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Chapter 3

As part of your studies, you have almost certainly already been asked by your tutors to ‘review
the literature’, ‘write a literature review’ or ‘critically review the literature’ on topics they have
specified. Indeed, you may be like many students and have grown to fear the literature review,
not because of the associated reading but because of the requirement both to make judgements
as to the value of each piece of work and to organise those ideas and findings that are of value
into a review. It is these two processes in particular that people find both difficult and time
consuming.

Two major reasons exist for reviewing the literature (Sharp et al. 2002). The first, the prelim-
inary search that helps you to generate and refine your research ideas, has already been dis-
cussed in Section 2.3. The second, often referred to as the critical review or critical literature
review, is part of your research project proper. Most research textbooks, as well as your project

3.1 Introduction

Learning outcomes
By the end of this chapter you should:

• understand the importance and purpose of the critical literature review
to your research project;

• be able to adopt a critical perspective in your reading;
• know what you need to include when writing your critical review;
• be aware of the range of primary, secondary and tertiary literature

sources available;
• be able to identify key words and to undertake a literature search using

a range of methods;
• be able to evaluate the relevance, value and sufficiency of the literature

found;
• be able to reference the literature found accurately;
• understand what is meant by plagiarism;
• be able to apply the knowledge, skills and understanding gained to your

own research project.

Critically reviewing the literature
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Recently, we were discussing the difficulties students
have when writing their literature reviews for their
research projects. Mark summarised what he felt we
and fellow project tutors were saying:

‘So what happens sometimes is . . . a student
comes to see their project tutor having obviously
done a great deal of work. The student presents the
tutor with what they say is the finished literature
review. Yet, the purpose of their review is unclear. It is
little more than a summary of the articles and books
read, each article or book being given one paragraph.
Some students have arranged these paragraphs
alphabetically in author order, others have arranged
them in chronological order. None have linked or jux-
taposed the ideas. Their literature reviews look more
like adjacent pages from a catalogue rather than a
critical review. Just like the items on these pages, each
article or book has some similarities in terms of
subject matter and so are grouped together. As in the
catalogue, the reasons for these groupings are not
made explicit. In addition, like the summary descrip-
tions of items on the pages of a home shopping cata-
logue, each book or article is accorded equal status
rather than the amount written reflecting its value to
the student’s research project.’
He concluded:
‘Whilst such an approach obviously makes good sense
for a shopping catalogue, it does not work for the

critical review of the literature. We obviously need to
explain better what we mean by a critical review of
the literature to our students.’

tutor, will argue that this critical review of the literature is necessary. Although you may feel
that you already have a good knowledge of your research area, we believe that reviewing the
literature is essential. Project assessment criteria usually require you to demonstrate awareness
of the current state of knowledge in your subject, its limitations, and how your research fits in
this wider context (Gill and Johnson 2002). In Jankowicz’s (2005:161) words:

There is little point in reinventing the wheel . . . the work that you do is not done in a

vacuum, but builds on the ideas of other people who have studied the field before you.

This requires you describe what has been published, and to marshal the information in

a relevant and critical way.

A page from a book catalogue
Source: Pearson Education Ltd
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Chapter Critically reviewing the literature

The significance of your research and what you find out will inevitably be judged in
relation to other people’s research and their findings. You, therefore, need both to ‘map
and assess the existing intellectual territory’ (Tranfield et al. 2003:208), establishing what
research has been published in your chosen area, and, if possible, to try to identify any
other research that might currently be in progress. Consequently, the items you read and
write about will enhance your subject knowledge and help you to clarify your research
question(s) further. This process is called ‘critically reviewing the literature’.

For most research projects, your literature search will be an early activity. Despite this
early start, it is usually necessary to continue searching throughout your project’s life. The
process can be likened to an upward spiral, culminating in the final draft of a written critical
literature review (Figure 3.1). In the initial stage of your literature review, you will start to
define the parameters to your research question(s) and objectives (Section 3.4). After gener-
ating key words and conducting your first search (Section 3.5), you will have a list of refer-
ences to authors who have published on these subjects. Once these have been obtained, you
can read and evaluate them (Section 3.6), record the ideas (Section 3.7) and start drafting
your review. After the initial search, you will be able to redefine your parameters more

Written critical review
of the literature

Generate and
refine keywords

Conduct
search

Redefine
parameters

Record

Evaluate

Obtain
literature

Update and
revise draft

Conduct
search

Obtain
literature

Generate and
refine keywords

Record

Evaluate

Redefine
parameters

Conduct
search

Obtain
literature

Evaluate

Record

Generate and
refine keywords

Start drafting
review

Define
parameters

Research questions
and objectives

Figure 3.1
The literature
review process
Source: © Mark
Saunders, Philip
Lewis, Adrian,
Thornhill and
Martin Jenkins
2003
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The critical review

precisely and undertake further searches, keeping in mind your research question(s) and
objectives. As your thoughts develop, each subsequent search will be focused more pre-
cisely on material that is likely to be relevant. At the same time, you will probably be refin-
ing your research question(s) and objectives in the light of your reading (Section 2.4).

Unlike some academic disciplines, business and management research makes use of a
wide range of literature. While your review is likely to include specific business disci-
plines such as finance, marketing and human resource management, it is also likely to
include other disciplines. Those most frequently consulted by our students include eco-
nomics, psychology, sociology and geography. Given this, and the importance of the
review to your research, it is vital for you to be aware of what a critical literature review
is and the range of literature available before you start the reviewing process. For these
reasons, we start this chapter by outlining the purpose of your critical review of the liter-
ature, its content and what we mean by ‘critical’ (Section 3.2) and then discussing those
literature resources available (Section 3.3).

The purpose of the critical review
Reviewing the literature critically will provide the foundation on which your research is
built. As you will have gathered from the introduction, its main purpose is to help you to
develop a good understanding and insight into relevant previous research and the trends
that have emerged. You would not expect a scientific researcher inquiring into the causes
of cot death to start his or her research without first reading about the findings of other
cot death research. Likewise, you should not expect to start your research without first
reading what other researchers in your area have already found out.

The precise purpose of your reading of the literature will depend on the approach you
are intending to use in your research. For some research projects you will use the litera-
ture to help you to identify theories and ideas that you will test using data. This is known
as a deductive approach (Section 4.3) in which you develop a theoretical or conceptual
framework, which you subsequently test using data. For other research projects you will
be planning to explore your data and to develop theories from them that you will subse-
quently relate to the literature. This is known as an inductive approach (Section 4.3)
and, although your research still has a clearly defined purpose with research question(s) and
objectives, you do not start with any predetermined theories or conceptual frameworks.
We believe such an approach cannot be taken without a competent knowledge of your
subject area. It is, however, impossible to review every single piece of the literature before
collecting your data. The purpose of your literature review is not to provide a summary of
everything that has been written on your research topic, but to review the most relevant
and significant research on your topic. If your analysis is effective, new findings and the-
ories will emerge that neither you nor anyone else has thought about (Strauss and Corbin
1998). Despite this, when you write your critical review, you will need to show how your
findings and the theories you have developed or are using relate to the research that has
gone before, thereby demonstrating that you are familiar with what is already known
about your research topic.

Your review also has a number of other purposes. Many of these have been highlighted
by Gall et al. (2006) in their book for students undertaking educational research and are,
we believe, of equal relevance to business and management researchers:

• to help you to refine further your research question(s) and objectives;
• to highlight research possibilities that have been overlooked implicitly in research to

date;

3.2 The critical review
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• to discover explicit recommendations for further research. These can provide you with
a superb justification for your own research question(s) and objectives;

• to help you to avoid simply repeating work that has been done already;
• to sample current opinions in newspapers, professional and trade journals, thereby

gaining insights into the aspects of your research question(s) and objectives that are
considered newsworthy;

• to discover and provide an insight into research approaches, strategies (Section 4.3)
and techniques that may be appropriate to your own research question(s) and
objectives.

