THE LITERATURE REVIEW

What is a Literature Review?

· ‘An interpretation and synthesis of published research’  

                                                             (Merrriam, 1998 :6 in Murray, 2002)

This interpretation and synthesis of other’s research shows the active role of the writer in giving their understanding of the literature and in their collection of the papers, books etc that form the basis of the review.

The writer of a thesis or paper needs to write about the literature pertinent to their research and show how their research relates to that of others.  Fink (1998) states that 

‘a literature review is a systematic, explicit, and reproducible method for identifying, evaluating, and interpreting the existing body of recorded work produced by researchers, scholars, and practitioners.’

Scientific research, for example, mostly relates to work that has previously been undertaken.  Since your research is a contribution to knowledge it is essential that you are able to demonstrate where there are ‘gaps’ in  knowledge and how your research contributes new findings in the subject(s).  In reflecting, analysing and commenting on the literature, you will need to demonstrate understanding of the methodology (approach) used, the methods of research employed and the underpinning arguments.

Reviewing the literature helps you to plan your research, learn about approaches used, keep you up-to date with the latest developments and develop your skills as a researcher.

What is the purpose of your review?

· To provide an overview of the research topic?

· To select a specific area/approach and focus on this in some detail?

· To summarise other researchers’ work?

· To provide a critical analysis of research in the area?

· To provide a context for your thesis / paper?

· To justify the need for your research?

· To develop an understanding of theory and method?

· To identify key themes, texts and writers?

· To review the major issues and debates in the subject area?

· To identify a research question and give reasons why this topic should be researched?

How many references should I include in my review?

There is no definitive answer!.  However, it is rare for there to be no relevant documents / papers in the subject area.  Considering the questions that a literature review should answer will provide a good guide as to whether you have sufficient references.  These questions should include:

· Why is this research topic important?

· Who are/have been the main contributors in this area and why do/did they think the topic is important?

· What research approach (methodology) did they use and why?  Was it effective?

· Are there any approaches or methods in the literature that can be adapted for my research?

· What are the gaps in knowledge?

· What particular gap am I planning to ‘fill’?

· How will I approach the research? What methodology and methods will be used?

· Who will use my material?

· Who is the reader?

In writing papers the approach regarding the review of literature and the provision of a context for the research varies considerably.  In some subject areas, particularly science and engineering, the review will be placed generally at the start of the paper with the new research following on from this; any results from experimentation, simulation or analysis, for example, will usually be compared with those from other authors later in the paper.  In other papers, following an introduction, the review occurs almost in parallel with the research statement and findings.

The following section gives some examples of the different approaches using extracts from reviews in papers.  The examples also demonstrate some of the different referencing systems.

Sometimes the author of a review will need to select the literature to be included in the review and justify their decision to omit certain areas / references. A short introduction can often help ‘set the scene’ - see Example 1.

Example 1  Why undertake the research?
Since most interesting fluid mechanical problems involve turbulence, researchers have directed a great deal of effort at finding reliable predictive methods for turbulent flowfields.  A recent outgrowth of this research has been the development of second-order-closure two-equation turbulence models, i.e. models which utilize two parameters to characterise the turbulence and to determine their eddy diffusion, with each parameter satisfying a nonlinear diffusion equation.  Such models have proliferated,1,8 and each is supposedly universally applicable to turbulent fluid flows.  A great deal of success has been obtained for a wide variety of flows including effects which cannot be accurately analyzed with conventional mixing-length approaches such as boundary-layer separation9 and transition.10
As first noted by Wilcox and Alber,3 two-equation models bear a great deal of similarity.  While previous comparisons of two-equation models have been made, 11,12 no one has made more than a cursory examination.  In particular, no one has presented parallel numerical solutions for the various models.


from: Chambers, T.L. and Wilcox, D.C. (1977) Critical 
Examination of Two-Equation Turbulence Closure Models for 
Boundary Layers, 
AIAA Journal, 15(6), 821-828. 

In Example 2 the first paragraph in this paper occurs immediately after the Abstract and before the section headed ‘Background’.  The paper is based mostly on primary sources as little research had been undertaken in this area.  The review is very much that of ‘telling a story’.

Example 2  The Situation  / Context of the Research 

1 In October 1962, the discovery of Soviet Medium Range Ballistic Missile (MRBM) and Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile (IRBM) bases in Cuba took the world to the brink of nuclear war. The clandestine deployment of Soviet nuclear missiles capable of striking military and urban-industrial targets in the United States with little or no warning presented the United States with a military and political challenge which, it decided, could not be tolerated. When President Kennedy was told of the bases, he remarked to his advisers, that it was as if the United States had suddenly begun to put nuclear missiles into Turkey. 'Now that'd be goddamn dangerous, I would think', he mused. (1) In fact, as his National Security assistant had to remind him, this was precisely what the United States had done. Indeed, two US IRBM systems had been deployed in three NATO countries by 1962: 60 Thor IRBMs in the United Kingdom, 30 Jupiter IRBMs in Italy, and 15 Jupiters in Turkey. The story of the Jupiter deployment, and their role in the Cuban missile crisis, has now been told. (2) This article recounts the story of the other IRBMs - the Thors. The Jupiters played an important role in the origins and dynamics and of the missile crisis. The Thors did not. Yet in military and political terms, the 60 missiles in the UK were, potentially, at least as significant. And it is worth drawing comparisons between the Thors and Jupiters, and indeed between the Soviet MRBMs and the western IRBMs, to illuminate various military and political aspects of the missile crisis. Two particular aspects are examined in this article: first, the command and control of the nuclear weapons; second, the possible use of the missiles in crisis diplomacy. In exploring these, the article draws upon both recently released archival material and the testimony of RAF officers involved in the command and control of the missiles. (3) The operational readiness of the missiles in Britain contrasts with limited Soviet preparations in the Cuban missile crisis, and where the American authorities behaved as though Soviet operational readiness was an indicator of Soviet intent. Yet although the Thor missiles were at a high state of readiness they played no diplomatic role in the crisis even though Prime Minister Macmillan was clearly inclined to use them to avoid escalation. 

