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Abstract – Writing a literature review in the pre or post-qualification, will be required to 

undertake a literature review, either as part of a course of study, as a key step in the research 

process. A literature review can be just a simple summary of the sources, but it usually has an 

organizational pattern and combines both summary and synthesis. It demands a range of skills, 

such as learning how to define topics for exploration, acquiring skills of literature searching 

and retrieval, developing the ability to analyze and synthesize data as well as becoming adept at 

writing and reporting, often within a limited time scale. The aim of this article is to present a 

step-by-step approach to writing a literature review research paper to facilitate student and 

novice reviewers’ understanding.  

 

Index-Terms – Literature review; Literature searching; Writing a review. 

 

I.INTRODUCTION 

 

A literature review examines published information within a specific subject area and, in some 

cases, within a defined time period. For well-established topics, the review often involves 

critiquing the expanding knowledge base and potentially re-conceptualizing it. In contrast, for 

emerging topics, a literature review aims to provide a comprehensive synthesis and 

conceptualization, which may result in the development of new models or frameworks. 

The purposes of conducting a literature review are diverse, including supporting policy 

development, guiding evidence-based practice, informing research processes, and fulfilling 

academic requirements. Many students perceive the task as challenging, often questioning how to 

begin, select a topic, and structure the review. While a literature review may summarize key 

sources, it typically combines summary with synthesis. A summary captures the main points of 

the source, whereas synthesis reorganizes and integrates information to offer new insights, trace 

the intellectual development of the field, or highlight major debates. Depending on the objective, 
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the review may also evaluate sources and guide readers to the most relevant or significant 

contributions. 

 

II. WHAT IS A LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A literature review is a systematic survey of scholarly articles, books, and other sources relevant 

to a specific research topic, issue, or theory. It provides a description, summary, and critical 

evaluation of the existing works, demonstrating how a researcher’s study fits within the broader 

field. A literature review presents an overview of what has been written, identifies key authors, 

prevailing theories, hypotheses, research questions, and appropriate methodologies. It does not 

constitute primary research but reports and synthesizes existing findings. 

The sources included in a literature review are typically written documents and may encompass 

empirical, theoretical, analytical, or methodological scholarship. The review aims to describe, 

summarize, evaluate, clarify, and integrate these sources. A well-prepared literature review is 

objective, thorough, and critically analyzes the relevant research and non-research literature on a 

topic. Its purpose is to update the reader on the current state of knowledge and provide justification 

for future research directions. Effective reviews are structured, well-written, minimally biased, and 

follow a clear strategy for searching and selecting sources. 

Unlike an academic research paper, which aims to develop new arguments, a literature review 

focuses on summarizing and synthesizing the ideas of others without introducing original 

contributions. Most literature reviews serve as a foundational section in primary research articles, 

establishing the theoretical and empirical context for the study. In this role, a literature review 

evaluates the quality and scope of existing knowledge, highlights the significance of previous 

work, and provides both synthesis and scholarly critique to advance understanding of the topic. 

 

III. SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A systematic literature review aims to provide a comprehensive compilation of both published and 

unpublished studies related to a specific subject area. Unlike traditional reviews, which typically 

summarize selected studies, systematic reviews employ explicit and rigorous criteria to identify, 

critically evaluate, and synthesize all relevant literature on a given topic. The primary objective is 

to offer readers a thorough understanding of current knowledge and to highlight the significance 

of emerging research. Systematic reviews can also identify gaps or inconsistencies in the existing 

literature, guiding researchers in formulating or refining research questions and hypotheses. 

A clearly defined research question is essential before undertaking a systematic review, although 

the process may also refine a broad research question and assist in topic selection. Systematic 

reviews are useful for developing conceptual or theoretical frameworks, supporting both the design 

and interpretation of subsequent studies. 

To ensure transparency, reliability, and validity, a systematic review should specify the time frame 

of literature selection and the methods used for evaluating and synthesizing the findings. Key steps 
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in the process include: (a) formulating the research question; (b) establishing inclusion and 

exclusion criteria; (c) selecting and accessing relevant literature; (d) assessing the quality of 

included studies; and (e) analyzing, synthesizing, and disseminating the findings (see Fig. 1). 

 
 

IV. STEPS IN THE LITERATURE REVIEW PROCESS 

 

Although systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and meta-syntheses follow specialized procedures, 

this section focuses on the steps involved in conducting a traditional or narrative literature review. 

The initial step in this process is identifying the subject area of the review. For researchers engaged 

in quantitative studies, the topic is often predetermined. However, for those undertaking a non-

research-based or standalone literature review, selecting an appropriate topic represents the first 

and most critical stage of the process. 

 

4.1 Choosing a Review Topic 

Selecting a suitable topic is often the most challenging aspect of preparing a literature review, 

particularly when the reviewer has limited prior knowledge of the subject area. A practical 

approach is to begin by scanning relevant textbooks to identify broad areas of interest within the 

discipline. Reviewing associated chapters helps develop familiarity with key terminology, leading 

researchers, and ongoing debates or issues in the field. 
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Discussions with subject experts and exploratory reading can further assist in refining interests and 

assessing the availability of existing literature. Once a topic has been selected, database and library 

searches should be conducted using appropriate keywords to locate relevant journal articles. 