Adopting critical perspective in your reading
Harvard College Library (2006) provides for its students a useful check list of skills to be
practised for effective reading. These skills include:

Previewing, which is looking around the text before you start reading in order to 
establish precisely its purpose and how it may inform your literature search;

Annotating; that is conducting a dialogue with yourself, the author, and the issues 
and ideas at stake.

Here the Harvard advice, we think, is very useful. It urges readers to be ‘thinking-
intensive’ (see Box 3.1).

Summarising. The best way to determine that you’ve really got the point is to be 
able to state it in your own words. Outlining the argument of a text is a version of
annotating, and can be done quite informally in the margins of the text.

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature

Box 3.1
Checklist

Annotating your critical reading.
Advice on how to read in a
‘thinking-intensive’ way

✔ First of all: throw away the highlighter in favour
of a pen or pencil. Highlighting can actually
distract from the business of learning and dilute
your comprehension. It only seems like an active
reading strategy; in actual fact, it can lull you into
a dangerous passivity.

✔ Mark up the margins of your text with words:
ideas that occur to you, notes about things
that seem important to you, reminders of how
issues in a text may connect with your research
questions and objectives. This kind of interaction
keeps you conscious of the reason you are

reading. Throughout your research these
annotations will be useful memory
triggers.

✔ Develop your own symbol system: asterisk a key
idea, for example, or use an exclamation point for
the surprising, absurd, bizarre . . . Like your mar-
gin words, your hieroglyphs can help you recon-
struct the important observations that you made
at an earlier time. And they will be indispensable
when you return to a text later in the term, in
search of a particular passage that you may want
to include in your project report.

✔ Get in the habit of hearing yourself ask 
questions – ‘what does this mean?’ ‘why is he or
she drawing that conclusion?’ Write the questions
down (in your margins, at the beginning or end
of the reading, in a notebook, or elsewhere). They
are reminders of the unfinished business you still
have with a text: to come to terms with on your
own, once you’ve had a chance to digest the
material further, or have done further reading.

3
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Comparing and Contrasting. Ask yourself how your thinking been altered by this 
reading or how has it affected your response to the issues and themes your
research?

The Harvard College Library advice above suggests that you should get in the habit of
hearing yourself ask questions of your reading. Wallace and Wray (2006) recommend the
use of review questions. These are specific questions you ask of the reading, which will
be linked either directly or, at least, indirectly, to your research question. So you may, for
example, address a piece of reading with the view to it answering the question: ‘what
does research suggest are the main reasons why customers are likely to change car insur-
ance provider?’

The word ‘critical’ has appeared in this chapter a number of times so far. It is vital in your
reading of the literature that a critical stance should be taken. So what is meant by critical
reading? Wallace and Wray (2006) sum this up rather succinctly by saying that ‘the lengthy
list if critical skills (required for critical reading) boil down to just two: the capacity to evalu-
ate what you read and the capacity to relate what you read to other information’.

More specifically Wallace and Wray advocate the use of five critical questions to
employ in critical reading. These are:

1 Why am I reading this? (The authors argue that this is where the review question in
particularly valuable. It acts as a focusing device and ensures that you stick to the pur-
pose of the reading and not get sidetracked too much by the author’s agenda.)

2 What is the author trying to do in writing this? (The answer to this may assist you in
deciding how valuable the writing may be for your purposes.)

3 What is the writer saying that is relevant to what I want to find out?
4 How convincing is what the author is saying? (In particular, is the argument based on

a conclusion which is justified by the evidence?)
5 What use can I make of the reading?

The content of the critical review
As you begin to find, read and evaluate the literature, you will need to think how to com-
bine the academic theories and ideas about which you are reading to form the critical
review that will appear in your project report. Your review will need to evaluate the research
that has already been undertaken in the area of your research project, show and explain the
relationships between published research findings and reference the literature in which they
were reported (Appendix 1). It will draw out the key points and trends (recognising any
omissions and bias) and present them in a logical way which also shows the relationship to
your own research. In doing this you will provide readers of your project report with the
necessary background knowledge to your research question(s) and objectives and establish
the boundaries of your own research. Your review will also enable the readers to see your
ideas against the background of previous published research in the area. This does not
necessarily mean that your ideas must extend, follow or approve those set out in the litera-
ture. You may be highly critical of the earlier research reported in the literature and seek to
discredit it. However, if you wish to do this you must still review this literature, explain
clearly why it is problematic, and then justify your own ideas.

In considering the content of your critical review, you will therefore need:

• to include the key academic theories within your chosen area of research;
• to demonstrate that your knowledge of your chosen area is up to date;
• through clear referencing, enable those reading your project report to find the original

publications which you cite.

The critical review
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In addition, by fully acknowledging the research of others you will avoid charges of
plagiarism and the associated penalties (Section 3.8). The content of your critical review
can be evaluated using the checklist in Box 3.2.

What is really meant by being ‘critical’ 
about the content
Within the context of your course you have probably already been asked to take a critical
approach for previous assignments. However, it is worth considering what we mean by
critical within the context of your literature review. Mingers (2000:225–6) argues that
there are four aspects of a critical approach that should be fostered by management
education:

• critique of rhetoric;
• critique of tradition;
• critique of authority;
• critique of objectivity.

The first of these, the ‘critique of rhetoric’, means appraising or evaluating a problem
with effective use of language. In the context of your critical literature review, this empha-
sises the need for you, as the reviewer, to use your skills both of making reasoned judge-
ments and of arguing effectively in writing. The other three aspects Mingers identifies
also have implications for being critical when reading and writing about the work of
others. This includes you questioning, where justification exists to do so, the conventional
wisdom, the ‘critique of tradition’ and the dominant view portrayed in the literature you
are reading, the ‘critique of authority’. Finally, it is likely also to include recognising in
your review that the knowledge and information you are discussing are not value free, the
‘critique of objectivity’.

Being critical in reviewing the literature is, therefore, a combination of your skills and
the attitude with which you read. In critically reviewing the literature, you need to read
the literature about your research topic with some scepticism and be willing to question
what you read. This means you need to be constantly considering and justifying with
clear arguments your own critical stance. You, therefore, will have to read widely on your
research topic and have a good understanding of the literature. Critically reviewing the
literature for your research project, therefore, requires you to have gained topic-based

Box 3.2
Checklist

Evaluating the content of your
critical literature review

✔ Have you ensured that the literature covered
relates clearly to your research question and
objectives?

✔ Have you covered the most relevant and
significant theories of recognised experts in
the area?

✔ Have you covered the most relevant and
significant literature or at least a representative
sample?

✔ Have you included up-to-date literature?
✔ Have you referenced all the literature used in

the format prescribed in the assessment 
criteria?

3
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background knowledge, understanding, the ability to reflect upon and to analyse the liter-
ature and, based on this, to make reasoned judgements that are argued effectively. When
you use these skills to review the literature, the term ‘critical’ refers to the judgement you
exercise. It, therefore, describes the process of providing a detailed and justified analysis
of, and commentary on, the merits and faults of the key literature within your chosen
area. This means that, for your review to be critical, you will need to have shown critical
judgement.

Part of this judgement will inevitably mean being able to identify the most relevant
and significant theories and recognised experts highlighted in Box 3.3. In addition, Dees
(2003) suggests that this means you should:

• refer to and assess research by recognised experts in your chosen area;
• consider and discuss research that supports and research that opposes your ideas;
• make reasoned judgements regarding the value of others’ research, showing clearly

how it relates to your research;
• justify your arguments with valid evidence in a logical manner;
• distinguish clearly between fact and opinion.

These points are developed in Box 3.3, which contains a checklist to evaluate the
extent to which your literature review is critical. The more questions to which you can
answer ‘yes’, the more likely your review will be critical!

The structure of the critical review
The literature review that you write for your project report should therefore be a descrip-
tion and critical analysis of what other authors have written (Jankowicz 2005).
When drafting your review you, therefore, need to focus on your research question(s) and

Box 3.3
Checklist

Evaluating whether your literature
review is critical

✔ Have you shown how your research question
relates to previous research reviewed?

✔ Have you assessed the strengths and weaknesses
of the previous research reviewed?

✔ Have you been objective in your discussion and
assessment of other people’s research?

