If the same author is cited in the same paragraph, the year of publication is not 

necessary to be mentioned. 

For instance,  Pradhan (2011) wrote a book entitled Production and Operation 

Management. Pradhan found that … 

 If no author is given for the work, treat the title as the author. 

For instance, “The specification writer’s job is likely to change” (“Quality Manual”, 

2012). 

 When a work’s author is unknown, cite the text the word the Anonymous 

followed by the comma and date: (Anonymous,  2005). 

 When more than one author has to be cited in the text, these should be in the 

alphabetical order of the first author’s surname and the citation should be 

separated by semi colons: 

For instance, The concept of the job design (Maskey, 1987; Subedi, 1972; Uprety and 

Dhakal, 1976). 

 The page numbers, if required to be mentioned, should be cited as follows: 

For instance, Pant (2001) argues that a research report can be worthless if interpretation 

is faulty, even if valid and reliable data have been collected (p, 63). 

 “Hypothesis testing is called deductive research” (Wolf and Pant, 1999, p. 

14). 

 When citing block quotations, do not place quotation marks before and after a 

block quotation. Do not indent the right margin. 

For instance,   

According to Berger (1991): 

 A PET bottle weighs approximately 91 grams. Of this 91 grams, only 63 grams or 

69 percentage of the bottle is pure PET. The bottle has three other major components. 

The bottle cap, usually made of aluminum, weighs roughly 1 gram or 1 percent 

weight. The bottle label, usually made of paper, weighs 5 grams or 6 percent of the 

bottle weights (pp. 37- 38). 
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 Personal communication through letters, memos, telephone conversation, and the 

like should be cited in the text only and not included in the reference list since 

these are not retrievable data. In the text, provide the initials as well as the 

surname of the communicator together with the date. 

For instance,  B.L. Pradhan (Personal Communication, November 15, 1998) feels 

that … 

  M. Neupane (Personal Interview, April 7, 1998) feels that … 

 T. P. Mishra (Personal letter, Professor, Tribhuvan University, 

February 5, 1997) argues that … 

 

 

APA References 

The references list contains bibliographic information in each source you use. The list is 

arranged alphabetically by the surname of the author.  

 

Guidelines: 

Present information for all entries in this order: Author’s name. Date. Title. Publication 

information. 

Example,   

Harrison, A. (1992). Just- in- time manufacturing in perspective. New York: Prentice 

Hall. 

Peppard, J., and P. Ronald (1992). Business process re- engineering. New Delhi: Prentice 

Hall of India. 

 Use only the initials of the author’s first and middle names. 

 Capitalize only the first word and proper nouns and adjectives in the title. 

 Use double- space between the entries. The second line of an entry should be 

single-spaced. 

 The secondline of an entry starts three spaces in from the left- hand margin. 

 Place the date in parenthesis immediately after the name. 

 Place the entry in alphabetical order. 

 If there are two or more works by one author, arrange them chronologically, most 

recent last. 

o Aryal, N. (2001) 

o Aryal, N. (2006) 

Some common entries for references 
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1. For book with one author 

Kotler, P. (1998). Marketing management: Analysis, planning, implementation and 

control. New Delhi, Prentice Hall of India. 

Arnorld, J., I. T. Robertson, & C. L. Cooper, (1996). Work psychology:Understanding 

human behaviour in the workplace. Delhi, Macmillon India. 

2. For an edited book 

Pant, P. R., & N. Mamandhar (Eds), (1998). Industrial relations in Nepal: A book of 

readings. Kathmandu, FNJ and IRF. 

Ross, A. M. (Ed), (1996). Industrial relation and economic development. London, 

Macmillon. 

3. For an eassay in a book 

Jyoti, P. (1998). Labor management: A critique. In: P. R. Pant and N. Manandhar (Eds), 

Industrial relation in Nepal: A book of readings (pp. 297- 302). Kathmandu, FNJ 

and IRF. 

4. For an encyclopedia 

Sonar. (1984). Encyclopedia Britannica. 

5. For a journal article 

Pant, P.R. (1993). Human resource development: A cross- country overview of the Asian 

region. The Nepalese Management Review, IX (I): 1- 13. 

6. For an article in monthly or weekly magazine 

Shukla, M. (1985, February). Managing creative talents. Indian Management (pp. 3- 7). 
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7.  For an unpublished materials 

Joshi, M. (1992). Fine tea plantation: A case study. (n.p.). 

Khetan, M. (1992). Motivation behind acquisition of time saving electrical appliances by 

Nepalese households. Unpublished Master’s thesis, central department of 

Management, Tribhuvan University. 

8. For a newspaper 

The Rising Nepal. (1996, July 15). P.2. 

9. For paper presented at seminar 

Sharma, B. (1998, June). WTO: Its impact on the education sector. Paper presented first 

seminar of Association of Business Students, Kirtipur, Nepal. 

10. For personal e- mail 

Gurung, R. K.(2004, February). Meditation program: A feedback. Available e-mail: 

deanmagmt@healthnet.org.nep. [2004, February 7]. 

11. For journal articles on the Internet 

Subba, A. (2003). ‘The language management profession’. The Nepal Review [online]. 

Available: <http:/www.nepre.org.np  /6/2/>[2003, September]. 

12.  For home page 

Bhandari, C. (1999, March 26). Nepal’s culture and learning [Home Page of ABC 

Institute]. [online]. Available: <http:/www. ABC.co.np> [1999, March 28]. 
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