
how to write a literature review for
dissertation

how to write a literature review for dissertation is a critical undertaking for any doctoral
candidate, serving as the foundational pillar for original research and demonstrating a profound
understanding of the existing academic landscape. This comprehensive guide aims to demystify the
process, offering detailed strategies from initial conceptualization to the final polished manuscript. We
will explore the essential purpose of a literature review, delve into effective search and evaluation
methodologies, discuss various structural approaches, and provide practical advice on writing with
academic rigor and clarity. By mastering the art of synthesis and critical analysis, you will not only
fulfill a core dissertation requirement but also establish the scholarly context that justifies your unique
contribution to the field. This article will equip you with the knowledge and tools necessary to produce
a compelling and authoritative literature review that underpins the success of your entire dissertation
project.
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Understanding the Purpose of a Dissertation Literature
Review
The literature review chapter of a dissertation is far more than a simple summary of existing research;
it is a sophisticated intellectual exercise that establishes the scholarly groundwork for your original
contribution. This section provides an overview of its fundamental definition, underscores its critical
importance to the dissertation process, and outlines the key objectives it must achieve.

What is a Literature Review?
A literature review is an exhaustive and critical analysis of scholarly sources (e.g., books, journal
articles, dissertations, conference proceedings) relevant to a specific topic or research question. It
involves identifying, evaluating, synthesizing, and interpreting existing published work to provide a
comprehensive understanding of what has already been said on a subject. Unlike an annotated
bibliography, which merely describes sources, a literature review integrates them into a cohesive



narrative that builds an argument or explores a theme pertinent to the dissertation's focus.

Why is it Crucial for Your Dissertation?
For a dissertation, the literature review is not just a requirement; it's the intellectual backbone. It
demonstrates that you are well-versed in your field, capable of critical thinking, and able to position
your research within a broader academic discourse. Without a robust literature review, your original
research would lack context, justification, and scholarly credibility. It shows your committee and
readers that you are not simply re-inventing the wheel but rather building upon established
knowledge and addressing identified gaps. This process is essential for validating your research
questions and proposed methodology.

Key Objectives of a Literature Review
A successful dissertation literature review fulfills several vital objectives:

Contextualization: It situates your research within the existing body of knowledge, providing
historical background and tracing the evolution of key concepts.

Demonstration of Knowledge: It showcases your mastery of the subject matter, proving you
understand the major theories, methodologies, and debates relevant to your field.

Identification of Gaps: It meticulously uncovers what has not yet been adequately
researched, highlighting unanswered questions or under-explored areas that your dissertation
aims to address.

Critique of Methodologies: It evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of previous research
methods, justifying your own methodological choices.

Establishment of Theoretical Framework: It discusses the theoretical underpinnings that
will guide your research, explaining how different theories inform your perspective.

Support for Research Questions: It provides empirical and theoretical evidence that directly
supports the relevance and significance of your dissertation's central research questions.

Avoidance of Duplication: By thoroughly reviewing existing work, it ensures that your
research is original and does not merely duplicate previous efforts.

Achieving these objectives requires careful planning, rigorous research, and a clear, analytical
approach to writing.

Initial Steps in Crafting Your Literature Review
Embarking on a dissertation literature review requires methodical planning. The initial stages involve
clearly defining your research scope, developing a robust search strategy, and meticulously managing
the sources you uncover. These preparatory steps lay a strong foundation for the analytical and



synthetic work that follows.

Defining Your Research Question and Scope
Before diving into the vast ocean of scholarly literature, it is imperative to have a crystal-clear
understanding of your dissertation's core research question(s) and the precise scope of your study.
Your literature review must directly align with and support these elements. Begin by articulating your
central research problem as specifically as possible. From this, define the parameters of your
literature search: what concepts, theories, populations, geographical areas, or time periods are
relevant? A narrowly defined scope prevents you from getting overwhelmed and ensures your review
remains focused and pertinent to your dissertation's objectives. Consider keywords and key concepts
early on, as these will guide your search.