✔ Have you included references to research that is
counter to your own opinion?

✔ Have you distinguished clearly between facts and
opinions?

✔ Have you made reasoned judgements about the
value and relevance of others’ research to your
own?

✔ Have you justified clearly your own ideas?
✔ Have you highlighted those areas where new

research (yours!) is needed to provide fresh
insights and taken these into account in your
arguments? In particular:
✔ where there are inconsistencies in current

knowledge and understanding?
✔ where there are omissions or bias in published

research?
✔ where research findings need to be tested

further?
✔ where evidence is lacking, inconclusive,

contradictory or limited?
✔ Have you justified your arguments by referencing

correctly published research?

The critical review
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objectives. One way of helping you to focus is to think of your literature review as
discussing how far existing published research goes in answering your research ques-
tion(s). The shortfall in the literature will be addressed, at least partially, in the remainder
of your project report. Another way of helping you to focus is to ask yourself how your
review relates to your objectives. If it does not, or does only partially, there is a need for
a clearer focus on your objectives. The precise structure of the critical review is usually
your choice, although you should check, as it may be specified in the assessment criteria.
Three common structures are:

• a single chapter;
• a series of chapters;
• throughout the project report as you tackle various issues.

In all project reports, you should return to the key issues from the literature in your
discussion and conclusions (Section 14.3).

Within your critical review, you will need to juxtapose different authors’ ideas and
form your own opinions and conclusions based on these. Although you will not be able
to start writing until you have undertaken some reading, we recommend that you start
drafting your review early (Figure 3.1). What you write can then be updated and revised
as you read more.

A common mistake with critical literature reviews, highlighted at the start of this chap-
ter, is that they become uncritical listings of previous research. Often they are little more
than annotated bibliographies (Hart 1998), individual items being selected because they
fit with what the researcher is proposing (Greenhalgh 1997). Although there is no single
structure that your critical review should take, our students have found it useful to think
of the review as a funnel in which you:

1 start at a more general level before narrowing down to your specific research ques-
tion(s) and objectives;

2 provide a brief overview of key ideas and themes;
3 summarise, compare and contrast the research of the key writers;
4 narrow down to highlight previous research work most relevant to your own research;
5 provide a detailed account of the findings of this research and show how they are

related;
6 highlight those aspects where your own research will provide fresh insights;
7 lead the reader into subsequent sections of your project report, which explore these

issues.

In addition, some writers argue that, in order to improve the transparency of your
review process, you should explain precisely how you searched for selected the literature
you have included in your review, outlining your choice of key words and of databases
used (Tranfield et al. 2003). Within the ‘funnel’ we have just proposed, this can be
thought of as step 0! This is discussed in more detail in Sections 3.4 and 3.5.

Whichever way you structure your review you must demonstrate that you have read,
understood and evaluated the items you have located. The key to writing a critical litera-
ture review is therefore to link the different ideas you find in the literature to form a
coherent and cohesive argument, which sets in context and justifies your research.
Obviously, it should relate to your research question and objectives. It should show a
clear link from these as well as a clear link to the empirical work that will follow. Box 3.4
provides a checklist to help you ensure that the structure of your literature review
supports this. Subsequent parts of your project report (Section 14.3) must follow on
from this.

3
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Box 3.4
Checklist

Evaluating the structure of your
literature review

✔ Does your literature review have a clear title
which describes the focus of your research rather
than just saying ‘literature review’?

✔ Have you explained precisely how you searched
the literature, and the criteria used to select those
studies included?

✔ Does your review start at a more general level
before narrowing down?

✔ Is your literature review organised thematically
around the ideas contained in the research being
reviewed rather than the researchers?

✔ Are your arguments coherent and cohesive – do
your ideas link in a way that will be logical to your
reader?

✔ Have you used sub-headings within the literature
review to help guide your reader?

✔ Does the way you have structured your literature
review draw your reader’s attention to those
issues which are going to be the focus of your
research?

✔ Does your literature review lead your reader into
subsequent sections of your project report?

Box 3.5
Focus on
management
research

Structure of the literature review

An article published by Christine Williams and Mark
Saunders in the Service Industries Journal (Williams
and Saunders 2006:582–3) includes a review of the
literature on problems associated with traditional
approaches to measuring service quality. The follow-
ing extract is taken from this review. Although your
literature review will be longer than this, the extract
illustrates:

• the overall structure of starting at a more general
level before narrowing down;

• the provision of a brief overview of the key ideas;
• the linking of ideas;
• narrowing down to highlight that work which is

most relevant to the research reported.

In their paper, Williams and Saunders subsequently
review, in more detail, research involving the develop-
ment of an alternative approach, the Service Template
Process.

Traditional Approaches to measuring 
service quality
Traditional survey-based approaches to measuring
service quality or customer satisfaction such as
SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al. 1985) measure
the gap between service users’ perceptions and
expectations across a series of standardised dimen-
sions characterising the service. Notwithstanding
shortcomings of conceptualising service quality 
in this manner, recognised for example in the
SERVQUAL debates (Carman 1990; Cronin and
Taylor 1992), the use of the disconfirmation
approach is reported widely in the literature
(Parasuraman 1995; Robinson 1999).

Carman (1990) argues that constructs
representing service quality are a function of a par-
ticular service and the industry within which it is
located. Carman (2000) also confirms that different
users of a service may assign different levels 
of importance to the same quality dimension.
Furthermore, the use of generic constructs to
measure a particular service’s quality may not pro-
vide the details necessary to define the specific
causes of a problem rather than its symptoms
(Kilmann 1986). Generic constructs, therefore,

▲
The critical review
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Box 3.5
Focus on management
research (continued)

may fail to account for the uniqueness and realities
of specific services, and how these are expressed and
interpreted by the parties involved. Furthermore,
where these measures are used only from the per-
spective of service user or deliverer, any problems
identified are unlikely to reflect fully the dyadic
nature of service encounters (Svensson 2001).

If the measurement of service quality is to lead to
improvement, data collected must be useful. In this
context, usefulness can be viewed from three inter-
related perspectives. The first emphasises the suit-
ability of the constructs used to capture perceptions
of reality considered important by each party
involved within the specific service (Chi Cui et al.
2003), in other words, construct validity. The second
perspective relates to the implications of the suffi-
ciency of detail in respect of a clear understanding
of the particular service situation. Kilmann
(1986:131) summarises this as the need to ‘define
problem causes rather than just symptoms’. The
third is concerned with the extent to which these
data enable meanings to be understood and
explored and quality improvement agendas derived.

Problems of second order interpretation
(Yin 2003) can occur when data collected
using measures of service quality are subject
to interpretation by third parties, such as
consultants or managers. The meanings ascribed
to the data by the interpreter may differ from
those given by service users or deliverers, leading
to inconsistency in interpretation. A person
undertaking an inquiry may have filtered and
added her or his own understanding to the lan-
guage used and emphases placed by respon-
dents, rather than it being understood and
interpreted as intended (Foddy 1994).
Consequently, meanings in the data may be lost,
or at best, mis-reported. Furthermore, traditional
approaches do not normally require respondents
to indicate the relative importance of quality
constructs (Pitt et al. 1995). Such analyses usually
involve the person undertaking the inquiry judging
what is important, concentrating attention on those
areas that she or he believes are of critical concern
(Foddy 1994; Krueger 1994). Consequently, her or
his judgement about which characteristics are key
to the quality of service forms the basis for analysis
and future action.

Source: Williams, C.S. and Saunders, M.N.K. (2006). Copyright © Taylor &
Francis. Reproduced by permission of the publisher.

▲

An overview
The literature sources available to help you to develop a good understanding of, and
insight into, previous research can be divided into three categories: primary (published
and unpublished), secondary, and tertiary (Figure 3.2). In reality these categories
often overlap: for example, primary literature sources, including conference proceed-
ings, can appear in journals, and some books contain indexes to primary and secondary
literature.