Abstracts play a valuable role at this stage by enabling quick assessment of an article’s relevance 

and helping to filter out unrelated or peripheral studies. 

Adequate availability of literature is particularly important for academic assignments that operate 

under strict timelines and word limits. Topics that are overly broad may lead to reviews that are 

either excessively lengthy or lack sufficient depth. Therefore, it is advisable to begin with a narrow 

and well-defined topic and expand the scope gradually if required. Reducing content at later stages 

is often more difficult and time-consuming, especially when deadlines are limited. 
 

4.2 Searching and Selecting Appropriate Articles 

Once a review topic has been identified, the next step is to locate relevant literature using a 

structured and systematic approach. A well-organized search strategy increases the likelihood that 

the review will effectively inform research or practice. Two key considerations during this stage 

are the relevance and comprehensiveness of the selected literature. Studies with weak 

methodologies or unsupported reasoning should be excluded or critically justified if included. 

In contemporary research, literature searches are predominantly conducted using electronic 

databases. These databases provide rapid access to large volumes of scholarly information and are 

more efficient than manual searching. As many databases focus on specific disciplines, it is 

important to identify those most relevant to the chosen topic. Previously published literature 

reviews and systematic reviews can also serve as valuable starting points, offering insights into 

existing research trends and helping to assess the relevance of earlier studies to the current review. 

An important aspect of article selection is defining the type of source to be included. Maintaining 

accurate records of keywords, databases searched, and selection methods is essential, as this 

information must later be reported to ensure transparency and reproducibility of the review 

process. In general, clearly defined and narrowly focused research questions produce more precise 

and manageable search results. 

High-quality literature reviews typically include theoretical papers, review articles, and empirical 

research studies. One effective approach is to initially examine the work of influential researchers 

in the field and then expand the scope to include diverse perspectives. Presenting contrasting 

theories and findings enhances the depth and credibility of the review, particularly when supported 

by evidence-based reasoning. 

Primary sources are preferred whenever possible, especially in scientific research, as they present 

original findings and are commonly published in peer-reviewed journals. Journals are generally 

considered more current than books. Secondary sources, such as textbooks and review articles, can 

be useful for gaining background understanding but should not be relied upon exclusively. 

Reviewing primary sources alongside secondary material helps minimize errors and strengthens 

the quality of the review. 

Table 1. Types of Sources Used in a Literature Review 
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Source Type Description 

Primary source Original research reports written by the investigators who conducted the study 

Secondary source Summaries or interpretations of primary research by authors other than the original 

researchers 

Conceptual / 

Theoretical 

Articles focused on the explanation, development, or analysis of theories and 

concepts related to the topic 

Anecdotal / 

Opinion 

Non-research-based viewpoints or opinions that lack empirical or theoretical 

grounding 

 

4.3 Critical Appraisal of the Literature 

After identifying and selecting relevant articles, the next essential step is the critical appraisal of 

the literature. Critical appraisal involves systematically examining the quality, validity, reliability, 

and relevance of the selected studies. This process ensures that conclusions drawn from the review 

are based on credible and methodologically sound evidence rather than on flawed or biased 

research. 

Critical appraisal requires the reviewer to move beyond mere description and engage in analytical 

evaluation. Key aspects to be examined include the clarity of research objectives, appropriateness 

of the research design, adequacy of sample size, validity of data collection tools, and rigor of data 

analysis techniques. Studies with methodological weaknesses should either be excluded or clearly 

discussed in terms of their limitations. 

In addition, reviewers should assess whether the conclusions of each study are supported by the 

results and whether alternative explanations have been considered. Comparing findings across 

multiple studies helps identify consistencies, contradictions, and research gaps, thereby 

strengthening the analytical depth of the review. 

 

4.4 Data Extraction and Organization 

Once articles have been critically appraised, relevant information must be systematically extracted 

and organized. Data extraction involves identifying and recording key details such as author 

names, publication year, study objectives, methodologies used, sample characteristics, major 

findings, and limitations. 

Organizing the extracted information using summary tables or matrices improves clarity and helps 

the reviewer compare studies efficiently. This step also reduces the risk of misinterpretation and 

ensures consistency throughout the review. Proper organization is particularly important when 

handling a large volume of literature. 

Table 2. Example Data Extraction Format for Literature Review 

Author (Year) Objective Methodology Key Findings Limitations 

Author A (20XX) Study aim Experimental Main results Sample size 

Author B (20XX) Study aim Survey-based Main results Limited scope 
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4.5 Analysis and Synthesis of Literature 

Analysis and synthesis form the core of an effective literature review. Analysis involves examining 

individual studies in detail, while synthesis integrates findings from multiple sources to develop a 

coherent understanding of the topic. 