Developing a Comprehensive Search Strategy
A systematic and comprehensive search strategy is fundamental to uncovering all relevant scholarly
sources. This involves identifying appropriate databases, selecting effective keywords, and employing
advanced search techniques. Start by brainstorming all possible keywords and their synonyms,
including broader and narrower terms, as well as alternative spellings or acronyms. Utilize academic
databases such as Web of Science, Scopus, PubMed, PsycINFO, JSTOR, and discipline-specific
repositories. Learn to use Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT), truncation (), and phrase searching ("")
to refine your results. Explore the bibliographies of highly relevant articles you find (snowballing
technique) and consider setting up search alerts for new publications in your area. Documenting your
search process, including databases used, search terms, and dates, is also good practice and may be
required by some institutions.

Identify Core Keywords: Brainstorm all primary terms, synonyms, and related concepts.1.

Select Relevant Databases: Choose discipline-specific and multidisciplinary academic search2.
engines.

Utilize Boolean Operators: Use AND, OR, NOT to combine or exclude search terms.3.

Employ Advanced Search Features: Look for truncation (), phrase searching (""), and field-4.
specific searches (e.g., author, title, abstract).

Conduct Citation Chasing (Snowballing): Review reference lists of highly relevant articles5.
to find more sources.

Set Up Search Alerts: Stay updated with new publications in your research area.6.

Document Your Process: Keep a record of databases, keywords, and search dates.7.



Effective Source Management and Organization
As you gather hundreds, if not thousands, of potential sources, effective management is paramount.
Without a robust organizational system, you risk losing track of articles, duplicating efforts, or
struggling to retrieve information when you need it most. Utilize reference management software
such as Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote. These tools allow you to import citations, attach PDF files,
organize sources into folders, tag them with keywords, and automatically generate bibliographies in
various citation styles. As you read, take detailed notes, summarizing each source's main argument,
methodology, key findings, and how it relates to your dissertation. Crucially, note down any critical
appraisals or points of contention you identify. This proactive organization will save immense time
and reduce stress during the writing phase, allowing you to focus on the intellectual heavy lifting
rather than administrative tasks.

Critically Evaluating and Synthesizing Literature
The true academic value of a literature review lies not in merely summarizing existing works, but in
critically evaluating them and synthesizing their findings into a cohesive, argument-driven narrative.
This process moves beyond description to analysis, interpretation, and the identification of broader
patterns and gaps.

Moving Beyond Summarization: Critical Analysis
Critical analysis is the cornerstone of a strong literature review. Instead of simply restating an
author's argument or findings, you must engage with the material, questioning its assumptions,
evaluating its methodology, assessing the validity of its conclusions, and considering its implications.
Ask yourself: What are the strengths and weaknesses of this study? Is the evidence presented
convincing? Are there alternative interpretations of the findings? What theoretical frameworks are
being used, and are they appropriate? How does this source relate to others you've read? This active
engagement with each piece of literature transforms your review from a descriptive catalog into an
insightful critique, demonstrating your capacity for independent academic thought.

Identifying Gaps and Debates in Existing Research
A primary goal of a dissertation literature review is to identify and articulate the "gap" in existing
research that your study intends to fill. This requires careful attention to what has not been studied,
what questions remain unanswered, or where existing research offers conflicting findings. Look for
areas where:

There's a lack of research on a particular population or context.

Previous studies have methodological limitations that could be improved upon.

Theoretical frameworks have not been applied to a specific phenomenon.

Empirical evidence is scarce or contradictory.

There are ongoing debates or disagreements among scholars, requiring further investigation.



Clearly articulating these gaps or debates provides the rationale for your dissertation and justifies its
significance. It shows that your research is not just an add-on, but a necessary contribution to the
academic dialogue.