The different categories of literature resources represent the flow of information from
the original source. Often as information flows from primary to secondary to tertiary
sources it becomes less detailed and authoritative but more easily accessible. Recognising
this information flow helps you to identify the most appropriate sources of literature for
your needs. Some research projects may access only secondary literature sources whereas
others will necessitate the use of primary sources.

3.3 Literature sources available

3
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The nature of this information flow is typical of traditional printed publications.
However, the Internet is changing this situation, providing a more direct means of both
publishing and accessing information. Alongside this, moves toward ‘freedom of informa-
tion’ mean that what were traditionally ‘grey literature’, such as some government publi-
cations, are increasingly being made available, usually via the Internet. The majority of
academic publications still exhibit this information flow, although the final place of pub-
lication is increasingly the Internet.

Figure 3.2 also illustrates the reduced currency of secondary literature sources, which
are utilising information already published in primary sources. Because of the time taken to
publish, the information in these sources can be dated. Your literature review should reflect
current thinking as far as possible, so the limitations of such sources must be recognised.

Primary literature sources are the first occurrence of a piece of work. They include
published sources such as reports and some central and local government publications
such as White Papers and planning documents. They also include unpublished manu-
script sources such as letters, memos and committee minutes that may be analysed as
data in their own right (Section 8.2). It is because primary literature sources can be diffi-
cult to trace that they are sometimes referred to as grey literature.

Secondary literature sources such as books and journals are the subsequent publica-
tion of primary literature. These publications are aimed at a wider audience. They are eas-
ier to locate than primary literature as they are better covered by the tertiary literature.

Tertiary literature sources, also called ‘search tools’, are designed either to help to
locate primary and secondary literature or to introduce a topic. They, therefore, include
indexes and abstracts as well as encyclopaedias and bibliographies.

Your use of these literature sources will depend on your research question(s) and
objectives, the need for secondary data to answer them (Section 8.3) and the time avail-
able. For some research projects you may use only tertiary and secondary literature; for
others you may need to locate primary literature as well. Most research projects will make
the greatest use of secondary literature, and so it is this we consider first, followed by the
primary literature. Tertiary literature sources are not discussed until Section 3.5, as their
major use is in conducting a literature search.

Secondary literature sources
The number of secondary literature sources available to you is expanding rapidly, espe-
cially as new resources are developed or made available via the Internet. Your university’s

Literature sources available

Reports

Theses

Emails

Conference proceedings

Company reports

Unpublished
manuscript sources

Some government
publications

Primary Secondary Tertiary

Journals

Books

Newspapers

Some government
publications

Indexes

Abstracts

Catalogues

Encyclopaedias

Dictionaries

Bibliographies

Citation indexes

Increasing level of detail

Increasing time to publish

Figure 3.2
Literature
sources
available
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librarians are likely to be aware of a wide range of secondary literature in business and
management that can be accessed from your library, and will keep themselves up to date
with new resources.

The main secondary literature sources that you are likely to use, along with those pri-
mary sources most frequently used for a literature review, are outlined in Table 3.1. The
most important when placing your ideas in the context of earlier research are refereed
academic journals. Books are, however, likely to be more important than professional and
trade journals in this context.

Journals
Journals are also known as ‘periodicals’, ‘serials’ and ‘magazines’, and are published on
a regular basis. While most are still produced in printed form, many additionally provide
online access, via a subscription service. Journals are a vital literature source for any
research. The articles are easily accessible. They are well covered by tertiary literature,
and a good selection can be accessed from most university libraries either in print, for ref-
erence purposes, or via their online services. This online access is usually restricted to
members of the university (Table 3.1). Trade and some professional journals may be cov-
ered only partially by the tertiary literature (Table 3.2). You, therefore, need to browse
these journals regularly to be sure of finding useful items. Many journals’ content pages
can also be browsed via the Internet (Section 3.5).

Articles in refereed academic journals (such as the Journal of Management Studies)
are evaluated by academic peers prior to publication, to assess their quality and suitabil-
ity. They are usually written by recognised experts in the field. There will be usually be
detailed footnotes; an extensive bibliography; rigorous attention to detail; and verification
of information. Such articles are written for a more narrow audience of scholars with a
particular interest in the field. The language used may be technical or highly specialised
as a prior knowledge of the topic will be assumed. Often, an accepted article will still
need to undergo several serious revisions, based on the referees’ comments, before it
actually appears in print.

These are usually the most useful for research projects as they will contain detailed
reports of relevant earlier research. Not all academic journals are refereed. Most non-
refereed academic journals will have an editor and possibly an editorial board with subject
knowledge to select articles. The relevance and usefulness of such journals varies consid-
erably, and occasionally you may need to be wary of possible bias (Section 3.6).

Professional journals (such as People Management) are produced for their members
by organisations such as the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD),
the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) and the American Marketing
Association (AMA). They contain a mix of news-related items and articles that are more
detailed. However, you need to exercise caution, as articles can be biased towards their
author’s or the organisation’s views. Articles are often of a more practical nature and
more closely related to professional needs than those in academic journals. Some organi-
sations will also produce newsletters or current awareness publications that you may find
useful for up-to-date information. Some professional organisations now give access to
selected articles in their journals via their web pages, though these may be only accessi-
ble to members (see Table 8.2 and Section 3.5). Trade journals fulfil a similar function to
professional journals. They are published by trade organisations or aimed at particular
industries or trades such as catering or mining. Often they focus on new products or serv-
ices and news items. They rarely contain articles based on empirical research, although
some provide summaries of research. You should therefore use these with considerable
caution for your research project.

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3
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Literature sources available
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Table 3.2 Tertiary literature sources and their coverage

Name Format Coverage

ABI Inform Internet, CD-ROM Indexes approximately 100 international business and management journals. Also contains a
wide range of trade and professional titles. Covers additional subjects such as engineering,
law and medicine. Full text of selected articles from 500 journals may be available depending
on subscription (CD-ROM updated monthly)

British National
Bibliography
(BNB)

Bibliographic information for books and serials ( journals) deposited at the British Library by
UK and Irish publishers since 1950

MINTEL Internet, CD-ROM Mintel reports plus short business press articles used in the compilation of the reports

British Library
Integrated
Catalogue

Internet Gives access to British Library catalogues including reference collections and document
supply collections (books, journals, reports, conferences, theses)

Wilson Business
Periodicals
Index

Internet Indexes English language business periodicals (articles and book reviews). North American
focus. Selection for indexing is by subscriber preference and has altered over time 
(since 1959)

EBSCO Business
Source Premier

Internet Full-text articles from over 2000 management, business, economics and information
technology journals, over 600 of which are refereed. Also containes a wide range of trade
and professional titles

EMERALD
Fulltext

Internet 801 full-text journals from MCB University Press

Emerald
Management Xtra

Internet Provides access to 160 full text journals and reviews from 300 management journals. 

Global Books
in Print

Internet English language bibliographic information for books in print from most of the world

Helecon Internet Combined indexes from seven European databases on business and management. 
European focus

Index to
Conference
Proceedings

Internet Proceedings of all significant conferences held worldwide. Annual cumulation available via
the website as part of the Document Supply Conference File from the British Library
Integrated Catalogue

Index to Theses Internet A comprehensive listing of theses with abstracts accepted for higher degrees by universities
in Great Britain and Ireland since 1716

Ingenta Internet Journals contents page service, updated daily

ISI Web of
Science

Internet Includes access to a wide range of services, including citation indexes

Key Note
Reports

Internet Key Note market information reports

Lexis Nexis
Executive

Internet News coverage from approximately 12000 publications, national and local newspapers,
press releases, transcripts of TV broadcasts, newswires, statistical bulletins, magazines and
trade journals

UK Official
Publications
(UKOP)

Internet UKOP is the official catalogue of UK official publications since 1980. Containing 450 000
records from over 2000 public bodies

Research Index Internet, print Indexes articles and news items of financial interest that appear in the UK national
newspapers, professional and trade journals (updated frequently)

Sage Publications/
SRM Database
of Social Research
Methodology

Internet CD-ROM Abstracts of methodological literature published in English, German, French and Dutch 
since 1970

Social Science
Citation Index

Internet Access to current and retrospective bibliographic information, author abstracts, and cited
references found in over 1700 social sciences journals covering more than 50 disciplines. Also
covers items from approximately 3300 of the world’s leading science and technology journals

3

CD-ROM, print
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Books
Books and monographs are written for specific audiences. Some are aimed at the academic
market, with a theoretical slant. Others, aimed at practising professionals, may be more
applied in their content. The material in books is usually presented in a more ordered and
accessible manner than in journals, pulling together a wider range of topics. They are,
therefore, particularly useful as introductory sources to help clarify your research
question(s) and objectives or the research methods you intend to use. Some academic text-
books, such as this one, are now supported by web pages providing additional information.
However, books may contain out-of-date material even by the time they are published.

