TESC MPA Program ATPS Fall 2009 
How to Conduct a Literature Review 

I.  What is a “Lit” Review, and why are they worthwhile? 

“A LR is a systematic, explicit, and reproducible method for identifying, evaluating, and interpreting the existing body of recorded work produced by researchers, scholars, and practitioners” about a particular topic (Fink, 1998, 3).

*  As a social science researcher, you need to discover what is currently known about a topic.  Doing a lit review will:

        1.  Acquaint you with the theory in the field/area; 
        2.  Help you learn what research methods are commonly used in the field/area; 
        3.  Help you learn what questions in the field are unanswered; 
        4.  Enable you to determine if it’s an area you really want to work in 

*  Lit reviews are often needed with grant applications and other funding proposals 

II.  Start with the area/topic/problem in which you have an interest 

*  The area must be narrower than a broad field of inquiry (e.g., “public administration,” or even “theories of bureaucracy.”)

*  It must be broader than a specific question, although starting off with a “working” research question is useful. 
*  As you work on your review, your research question may evolve, particularly if it is a qualitative question 

III.  Identify and collect the appropriate literature 

*  You want data on the background of the issue/area, and specific studies 

*  Use any appropriate methods to identify useful material: 

1. Computerized databases (e.g.,  any of the many on the TESC Library website,        http://library.evergreen.edu/).  
2. The Web (try a variety of search terms, Web search engines); 
         3. Newspaper and magazine websites  (NY Times, Washington Post, etc). 
         4. Library catalogs, reader’s guide to periodical lit 
         5. Social science citations service 
         6. Public Administration abstracts/bibliographies 
         7. Colleagues, other experts in the area        
        
*  Obtain copies of books, articles likely to be useful 
* Notice what isn’t included: Wikipedia.  Don’t cite it as a source…use the Literature and References sections of a Wikipedia entry that identify useful source documents, and track down them down.

IV.  Screen the Resulting Collection of Documents 

*  Fink suggests (p. 52) that useful studies on a topic: 1) will be in a language that you read;  2) can be obtained without too much difficulty; and 3) appear in a publication you respect.

*  Set a flexible “age” cutoff.  Most studies should be relatively recent (if they’re too old, outside reviewers may wonder what you’ve missed).

*  Find and foundational/seminal pieces of research (they’ll be referred to in many of the articles/books you find) regardless of their age.  (Example: For principal-agent theory, reading Ronald Coase’s 1939 “The Theory of the Firm” is essential).

*  Screen other studies based on: 

1.  Congruence with your research question/problem 
2.  Quality of the methodology of the studies (a strong research design?  A proper sample?  Useful and properly done analysis?  A persuasive argument?) 
3.  Evaluate results of the study: is the research question clear?  Response rates given?  negative 
 findings presented? 
4.  If qualitative research, are analysis procedures explained?  Is the study compelling to read and generate useful findings? 

*  Read the footnotes/endnotes carefully.  Often this is where you’ll find the really useful citations.  Approach the process like a detective!

*  LR’s for qualitative studies will include more topics and studies than quantitative studies.  The former are more open-ended and may move in unanticipated directions.  Quant studies are narrower. 
V.  Summarize and critique each of the helpful studies/books you’ve found 

*  Do this in a way that works for you: 
        1.  Write abstracts/precis; 
        2.  Use a structured format, put in a database or on 3X5 card: authors, study title, source, research 
        question, methodology, results, how the study may be  useful for you; what questions it stimulates 
        3.  Take some notes from each work 

*  As you read, consider S. Toulmin’s model of the Six Parts of An Argument (see Crossfire, p. 103.): 

1. Claim:          
    assertion the author is trying to prove

2. Underlying Claim: generalization that explains why the evidence supports the claim 

3. Grounds:                supporting evidence for the claim

4. Backing:                  the reasons that show the underlying claim is reliable

5. Qualifiers:       
    words that show when, how, and why the underlying claim is reliable 

*  At this point, some people prepare an annotated bibliography.  This is a list of the citations to the books, articles, and documents gathered during this process. Each citation reference includes a brief annotation that describes and evaluates the material in terms of its relevance, accuracy, and quality.   Use a consistent citation method.  Even if you don’t do an annotated bibliography, you should put all your sources in one place, a “working” bibliography.  Make careful notes on your sources, so you don’t have to look them up again!! 

VI.  Analyze Your Literature;  Ponder What You’ve Learned and How to Use It 

*  Read through your summaries/notes in one sitting 
*  Ask yourself: 

1. Based on this, what are the really interesting questions in this field/topic that are unanswered? 
2. Is this a very interesting area....for you/your group?  Is your tentative question interesting, for you and others? 
3. Do the studies that lead up to the question that you wanted to research use a method that you won’t be able to replicate (e.g.,a  time-consuming experimental design?) 
 4. Have I missed anything?  Does it “feel” like there are important studies not included in your set? 

*  When you’re satisfied that 1) you want to stick with this issue/problem, and 2) you have all the data you need (or have time to gather) on the background of your issue and the relevant studies that have been done...you’re ready to write it up

V.  Writing/Preparation 

A true lit review is a work of analysis and synthesis.  You "analyze" by thinking carefully about what it is you are interested in, finding sources, then making sense of what each of these books/articles claims, and how confident you are in their conclusions. Then you "synthesize" by placing what you've found in categories, so that you can make a broader statement about what, in total, these studies tell us about the topic.  Eventually you write an essay that summarizes what you have concluded that these sources tell us about the topic you're interested in, and which points out what additional research is needed. 
*  Summarize the relevant history/background of the problem in which you’re interested 

*  Describe/summarize any theories the reader may need to understand in order to understand the research problem/question

*  Summarize the findings of the relevant studies you found 

* Funnel down to specific unanswered questions; areas in need of further study. 

*  Your lit review should answer the “so what?” question: why does your research topic/problem statement matter to public administration. Who should care and why? What difference will your research make? Why is this question important to study? 

*  A good lit review is 

        1.  Long enough to convince the reader that the researcher has been thorough 
        2.  Not so long that it’s tedious 
        3.  Explains the problem clearly 
        4.  Makes clear why you have selected a particular problem  and question 

5. Helps prepare you for the later stages of the research process…crafting a research question and completing the overall research proposal 

Sources:
Fink, Arlene.  1998.  Conducting Research Literature Reviews.    Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. Goshgarian, Gary and K. Krueger.  1997. Crossfire:  An Argument and Reader, 2nd. Ed. NY: Longman. 
Research and Education Association. 1997. Doing Your A+ Thesis.  Piscatoway, NJ: Research and Ed. Association. 
3