Synthesizing Themes and Theoretical Frameworks
Synthesis is the act of combining separate elements into a unified whole. In a literature review, it
means bringing together findings and arguments from multiple sources to create a coherent
understanding of a topic, rather than treating each source in isolation. Instead of summarizing one
article after another, group sources by common themes, theoretical perspectives, methodological
approaches, or historical periods. For instance, if several studies discuss the impact of social media on
political engagement, synthesize their findings by comparing and contrasting their results,
methodologies, and conclusions under a thematic heading. Similarly, analyze how different theoretical
frameworks (e.g., social learning theory, cognitive dissonance theory) have been applied to your
topic, evaluating their utility and limitations. This thematic synthesis reveals patterns, connections,
and areas of consensus or disagreement, building a compelling argument for your own research
position.

Structuring Your Dissertation Literature Review
The structure of your dissertation literature review is crucial for clarity, coherence, and the effective
presentation of your argument. A well-organized review guides the reader through complex
information, showcasing your ability to build a logical narrative that culminates in the justification of
your research. This section explores common organizational approaches and strategies for developing
a cohesive argument.

Common Organizational Approaches
While there's no single "correct" way to structure a literature review, several common approaches can
be adapted to fit your specific research area. The choice depends on the nature of your topic and the
argument you wish to make.

Thematic: This is often the most effective approach for dissertations. You organize your review
around key themes, issues, or sub-topics that emerge from the literature and are directly
relevant to your research questions. Each theme becomes a major section or subsection, under
which you discuss various sources that contribute to that theme, comparing and contrasting
their findings.

Chronological: A chronological approach traces the development of research over time. This
can be useful for topics with a clear historical evolution, showing how ideas and theories have
changed or built upon each other. However, avoid simply listing studies by date; instead,
highlight significant shifts, turning points, or enduring debates.

Methodological: If your dissertation focuses heavily on particular research methods, or if
there's a strong debate about methodological approaches in your field, organizing by
methodology can be appropriate. You would group studies based on the research designs (e.g.,
qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods), data collection techniques, or analytical strategies



employed.

Theoretical: For dissertations deeply rooted in specific theories, an organization based on
theoretical frameworks can be powerful. You would dedicate sections to different theories,
discussing how each has been applied to your topic, its strengths, limitations, and how your
research relates to or extends these theories.

It's also common to use a hybrid approach, combining elements of two or more of these structures
(e.g., a thematic review with a brief chronological overview of a specific debate). The key is to choose
the structure that best supports your argument and clearly leads to your research gap.

Developing a Coherent Argument
Regardless of the organizational approach, your literature review must present a coherent and
compelling argument. This argument is not about your personal opinion, but about the state of
knowledge in your field and how your dissertation contributes to it. Each section and paragraph
should logically flow into the next, building towards the conclusion where you articulate your research
gap and the significance of your study. Think of your literature review as telling a story: you introduce
the characters (key concepts, theories), describe the plot (what researchers have found), highlight the
conflicts (debates, inconsistencies), and then propose the next chapter (your research). Use transition
words and phrases effectively to connect ideas and guide the reader through your analysis. Your
argument should culminate in a clear and compelling justification for your own research questions
and chosen methodology, demonstrating how they address the identified gaps.

Crafting Strong Introductions and Conclusions for Chapters
Each major section or chapter within your literature review, especially in a dissertation, benefits from
a clear introduction and conclusion. The introduction to the entire literature review chapter should
clearly state its purpose, scope, and organizational structure. It should preview the main themes or
arguments you will present. Similarly, each sub-section or thematic chapter within the review should
begin with an introductory paragraph that outlines what will be discussed and why it's relevant. The
conclusion of each sub-section should summarize the key findings and analyses presented, and
critically, link back to your overall dissertation topic or the next section. The final conclusion of the
entire literature review chapter is paramount: it should synthesize the main findings, reiterate the
identified gaps or debates, and explicitly state how your dissertation research will address these, thus
transitioning smoothly into your methodology or research design chapter. This structured approach
ensures readability and reinforces your overarching argument.

Writing the Literature Review: Style and Substance
The act of writing the literature review requires precision, academic rigor, and a clear, persuasive
voice. Beyond the structural elements, attention to style, the integration of evidence, and adherence
to ethical standards are paramount to producing a high-quality dissertation chapter.