Newspapers
Newspapers are a good source of topical events, developments within business and govern-
ment, as well as recent statistical information such as share prices. They also sometimes
review recent research reports (Box 3.6). The main ‘quality’ newspapers have websites

Literature sources available

Box 3.6
Focus on research
in the news

Biofuel targets in EU ‘will outweigh
benefits’

A plan to increase the use of biofuels in Europe may
do nothing to help fight climate change and incur
costs that outweigh the benefits, says an internal
European Union report. The unpublished study by the
Joint Research Centre, the European Commission’s 
in-house scientific institute, may complicate the
Commission’s plans to set a new biofuels target so
that by 2020 they account for 10 per cent of trans-
port fuels in the 27-member EU.

‘The costs will almost certainly outweigh the bene-
fits’, says the report, a copy of which has been obtained
by the Financial Times. ‘The decrease in welfare caused
by imposing a biofuels target’ is between €33 bn ($48 bn,
£25 bn) and €65 bn, the study says. ‘The uncertainty is
too great to say whether the EU 10 per cent biofuel tar-
get will save greenhouse gas or not’, it adds.

EU leaders called for the target last year as part of
a move to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 20 per
cent of 1990 levels by 2020.

However, some commissioners have expressed con-
cern about the knock-on effects of using plants for fuel.
Indonesia has seen mass street protests this week over
record soyabean prices triggered by US farmers opting
to grow corn to supply the biofuel industry. Green

groups are also concerned that forests could be cleared
for food crops that have been displaced by biofuel plan-
tations. Corn and palm oil are among the most popular
biofuel sources, though only sugar from Brazil is consid-
ered sufficiently ‘green’ by the Joint Research Centre as
it grows quickly and produces a lot of energy.

A Commission spokeswoman said the centre’s
report had not been peer reviewed. She said: ‘It is a
contribution to the debate. We are looking at the
whole picture and we will have sustainability criteria’.

In the draft directive, only those biofuel sources
grown on land that was not forest or peat bog can be
counted. There would also be a minimum level of
greenhouse-gas saving, as some require more carbon
to make than fossil fuels burn. Countries would have
to monitor imports to check their origin. However,
since the World Trade Organisation governs trade in
biofuels, it is not possible to block them on environ-
mental grounds.

The Joint Research Centre suggests that it would
be more efficient to use biomass to generate power
and that the separate transport target be scrapped. It
is even doubtful of the merits of using waste prod-
ucts, such as straw, since transporting large quantities
to biofuel factories itself requires fuel.

Adrian Bebb, of Friends of the Earth, said: ‘The
report has a damning verdict on the EU policy. It
should be abandoned in favour of real solutions to
climate change.’

Source: article by Bounds, Andrew (2008) Financial Times, 18 Jan.
Copyright 2008 The Financial Times Limited Ltd.

FFTT
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carrying the main stories and supporting information. Back copies starting in the early
1990s are available on CD-ROM or online via a full-text subscription service, such as
Proquest Newspapers (Table 3.1). Current editions of newspapers can usually be found via
the Internet. Most newspapers have a dedicated website and provide access to a limited full-
text service free of charge. Items in earlier issues are more difficult to access, as they are
usually stored on microfilm and need to be located using printed indexes. However, you
need to be careful, as newspapers may contain bias in their coverage, be it political, geo-
graphical or personal. Reporting can also be inaccurate, and you may not pick up any sub-
sequent amendments. In addition, the news presented is filtered depending on events at the
time, with priority given to more headline-grabbing stories (Stewart and Kamins, 1993).

Primary literature sources
Primary literature sources are more difficult to locate, although an increasing number are
now being made available via the Internet (Table 3.1). The most accessible, and those
most likely to be of use in showing how your research relates to that of other people, are
reports, conference proceedings and theses.

Reports
Reports include market research reports such as those produced by Mintel and Keynote,
government reports and academic reports. Even if you are able to locate these, you may
find it difficult to gain access to them because they are not as widely available as books
(Section 8.4). Reports are not well indexed in the tertiary literature, and you will need to
rely on specific search tools such as the British National Bibliography for Report Literature
and the British Library Public Catalogue (see Table 3.2).

The move toward ‘freedom for information’ by many Western governments has
resulted in more information being made available via the web, for example the European
Union’s (EU) European Commission website and the Commission’s Statistics website
Eurostat. These and other governmental websites are listed in Table 8.3. European ‘grey
literature’, including reports, conference proceedings, and discussion and policy papers,
has been covered since 1980 by SIGLE (System for Information on Grey Literature in
Europe) and is available from the publisher OVID.

Individual academics are also increasingly publishing reports and their research on
the Internet. These can be a useful source of information. However, they may not have gone
through the same review and evaluation process as journal articles and books. It is therefore
important to try to assess the authority of the author, and to beware of personal bias.

Conference proceedings
Conference proceedings, sometimes referred to as symposia, are often published as
unique titles within journals or as books. Most conferences will have a theme that is very
specific, but some have a wide-ranging overview. Proceedings are not well indexed by
tertiary literature so, as with reports, you may have to rely on specific search tools such
as Index to Conference Proceedings and the British Library Public Catalogue (Table 3.2) as
well as more general search engines such as Google. If you do locate and are able to
obtain the proceedings for a conference on the theme of your research, you will have a
wealth of relevant information. Many conferences have associated web pages providing
abstracts and occasionally the full papers presented at the conference.

Theses
Theses are unique and so for a major research project can be a good source of detailed
information; they will also be a good source of further references. Unfortunately, they can

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3
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be difficult to locate and, when found, difficult to access as there may be only one copy
at the awarding institution. Specific search tools are available, such as Index to Theses
(see Table 3.2). Only research degrees such as PhD and MPhil are covered well by these
tertiary resources. Research undertaken as part of a taught masters degree is not covered
as systematically.

3.4 Planning your literature search strategy

Planning your literature search strategy

It is important that you plan this search carefully to ensure that you locate relevant and
up-to-date literature. This will enable you to establish what research has been previously
published in your area and to relate your own research to it. All our students have found
their literature search a time-consuming process, which takes far longer than expected.
Fortunately, time spent planning will be repaid in time saved when searching the litera-
ture. As you start to plan your search, you need to beware of information overload! One
of the easiest ways to avoid this is to start the main search for your critical review with a
clearly defined research question(s), objectives and outline proposal (Sections 2.4 and
2.5). Before commencing your literature search, we suggest that you undertake further
planning by writing down your search strategy and, if possible, discussing it with your
project tutor. This should include:

• the parameters of your search;
• the key words and search terms you intend to use;
• the databases and search engines you intend to use;
• the criteria you intend to use to select the relevant and useful studies from all the items

you find.

Whilst it is inevitable that your search strategy will be refined as your literature search
progresses, we believe that such a planned approach is important as it forces you to think
carefully about your research strategy and justify, at least to yourself, why you are doing
what you are doing.

Defining the parameters of your search
For most research questions and objectives you will have a good idea of which subject
matter is going to be relevant. You will, however, be less clear about the parameters
within which you need to search. In particular, you need to be clear about the following
(Bell 2005):

• language of publication (e.g. English);
• subject area (e.g. accountancy);
• business sector (e.g. manufacturing);
• geographical area (e.g. Europe);
• publication period (e.g. the last 10 years);
• literature type (e.g. refereed journals and books).

