how to write a literature for a
dissertation

How to write a literature for a dissertation is a critical skill that every
graduate student must master. The literature review serves as the backbone of
your dissertation, providing the context and framework for your research. It
enables you to position your work within the existing body of knowledge,
demonstrate your understanding of the field, and identify gaps that your
research will address. This article will guide you through the process of
writing an effective literature review for your dissertation.

Understanding the Purpose of a Literature
Review

Before diving into the writing process, it’s important to understand what a
literature review is and its significance in your dissertation.

Defining the Literature Review

A literature review is a comprehensive survey of existing research pertinent
to your topic. It synthesizes previous studies, highlighting key findings,
methodologies, and theoretical frameworks, and illustrates how your work fits
into the larger academic conversation.

Objectives of a Literature Review

The objectives of a literature review include:

1. Establishing Context: Situating your research within the existing
literature.

2. Identifying Gaps: Highlighting areas that require further investigation.
3. Supporting Methodology: Justifying your research design and methods based
on previous studies.

4. Demonstrating Knowledge: Showcasing your understanding of the field.

5. Guiding Future Research: Offering insights that may assist other
researchers.

Steps to Writing a Literature Review

Writing a literature review involves several systematic steps, which can help
streamline the process.

1. Define Your Research Question

Your literature review should be guided by a clear research question or



hypothesis. This focus will help you filter relevant studies and ensure that
your review is cohesive and relevant.

- Tips to Define Your Research Question:

- Start with a broad interest area.

— Narrow it down to specific aspects that intrigue you.
- Ensure it is researchable and significant.

2. Conduct a Comprehensive Literature Search

Once you have a clear research question, the next step is to conduct a
thorough literature search.

— Where to Search:

- Academic databases (e.g., JSTOR, PubMed, Google Scholar).
— University library catalogs.

— Online repositories and archives.

— Keywords and Phrases:
— Use relevant keywords related to your research question.
— Consider synonyms and related terms to broaden your search.

— Keeping Track:

— Use reference management software (e.g., EndNote, Mendeley) to organize
your findings.

- Create a spreadsheet to log important details (e.g., author, title, year,
summary) .

3. Evaluate the Literature

Not all literature is created equal. It’s essential to critically evaluate
the sources you intend to include in your review.

— Criteria for Evaluation:

— Relevance: Does the study directly relate to your research question?

— Credibility: Is the source reputable? Consider the author's credentials and
the journal's impact factor.

— Recency: How recent is the study? In fast-evolving fields, newer research
may be more relevant.

— Methodological Rigor: Are the methods used in the study sound and
appropriate?

4. Organize Your Findings

After gathering and evaluating the literature, the next step is to organize
your findings logically.

— Common Thematic Structures:

— Chronological: Discuss studies in the order they were published.

— Thematic: Group studies by themes or topics.

— Methodological: Organize by the research methods used.

— Theoretical: Categorize based on different theoretical frameworks.



- Creating an Outline:

— Develop a detailed outline that reflects your chosen structure.

— Include main headings and subheadings, along with key points to discuss
under each.

5. Write the Literature Review

Now, it’s time to start writing. Here are some strategies to help you draft
your literature review effectively.

— Introduction:
— Introduce the topic and state the purpose of the literature review.
— Outline the scope of the review and any limitations.

— Body:

— Present your findings according to the structure outlined earlier.

- Use subheadings to break up sections and maintain clarity.

- Synthesize information rather than summarizing; discuss relationships
between studies and highlight areas of agreement or controversy.

— Conclusion:

— Summarize the key findings from your literature review.

— Discuss the implications for your research and outline areas for future
study.

6. Revise and Edit

Once you’ve completed your first draft, it’s crucial to revise and edit your
work.

- Strategies for Effective Revision:

- Take a break before revising to gain a fresh perspective.

- Read your review out loud to catch awkward phrasing and errors.

— Ensure that your arguments flow logically and that transitions between
paragraphs are smooth.

— Peer Review:

— Consider asking a colleague or advisor to review your literature review for
feedback.

- Be open to constructive criticism and be willing to make necessary changes.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

While writing your literature review, being aware of common pitfalls can help
you produce a more polished final product.

- Lack of Focus: Ensure that all content directly relates to your research
question.

- Inadequate Synthesis: Avoid simply summarizing studies; focus on analysis
and connections.

— Ignoring Critical Perspectives: Acknowledge differing viewpoints and
criticisms within the literature.

— Neglecting Formatting and Citations: Follow the required citation style



meticulously (APA, MLA, Chicago, etc.).

Conclusion

Writing a literature review for your dissertation is a complex yet rewarding
process. By following the structured approach outlined in this article, you
can create a comprehensive and coherent review that not only supports your
research but also contributes to the academic community. Remember to stay
organized, critically analyze your sources, and articulate your findings
clearly. With dedication and attention to detail, your literature review can
serve as a strong foundation for your dissertation, enhancing your
credibility as a researcher and paving the way for future exploration in your
field.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of a literature review in a
dissertation?

The purpose of a literature review in a dissertation is to provide a
comprehensive overview of existing research on a particular topic, identify
gaps in the literature, establish the context for your research, and
demonstrate the relevance of your work to the field.

How do I organize my literature review effectively?

To organize your literature review effectively, you can categorize the
literature by themes, methodologies, or chronological order. Create an
outline that highlights key concepts and relationships between studies,
ensuring each section flows logically to support your dissertation's
argument.

What types of sources should I include in my
literature review?

You should include a variety of sources in your literature review, such as
peer-reviewed Jjournal articles, books, theses, conference papers, and
reputable online resources. Prioritize the most relevant and recent studies
to ensure your review reflects current trends and debates in the field.

How do I critically evaluate the literature I
include?

To critically evaluate the literature, assess the credibility of the authors,
the validity of their research methods, the relevance of their findings to
your own work, and any biases that may influence their conclusions. This
critical analysis helps to establish a strong foundation for your own
research.



What is the importance of citing sources in my
literature review?

Citing sources in your literature review is crucial for giving credit to
original authors, avoiding plagiarism, and providing readers with resources

to verify and explore the information presented. Proper citations also
enhance the academic integrity and scholarly rigor of your dissertation.
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