Maintaining an Academic Tone and Voice
Your dissertation literature review must adhere to a formal, objective, and academic tone. This means
avoiding colloquialisms, contractions, jargon where possible (or clearly defining it), and overly
emotional language. The voice should be authoritative, demonstrating your mastery of the subject,
but also critically reflective. Use precise language, clear sentence structures, and maintain a focus on
facts, evidence, and logical reasoning. Attribute all ideas and findings to their original sources. While
you are critically analyzing, avoid personal opinions or unsubstantiated claims. The goal is to present
a scholarly discussion that positions your work within the existing academic discourse with credibility
and professionalism.

Integrating Evidence Effectively
Simply listing sources or inserting direct quotes will not suffice. Effective integration of evidence
means seamlessly weaving the findings and arguments of others into your own analytical narrative.
Paraphrase and summarize frequently, reserving direct quotes for instances where the original
wording is particularly impactful or distinct, and always keep them brief. When incorporating
evidence, focus on the "why" and "how" – explaining how the evidence supports your point,
contradicts another, or highlights a particular debate. Use signal phrases (e.g., "Smith (2020) argues
that...", "Conversely, Jones (2019) found...", "Several studies indicate...") to introduce sources and
ensure smooth transitions. Critically analyze the evidence as you present it, rather than just reporting
it. This demonstrates your engagement with the material and reinforces your overall argument about
the state of knowledge in your field.

Avoiding Plagiarism and Ensuring Proper Citation
Plagiarism, whether intentional or accidental, is a serious academic offense. To avoid it, always give
credit where credit is due. This means citing every idea, fact, statistic, or argument that is not your
own original thought or common knowledge. Ensure that you understand the specific citation style
required by your institution or discipline (e.g., APA, MLA, Chicago, Harvard). Be consistent in its
application throughout your entire dissertation. This includes in-text citations, footnotes/endnotes,
and the comprehensive reference list or bibliography at the end of your document. Using reference
management software, as mentioned earlier, can significantly help in maintaining accuracy and
consistency. When in doubt, always cite. Familiarize yourself with proper paraphrasing techniques to
ensure you are rephrasing ideas in your own words while still crediting the original author, rather than
simply changing a few words in a sentence.

Revising and Refining Your Dissertation Literature
Review
The writing process is rarely linear, and a dissertation literature review, given its complexity and
length, will invariably require extensive revision and refinement. This crucial stage transforms a rough
draft into a polished, coherent, and impactful scholarly chapter.



Self-Assessment and Peer Review
Once you have a complete draft, step away from it for a period before revisiting it with fresh eyes.
Begin with a thorough self-assessment. Read your review aloud to catch awkward phrasing, repetitive
sentences, or logical inconsistencies. Ask yourself: Does this chapter clearly articulate the research
gap? Is the argument coherent and well-supported? Does it flow logically from one section to the
next? Are all sources integrated effectively and cited correctly? Beyond self-assessment, seek
feedback from trusted peers, mentors, or colleagues. A fresh perspective can reveal blind spots, areas
of confusion, or opportunities for stronger argumentation. Be open to constructive criticism and
actively use it to improve your work. Discussing your review with others can often clarify your own
thinking and lead to significant improvements.

Ensuring Cohesion, Clarity, and Flow
A successful literature review is not just a collection of summaries; it's a seamless narrative. Focus on
the overall cohesion, clarity, and flow of the chapter. Check for logical connections between
paragraphs and sections. Use strong topic sentences to introduce the main idea of each paragraph
and clear transition phrases to guide the reader. Ensure that your arguments build upon each other,
culminating in a clear justification for your own research. Eliminate any redundant information or
repetitive phrasing. Every sentence and every paragraph should contribute directly to the central
purpose of the literature review – to establish the scholarly context for your dissertation and articulate
your research gap. If a section or paragraph doesn't serve this purpose, consider revising or removing
it.