One way of starting to firm up these parameters is to re-examine your lecture notes and
course textbooks in the area of your research question. While re-examining these, we suggest
you make a note of subjects that appear most relevant to your research question and the
names of relevant authors. These will be helpful when generating possible key words later.

For example, if your research was on the marketing benefits of arts sponsorship to UK
banking organisations you might identify the subject area as marketing and sponsorship.
Implicit in this is the need to think broadly. A common comment we hear from students
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who have attempted a literature search is ‘there’s nothing written on my research topic’.
This is usually because they have identified one or more of their parameters too narrowly
(or chosen key words that do not match the control language, Section 3.5). We, therefore,
recommend that if you encounter this problem you broaden one or more of your parame-
ters to include material that your narrower search would not have located (Box 3.7).

Generating your key words
It is important at this stage to read both articles by key authors and recent review articles
in the area of your research. This will help you to define your subject matter and to sug-
gest appropriate key words. Recent review articles in your research area are often helpful
here as they discuss the current state of research for a particular topic and can help you
to refine your key words. In addition, they will probably contain references to other work
that is pertinent to your research question(s) and objectives (Box 3.8). If you are unsure
about review articles, your project tutor should be able to point you in the right direction.
Another potentially useful source of references is dissertations and theses in your univer-
sity’s library.

After re-reading your lecture notes and textbooks and undertaking this limited reading
you will have a list of subjects that appear relevant to your research project. You now
need to define precisely what is relevant to your research in terms of key words.

The identification of key words or ‘search’ terms is the most important part of plan-
ning your search for relevant literature (Bell 2005). Key words are the basic terms that
describe your research question(s) and objectives, and will be used to search the tertiary
literature. Key words (which can include authors’ surnames identified in the examina-
tion of your lecture notes and course textbooks) can be identified using one or a number

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature

Box 3.7
Focus on student
research

Defining parameters for 
a research question

Simon’s research question was ‘How have green
issues influenced the way in which manufacturers
advertise cars?’ To be certain of finding material, he
defined each parameter in narrow and, in most
instances, broader terms:

Parameter Narrow Broader

Language UK (e.g. car) UK and USA (e.g. car and automobile)

Subject area Green issues Environmental issues

Motor industry Manufacturing

Advertising Marketing

Business sector Motor industry Manufacturing

Geographical area UK Europe and North America

Publication period Last 5 years Last 15 years

Literature type Refereed journals and books Journals and books

3
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Box 3.8
Focus on
management
research

Using an archival research method
in the framework for conducting
and evaluating research

In one of the most recently read articles from the
International Journal of Management Reviews,
Srivastava (2007) uses a sophisticated method of liter-
ature review in a review of supply chain management.
The article argues that there is a growing need for
integrating environmentally sound choices into supply-
chain management research and practice. The author
peruses the literature and concludes that a broad
frame of reference for green supply-chain manage-
ment (GrSCM) is not adequately developed and that
a succinct classification to help academicians,
researchers and practitioners in understanding inte-
grated GrSCM from a wider perspective is needed.

Srivastava covers the literature on GrSCM exhaus-
tively from its conceptualisation, primarily taking a
‘reverse logistics angle’. Using the rich body of avail-
able literature, including earlier reviews that had rela-
tively limited perspectives, the literature on GrSCM is
classified on the basis of the problem context in sup-
ply chain’s major influential areas. It is also classified
on the basis of methodology and approach adopted.
Various mathematical tools/techniques used in litera-
ture vis-à-vis the contexts of GrSCM are mapped. A
timeline indicating relevant papers is also provided as
a ready reference.

The literature research is driven by theoretical precon-
siderations and may be classified as an archival research
method in the framework for conducting and evaluat-
ing research suggested by Searcy and Mentzer (2003).
The process of analysis comprises the following steps:

• Defining unit of analysis: the unit of analysis was
defined as a single research paper/book.

• Classification context: the classification context to
be applied in the literature review to structure and
classify the material was selected and defined.
There were two contexts: the problem context
and methodology/approach context.

• Material evaluation: the material was analysed and
sorted according to the classification context. This
allowed identification of relevant issues and inter-
pretation of the results. Problem context and
related methodology/approaches allowed classifi-
cation of the reviewed literature. Srivastava argues
that this can be derived deductively or inductively.

• Collecting publications and delimiting the field:
Srivastava’s literature review focuses upon books,
edited volumes and journal articles only, from
1990. Library databases were used where a key-
word search using some important keywords such
as ‘green supply chain’, remanufacturing’, ‘green
purchasing’, ‘green design’, ‘industrial ecology’,
‘industrial ecosystems’, ‘RL’, ‘remanufacturing’
and ‘waste management’ were conducted.

To delimit the number of publications, empirical
papers mainly addressing firm-level or specific
operational issues were excluded from the review.
Similarly, highly technical work on topics such as life-
cycle assessment, inventory, pollution prevention and
disassembly were also excluded from the review.
Research with a highly ecological rather than supply
chain perspective (green purchasing, industrial ecology
and industrial ecosystems) was also excluded. Srivastava
used the published literature from 1990 onwards to go
back to other papers by cross-referencing. As the pub-
lished literature is interlinked to a considerable degree,
one paper (stem) leads to others (branches). So, one
thread, leads to others. As references accumulated, it
was found that some of them were more central and
useful than others. Srivastava considered such refer-
ences as seminal papers. These were also found to be
generally referenced a number of times in subsequent
literature. Thus, within the defined objective, this work
integrates and takes forward the literature on GrSCM
since its conceptualisation. About 1500 books, articles
from journals and edited volumes were covered and
generated a list of 227 cited references which are given
at the end of the article.

References

Searcy, D.L. and Mentzer, J.T. (2003) ‘A framework for
conducting and evaluating research’, Journal of
Accounting Literature, 22, pp. 130–67.

Srivastava, S. (2007) ‘Green supply-chain management:
A state-of-the-art literature review’, International
Journal of Management Reviews, 9(1), pp. 53–80.

77

Planning your literature search strategy

M03_SAUN6860_05_SE_C03.QXD  2/12/09  11:19 AM  Page 77



 

78

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature

of different techniques in combination. Those found most useful by our students
include:

Discussion
We believe you should be taking every opportunity to discuss your research. In discussing
your work with others, whether face to face, by email or by letter, you will be sharing
your ideas, getting feedback and obtaining new ideas and approaches. This process will
help you to refine and clarify your topic.

Initial reading, dictionaries, encyclopaedias, handbooks 
and thesauruses
To produce the most relevant key words you may need to build on your brainstorm-
ing session with support materials such as dictionaries, encyclopedias, handbooks and
thesauruses, both general and subject specific. These are also good starting points for
new topics with which you may be unfamiliar and for related subject areas. Initial read-
ing, particularly of recent review articles, may also be of help here. Project tutors, col-
leagues and librarians can also be useful sources of ideas.

It is also possible to obtain definitions via the Internet. The online search engine Google
offers a ‘define’ search option (by typing ‘Define:[enter term]’) that provides links to web-
sites providing definitions. Definitions are also offered in free online encyclopaedias such as
Wikipedia (see Box 3.9).1 These are often available in multiple languages and, although

3

Box 3.9
Focus on research
in the news

Google has taken direct aim at Wikipedia with a proj-
ect designed to supplant the collectively produced
encyclopedia as the primary source for basic informa-
tion on the web. Known as ‘Knol’, and currently
restricted to a limited test, the service is a highly ambi-
tious attempt to collect and organise ‘user-generated
information’ in all fields of knowledge.

The move echoes other Google efforts to trans-
form online behaviour. With Google’s service, anyone
will eventually be able to write a web page about any
topic they want, and have it indexed by Google and
other search engines. Authors will also be able to
benefit from any advertising placed on the page.
Google has given few details about how it would
rank submissions to highlight the most accurate or
useful, but said user ratings would be important.

‘A Knol on a particular topic is meant to be the
first thing someone who searches for this topic for

the first time will want to read’, Udi Manber, a Google
engineer, wrote on a blog post that announced the
project. That role is often taken by Wikipedia entries,
which frequently appear high on Google’s and other
search engines’ results, making the collective encyclo-
pedia one of the 10 most visited sites.