Background 

2 The development of Soviet InterContinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs), publicly signalled by the launch of the Sputnik satellite in October 1957, provided the context and pretext for the deployment of Jupiter IRBMs in Italy and Turkey. British involvement in US IRBM programmes had a longer and more complex history, and although the Thor agreements provided an important precedent for the Jupiter agreements, British arrangements for hosting their missiles were different in crucial respects. (4) Most notably, the Thors were deployed as strategic weapons under joint US-UK control, not, like the Jupiters, under NATO auspices under the control of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR). 

3 In the early 1950s, Britain and the United States collaborated on the development of a joint IRBM programme. Subsequently, the Eisenhower administration downgraded joint development in favour of two indigenous 1,500 mile range IRBMs: Thor and Jupiter. In July 1956, informal approaches were made to the British government concerning deployment of IRBMs on existing US bases in the United Kingdom. (5) Further discussions were interrupted by Suez but after the crisis Thor emerged as a useful vehicle for repairing 'the special relationship', despite Air Ministry scepticism about Thor and concern that acquisition of the missile might jeopardise Britain's indigenous IRBM programme, Blue Streak. (6) In March 1957, Thor formed the centrepiece of discussions between Macmillan and Eisenhower at Bermuda. The Eisenhower administration had already agreed to provide Bomber Command with a stock of US nuclear weapons and to co-ordinate the nuclear strike plans of both airforces. At Bermuda, the two leaders reached agreement in principle that IRBMs would be made available by the United States for use by United Kingdom forces, leaving detailed arrangements to be finalised later. Protracted and complex negotiations ensued, in which the command and control arrangements for the missiles and their warheads formed a principal concern.


From Twigge, S. and Scott, L. The Other Other 
Missiles of October (?)

The introduction in the next paper (see example 3) provides in the authors’ words  ‘a brief overview of the literature relating to decision-making’.  Having undertaken the review and a section on methods the paper then focuses on the new research (findings).

Example 3  A Brief Overview
The shift towards team working arrangements in primary health care

The importance of multiprofessional, interprofessional and inter-agency working has been highlighted in UK health and social care policy throughout the last decade (e.g. DoH, 1989a, 1989b, 1990, 1994, 996a, 1997, 2000). Alongside this there has been an increasing emphasis on teamwork as a means of ensuring the most effective and efficient provision of health and social care (National Health Service Management Executive, 1993; DoH, 1996a, 1999b).  several factors have been imputed to the effectiveness of teamwork.  Firstly, a team approach results in better communication between professionals leading to an increasingly co-ordinated service delivery with more prompt referrals between team members and less likelihood of clients falling between services (Robinson & Wiles, 1994, Bennett-Emslie &McIntosh, 1995).  Secondly, team working can lad to a more holistic approach to client need, with the contribution of different practitioners being enhanced (Bennett-Emslie & McIntosh, 1995).  Thirdly, professionals identified teamwork as a more satisfying way of working (as discussed in Robinson & Wiles, 1994).  …….

Potential effects of team working on decision-making processes

Decision-making in the context of team working occurs at both the individual and collective level.  Decision-making in this context is a complex and problematic process as a consequence of the diversity and uncertainty of information that must be processed and potentially negotiated to identify possible courses of action, and decide on the action to be taken in a given situation.  Thus, the way individuals make decisions and the way a group affects the decisions of its members, are relevant to understanding the potential impact of team working arrangements on client and team focused decisions………

The brief overview of the literature relating to decision-making indicates that this aspect of teamwork has received little attention in relation to contemporary health and social care.  Thus, the purpose of this paper is to draw on selected findings from two evaluations of team working arrangements to illustrate the impact of team development on decision-making.

 
From Cook, G., Gerrish, K. and Clarke, C.  (2001) 
Decision-making in teams: issues arising from two UK 
evaluations, Journal of Interprofessional Care, 15(2), 
141 - 151.

Note for Writing Purposes: 

Having read the above extract - in the context of academic writing - have a further look at the phrase:  ‘Thus, the way individuals make decisions and the way a group affects the decisions of its members’.  How would the meaning of this phrase change if ‘affects’ were to be replaced with ‘effects’?
Literature reviews can be quite brief.  In the following paper on the analysis of a database, the introduction (see example 4) provides a brief background to the study with some references.  Most of the referencing occurs in the analysis of the database.

Example 4  Background and some Example References

Introduction
Structural damage as a result of subsidence and heave of low-rise buildings continues to be a concern for building insurers and their professional advisors, and is a recurrent theme in papers to this journal (e.g. Webb, 1999;  Page, 1998;  Plante, 1998). The shrinkage and swelling of clay soils is the single most common cause of foundation-related damage.  A high proportion of this damage involves trees, and yet most current guidance concerning foundation depths and tree-planting distances is based on limited amounts of data.  Currently, hundreds of thousands of cases of subsidence or heave damaged properties are being investigated annually.  Each of these cases produces valuable technical information that, if collected centrally, could go some way towards improving our current understanding of the nature and scale of the problem.

For these reasons, BRE set up a subsidence damage database with the aim of accumulating some of these data in order to carry out analyses that would shed some light on the mechanisms involved.


From  Crilly, M (2001) Analysis of a database of 
subsidence damage, Structural Survey 19(1), 7 - 14.
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