Proofreading for Grammar and Mechanics
Even the most brilliant insights can be undermined by errors in grammar, spelling, punctuation, or
formatting. Meticulous proofreading is non-negotiable for a dissertation. After focusing on the larger
issues of content, structure, and argument, dedicate specific time to checking for mechanical errors.
Read slowly, perhaps backward sentence by sentence, or use text-to-speech software to hear your
prose, which can often highlight mistakes missed by visual reading. Pay close attention to consistency
in citation style, formatting of headings, and the proper use of academic conventions. Consider having
a professional editor or a very detail-oriented peer review your final draft for these types of errors. A
flawlessly proofread literature review signals professionalism and attention to detail, reinforcing the
credibility of your entire dissertation.

Successfully navigating how to write a literature review for dissertation requires dedication, critical
thinking, and meticulous organization. By understanding its foundational purpose, employing strategic
search and evaluation methods, and crafting a coherent, argument-driven narrative, you will produce
a chapter that not only meets academic requirements but significantly enhances your dissertation's
impact. This detailed exploration of existing scholarship demonstrates your expertise, justifies your
unique contribution, and provides the essential context for your original research. Embrace the
iterative process of drafting, refining, and seeking feedback, and you will construct a literature review
that stands as a testament to your scholarly rigor and intellectual preparedness for advanced
academic work.



Q: What is the primary purpose of a literature review in a
dissertation?
A: The primary purpose of a literature review in a dissertation is to critically evaluate and synthesize
existing scholarly research relevant to your topic, demonstrating your comprehensive understanding
of the field, identifying gaps in current knowledge, and positioning your own research as a logical and
necessary contribution to fill those gaps.

Q: How long should a dissertation literature review be?
A: The length of a dissertation literature review can vary significantly based on discipline, institutional
requirements, and the scope of your research. Generally, it can range from 40 to 100+ pages, often
comprising one or more chapters of the dissertation itself. It should be comprehensive enough to
cover the relevant literature thoroughly without being unnecessarily verbose.

Q: What's the difference between a literature review and an
annotated bibliography?
A: An annotated bibliography lists sources with a brief summary and often an evaluation of each. A
literature review, in contrast, is an integrated, narrative essay that critically analyzes and synthesizes
multiple sources to present a coherent argument about the state of knowledge on a topic, highlighting
themes, debates, and gaps, rather than just describing individual sources.

Q: Should I summarize every article I read in my literature
review?
A: No, you should not simply summarize every article. A literature review goes beyond mere
summarization. Your goal is to critically analyze, synthesize, and integrate sources to build an
argument. Focus on identifying themes, comparing methodologies, contrasting findings, and
highlighting gaps. Only summarize key findings or arguments relevant to your specific point, always
followed by your critical analysis or integration into the broader narrative.

Q: How do I identify a research gap for my dissertation
literature review?
A: Identifying a research gap involves critically analyzing existing literature to find what has not been
adequately researched, what questions remain unanswered, or where current studies have
limitations. Look for areas where: there's conflicting evidence, a specific population or context hasn't
been studied, methodological approaches are weak, or theoretical frameworks haven't been applied
to a particular phenomenon. Explicitly state these gaps as the rationale for your own research.



Q: What citation style should I use for my dissertation
literature review?
A: The citation style you should use is typically dictated by your academic discipline, department, or
university guidelines. Common styles include APA (American Psychological Association) for social
sciences, MLA (Modern Language Association) for humanities, Chicago Manual of Style for history and
some social sciences, and various discipline-specific styles. Always confirm the required style with
your supervisor or institutional guidelines.

Q: Can I include my own opinions in the literature review?
A: Your literature review should maintain an objective, academic tone and voice. While you are
critically analyzing and evaluating sources, your "opinions" should be presented as reasoned
judgments supported by evidence from the literature or logical argumentation, rather than subjective
personal beliefs. The goal is to present a scholarly discussion that positions your work within the
existing academic discourse.

Q: How often should I update my literature review during the
dissertation process?
A: A literature review is an evolving document that should be updated throughout your dissertation
process. You should continuously search for new relevant publications, especially if your research
project spans several years. It's good practice to conduct a final search and update your review
shortly before submission to ensure it reflects the most current scholarship in your field.
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