The design of the Google project seeks to address
some of the fundamental issues that have hampered
the controversial Wikipedia. Entries in the encyclope-
dia are anonymous and often lead to heated ‘edit
wars’, as people with rival opinions compete to
change items. By contrast, Google plans to identify its
writers and avoid the collective editing process alto-
gether. ‘The key idea behind the Knol project is to
highlight authors’, Mr Manber said. He added Google
expected rival notes to appear on many topics:
‘Competition of ideas is a good thing’. That approach
will avoid the ‘problems of governance that come
from trying to run a collaborative community’ like
Wikipedia, said Larry Sanger, a founder of the website
who split with that project over its failure to apply
stricter editing policies.

Source: article by Waters, Richard (2007) Financial Times, 15 Dec.

1The Internet address for Wikipedia is http://www.wikipedia.org/.

FFTT
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Relevance trees
Relevance trees provide a useful method of bringing some form of structure to your liter-
ature search and of guiding your search process (Sharp et al. 2002). They look similar to
an organisation chart and are a hierarchical ‘graph-like’ arrangement of headings and
subheadings (Box 3.11). These headings and subheadings describe your research ques-
tion(s) and objectives and may be key words (including authors’ names) with which you
can search. Relevance trees are often constructed after brainstorming. They enable you to
decide either with help or on your own (Jankowicz 2005):

• which key words are directly relevant to your research question(s) and objectives;
• which areas you will search first and which your search will use later;
• which areas are more important – these tend to have more branches.

To construct a relevance tree:

1 Start with your research question or objective at the top level.
2 Identify two or more subject areas that you think are important.
3 Further subdivide each major subject area into sub-areas that you think are of relevance.
4 Further divide the sub-areas into more precise sub-areas that you think are of relevance.

Planning your literature search strategy

Box 3.10
Focus on student
research

Generating key words

Han’s research question was ‘How do the actual man-
agement requirements of a school pupil record
administration system differ from those suggested by
the literature?’ She brainstormed this question with
her peer group, all of whom were teachers in Hong
Kong. The resulting list included the following key
words and phrases:

schools, pupil records, administration, user require-
ments, computer, management information system,

access, legislation, information, database, security,
UK, Hong Kong, theories

The group evaluated these and others. As a
result, the following key words (and phrases) were
selected:

pupil records, management information system, com-
puter, database, user requirement

Dictionaries and encyclopaedias were used subse-
quently to add to the choice of key words:

student record, MIS, security

Han made a note of these prior to using them 
in combination to search the tertiary literature
sources.

anyone is allowed to edit the entries, inappropriate changes are usually removed quickly
(Wikipedia 2008). However, whilst these websites may be useful for a quick reference or in
helping to define keywords, your university will almost certainly expect you to justify the
definitions in your research project using refereed journal articles or textbooks.

Brainstorming
Brainstorming has already been outlined as a technique for helping you to develop your
research question (Section 2.3). However, it is also helpful for generating key words.
Either individually or as part of a group, you write down all the words and short phrases
that come to mind on your research topic (Box 3.10). These are then evaluated and key
words (and phrases) selected.

M03_SAUN6860_05_SE_C03.QXD  2/12/09  11:19 AM  Page 79



 

80

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3

5 Identify those areas that you need to search immediately and those that you particu-
larly need to focus on. Your project tutor will be of particular help here.

6 As your reading and reviewing progress, add new areas to your relevance tree.

Computer software to help generate relevance trees, such as Inspiration (2008) and
MindGenius (2008), is also increasingly available in universities. Using this software also
allows you to attach notes to your relevance tree and can help generate an initial structure
for your literature review.

Your literature search will probably be conducted using a variety of approaches:

• searching using tertiary literature sources;
• obtaining relevant literature (Section 3.6) referenced in books and journal articles you

have already read;
• scanning and browsing secondary literature in your library;
• searching using the Internet.

Eventually it is likely you will be using a variety of these in combination. However, we
suggest that you start your search by obtaining relevant literature that has been refer-
enced in books and articles you have already read. Although books are unlikely to give
adequate up-to-date coverage of your research question, they provide a useful starting
point and usually contain some references to further reading. Reading these will enable
you to refine your research question(s), objectives and the associated key words prior to

3.5 Conducting your literature search

Box 3.11
Focus on student
research

Using a relevance tree

Sadie’s research question was ‘Is there a link between
benchmarking and Total Quality Management?’ After 

brainstorming her question, she decided to construct
a relevance tree using the key words and phrases that
had been generated.

Using her relevance tree Sadie identified those
areas that she needed to search immediately
(underlined) and those that she particularly needed to
focus on (starred*):

Is there a link between benchmarking
and Total Quality Management?

Benchmarking Links between
BM and TQM 

ISO 9000 TQM

Benchmarking
theory*

Benchmarking
practice*

Implementation Precise
standard

Implementation
process

Techniques Types Case studies TQM in
practice*

TQM theory*

Case studies Duran Demming
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searching using tertiary literature sources. It will also help you to see more clearly how
your research relates to previous research, and will provide fresh insights.

Tertiary literature sources
A variety of tertiary literature is available to help you in your search. Most of these publi-
cations are called indexes and abstracts, and a selection will be accessible via the Internet
or held by your university library. It is very tempting with easy access to the Internet to
start your literature search with an Internet search engine. Whilst this can retrieve some
useful information it must be treated with care. Your project report is expected to be an
academic piece of work and hence must use academic sources. Therefore it is essential
that you use tertiary sources that provide access to academic literature. Many of these can
now be easily accessed via the Internet anyway. An index will, as its name suggests,
index articles from a range of journals and sometimes books, chapters from books,
reports, theses, conferences and research. The information provided will be sufficient to
locate the item – for example, for journal articles:

• author or authors of the article;
• date of publication;
• title of the article;
• title of the journal;
• volume and part number of the journal issue;
• page numbers of the article.

Most index searches will be undertaken to find articles using key words, including the
author’s name. Occasionally you may wish to search by finding those authors who have
referenced (cited) a key article after it has been published. A citation index enables you to
do this as it lists by author the other authors who have cited that author’s publications
subsequent to their publication.

An abstract provides the same information as an index but also includes a summary of
the article, hence the term abstract. This abstract can be useful in helping you to assess
the content and relevance of an article to your research before obtaining a copy. You
should beware of using abstracts, as a substitute for the full article, as a source of infor-
mation for your research. They contain only a summary of the article and are likely to
exclude much of relevance.

Indexes and abstracts are produced in printed and electronic (computerised) formats,
the latter often being referred to as online databases. This is the term we shall use to refer
to all electronic information sources. With the increasing amount of information available
electronically, printed indexes and abstracts are often overlooked. Yet, they can still pro-
vide a valuable resource, providing a varied and sometimes more specific range of infor-
mation. An increasing number of online databases contain full-text articles. This has
helped both to simplify literature searching and to make it a more seamless process, with
the searching and retrieval of the full text available from the same source. Most of these
online databases will allow you to print, save or email your results. The latter two options
will obviously help save you printing costs.

Access to the majority of databases that you will use via the Internet will be paid for
by a subscription from your university. There are, however, some pay-as-you-use data-
bases, where the cost of the search is passed on to the user. Online databases provide a
wealth of information. Whilst many online databases are intuitive to use, it is still advis-
able to obtain a librarian’s help or to attend a training session prior to your search to find
out about the specific features available. It is also vital that you plan and prepare your
search in advance so your time is not wasted. For many databases, password protected
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access is now possible from remote sites such as home or work as well as from your uni-
versity. Your librarian should have more information on this. An additional source of
information via the Internet, which our students have found useful, is publishers’ web
pages. These often include journals’ content pages (see Table 3.4).