Rather than listing studies one by one, synthesis groups literature based on themes, methodologies, 

theoretical perspectives, or outcomes. This thematic organization highlights trends, agreements, 

disagreements, and gaps within the existing body of knowledge. A well-synthesized review 

demonstrates the reviewer’s ability to interpret information critically and present it in a logical and 

meaningful manner. 

Synthesis may also reveal areas where further research is required, thereby justifying the need for 

future studies or the present research work. 

 

4.6 Writing and Presenting the Literature Review 

The final step in the literature review process is writing and presenting the findings in a clear, 

logical, and academically acceptable manner. The review should follow a structured format with 

appropriate headings and subheadings to enhance readability. Logical flow between paragraphs 

and sections is essential. 

In IEEE-style writing, clarity, precision, and objectivity are emphasized. Personal opinions should 

be minimized, and all statements must be supported by citations. Proper referencing ensures 

academic integrity and allows readers to verify sources. Tables and figures should be numbered, 

titled, and referenced in the text. 

 
Fig 2: Stages in the Literature Review Process 
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4.6.1 Introduction 

The introduction of a literature review should clearly state the purpose of the review and provide 

a concise overview of the research problem under consideration. It should identify the key 

literature sources consulted and outline the primary search terms used. In addition to introducing 

the topic, the introduction should indicate the current state of knowledge in the field, highlighting 

the significance and relevance of the review. 

An effective introduction establishes context by defining the general subject area and explaining 

why it is important. It should summarize major trends in the literature, identify theoretical or 

methodological disagreements, and point out gaps or inconsistencies in existing research. The 

reviewer should also clarify the objectives of the review, describe the criteria used for selecting 

and evaluating sources, and specify the scope of the review, including what has been included or 

excluded. Finally, the introduction should briefly outline the structure and sequence of the 

literature review to guide the reader through the subsequent sections. 

 

4.6.2 Main Body 

The main body of a literature review presents and discusses findings derived from the selected 

literature. There are several acceptable ways to organize this section; however, certain principles 

should be followed regardless of the chosen structure. Research studies and related literature 

should be grouped according to shared characteristics such as research approach (qualitative or 

quantitative), objectives, theoretical perspectives, methodologies, or conclusions. 

Individual studies should be summarized with a level of detail that reflects their importance within 

the field and their relevance to the review objectives. To enhance clarity and synthesis, tables and 

figures may be used to present comparisons, summarize key findings, or illustrate relationships 

among studies. These visual aids should reflect the reviewer’s interpretation and integration of the 

literature rather than merely reproducing information from original sources. 

For logical progression and readability, the sequence of body paragraphs should follow the 

organizational plan outlined in the introduction. Discussion should move from general concepts to 

more specific issues, clearly linking sources to key themes or ideas. In-text citations should be 

used to support analysis, highlight agreements or disagreements among authors, and demonstrate 

relationships between studies. The purpose of the main body is not only to summarize existing 

work but also to critically connect studies and show how they collectively contribute to 

understanding the topic. 

 

4.6.3 Conclusion 

The conclusion of a literature review provides a concise summary of the main findings derived 

from the analysis. It should clearly state what the reviewed literature reveals about the current state 

of knowledge, including its strengths, limitations, and areas where evidence is lacking. The 

conclusion should also highlight significant trends, unresolved issues, and gaps identified during 

the review. 
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When the literature review forms part of a larger research study, identified gaps should logically 

lead to the objectives or purpose of the proposed research. In some cases, themes emerging from 

the review may be used to develop a conceptual or theoretical framework to guide the study. 

Additionally, the conclusion should include implications or recommendations for future research, 

professional practice, or education, where appropriate. 

 

4.6.4 References 

A literature review must conclude with a complete and accurate list of references for all sources 

cited in the text, including books, journal articles, reports, and other relevant materials. Proper 

referencing is essential in academic writing, as it acknowledges original authors and ensures 

transparency and credibility. 

All in-text citations must correspond to entries in the reference list, following the prescribed 

referencing style. Errors or omissions in referencing are common and can result in loss of marks 

or reduced academic credibility. A practical strategy is to maintain a dedicated reference file and 

update it immediately whenever a source is cited. This approach helps ensure consistency and 

accuracy throughout the review. 

 

5 CONCLUSION 

 

This article has presented a structured and practical guide for conducting a systematic literature 

review using a rigorous and transparent research methodology. The step-by-step approach outlined 

in this paper is designed to support researchers in systematically identifying, evaluating, and 

synthesizing existing literature. Although the principles discussed are applicable across a wide 

range of disciplines, they are particularly relevant to research in the social sciences and 

management domains. 

The choice of review approach, whether qualitative or quantitative, influences both the timing and 

methodology of the review process. Different types of literature reviews may be employed 

depending on the objectives of the research and the purpose of the review. Developing the ability 

to conduct an effective literature review is an essential research skill that must be acquired through 

practice. By engaging in systematic literature reviews, students and researchers contribute to the 

advancement of knowledge and support evidence-based research and practice. 
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