Most university library OPACs (online public access catalogues) are now accessible via
the Internet (see Table 3.5 on p. 87). These provide a very useful means of locating
resources. If you identify useful collections of books and journals, it is possible to make use
of other university libraries in the vacations. Within the UK, the SCONUL Vacation Access
Scheme gives details of access policies of the libraries in UK higher-education institutions.2

To ensure maximum coverage in your search you need to use all appropriate abstracts
and indexes. One mistake many people make is to restrict their searches to one or two
business and management tertiary sources rather than to use a variety. The coverage
of each abstract and index differs in both geographical coverage and type of journal
(Section 3.3). In addition, an abstract or index may state that it indexes a particular jour-
nal yet may do so only selectively. This emphasises the importance of using a range of
databases to ensure a wide coverage of available literature. Some of those more fre-
quently used are outlined in Table 3.2. However, new databases are being developed all
the time so it is worth asking a librarian for advice.

Searching using tertiary literature
Once your key words have been identified, searching using tertiary literature is a rela-
tively straightforward process. You need to:

1 ensure that your key words match the controlled index language (unless you can use
free text searching);

2 search appropriate printed and database sources;
3 note precise details, including the search strings used, of the actual searches you have

undertaken for each database;
4 note the full reference of each item found; this can normally be done by cutting and

pasting the references.

Tranfield et al. (2003), in their article on systematic review, emphasise the importance
of reporting your literature search strategy in sufficient detail to ensure that your search
could be replicated (Boxes 3.12, 3.13). Your review will be based on the subset of those
items found which you consider are relevant.

Printed sources
Although they are increasingly rare, printed indexes and abstracts require a different
searching technique from electronic databases. The coverage of printed indexes tends to
be smaller and possibly more specialised than that of databases. Unlike databases, it is
normally only possible to search by author or one broad subject heading, although some
cross-references may be included. Because they are paper based, each issue or annual
accumulation must be searched individually, which can be time consuming.

Databases
Most databases, in contrast, allow more precise searches using combinations of search
terms. These can include indexed key words, which will need to match the database’s
controlled index language of pre-selected terms and phrases or ‘descriptors’. These can
include specified subject words, author names, and journal titles. If your key words do

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature

2Details of these can be found on the Internet at: http://www.sconul.ac.uk/use_lib/vacation.html.

3
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not match those in the controlled index language, your search will be unsuccessful. You,
therefore, need to check your key words with the ‘index’ or ‘browse’ option prior to
searching. This is especially useful to establish how an author is indexed or whether
hyphens should be used when entering specific terms. Some databases will also have a
‘thesaurus’ which links words in the controlled index language to other terms. Some the-
sauruses will provide a definition of the term used as well as indicating other broader
subject areas, more specific subject areas or subjects related to the original term. Despite
using these tools, your searches may still be unsuccessful. The most frequent causes of
failure are summarised in Box 3.13 as a checklist.

Once individual key words have been checked, subsequent searches normally use a
combination of key words linked using Boolean logic. These are known as search strings
and enable you to combine, limit or widen the variety of items found using ‘link terms’
(Table 3.3). Boolean logic can also be used to construct search strings using dates, journal

Box 3.12
Focus on
management
research

Conducting a review of the
literature through the process 
of systematic review

Tranfield et al. (2003) emphasise that undertaking a
review of the literature is an important part of any
research project. The researcher maps and assesses the
relevant intellectual territory in order to specify a
research question which will develop knowledge of the
topic. In their view, however, traditional ‘narrative’
reviews frequently lack thoroughness, and in many
cases are not undertaken as genuine pieces of investiga-
tory science. Consequently, they can lack a means for
making sense of what the collection of studies is saying.
These reviews can suffer from researcher bias and a lack
of rigour. In addition, Tranfield et al. assert that the use
of reviews of the available evidence to provide insights
and guidance for intervention into operational needs of
practitioners and policymakers has largely been of sec-
ondary importance. For practitioners, making sense of a
mass of often-contradictory evidence has become more
difficult. Inadequate or incomplete evidence seriously
impedes policy formulation and implementation.

In their article Tranfield et al. explore ways in which
evidence-informed management reviews might be
achieved through the process of systematic review
used in the medical sciences. Over the last 15 years,

medical science has attempted to improve the review
process by synthesising research in a systematic, trans-
parent, and reproducible manner with the twin aims
of enhancing the knowledge base and informing
policymaking and practice.

According to Tranfield et al. and Denyer and Neely
(2004) systematic review includes:

• the development of clear and precise aims and
objectives for the literature review;

• pre-planned search methods;
• a comprehensive search of all potentially relevant

articles;
• the use of clear assessment criteria in the selection

of articles for review;
• assessment of the quality of the research in each

article and of the strength of the findings;
• synthesising the individual studies using a clear

framework;
• presenting the results in a balanced, impartial and

comprehensive manner.

Both Tranfield et al. and Denyer and Neely (2004)
outline how the review was undertaken. This includes
how the key words used in the search were identified,
and what they were; how the key words were combined
into search strings using Boolean operators; the data-
bases searched and the total numbers of articles found;
and appendices that list the relevance criteria used to
exclude and include articles in the review. Denyer and
Neely argue that this should enable readers to determine
the reasonableness of the decisions taken by the review-
ers when writing their reviews as well as the appropriate-
ness of the conclusions in each review.

Conducting your literature search
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titles and names of organisations or people. Initially it may be useful to limit your search
to journal titles to which your university subscribes. It may also be valuable to narrow
your search to specific years, especially if you are finding a wealth of items and need to
concentrate on the most up to date. By contrast, searching by author allows you to
broaden your search to find other work by known researchers in your area.

You can also search just one or more specified fields in the database such as the
author, title or abstract. This may be useful if you wish to find articles by a key author in
your subject area. Alternatively, many databases allow you to search the entire database
rather than just the controlled vocabulary using free text searching. Free text searching
is increasingly common for electronic publications both on CD-ROM and accessed via the
Internet, in particular quality newspapers and journals. These may not have a controlled

3

*(truncation) Uses word stems to
pick up different

Motivat* Selects articles with:
Motivate Motivation
Motivating

Table 3.3 Common link terms that use Boolean logic

Link term Purpose Example Outcome

AND Narrows search Recruitment AND
interviewing AND
skills

? (wild card) Picks up different
spellings

behavio?r Selects articles with:
Behavior Behaviour

Only articles
containing all three
key words selected

OR Widens search Recruitment OR
selection

Articles with at least
one key word
selected

NOT Excludes terms from
search

Recruitment NOT
selection

Selects articles
containing the key
word ‘recruitment’
that do not contain
the key word
‘selection’

Box 3.13
Checklist

Minimising problems with your 
key words

✔ Is the spelling incorrect? Behaviour is spelt with a
‘u’ in the UK but without in the USA.

✔ Is the language incorrect? Chemists in the UK but
drug stores in the USA.

✔ Are you using incorrect terminology? In recent
years some terms have been replaced by others,
such as ‘redundancy’ being replaced by
‘downsizing’.

✔ Are you using recognised acronyms and abbrevia-
tions? For example, UK for United Kingdom or 
ICI instead of Imperial Chemical Industries.

✔ Are you avoiding jargon and using accepted ter-
minology? For example, downsizing rather than
redundancy.

✔ Are you avoiding words that are not in the con-
trolled index language?
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index language. There are, however, problems with using a free text search. In particular,
the context of a key word may be inappropriate, leading to retrieval of numerous irrele-
vant articles and information overload.

Scanning and browsing
Any search will find only some of the relevant literature. You will therefore also need to
scan and browse the literature. New publications such as journals are unlikely to be
indexed immediately in tertiary literature, so you will need to browse these publications
to gain an idea of their content. In contrast, scanning will involve you going through indi-
vidual items such as a journal article to pick out points that relate to your own research.
It is particularly important that you browse and scan trade and professional journals, as
these are less likely to be covered by the tertiary literature.

To make browsing and scanning easier you should:

• identify when those journals that are the most relevant are published and regularly
browse them;

• browse new book displays in libraries;
• scan new book reviews in journals and newspapers;
• scan publishers’ new book catalogues where available;
• discuss your research with your project tutor and librarians, who may be aware of

other relevant literature.

Internet access to resources now allows you to browse journals that may not be held in,
or accessible from, your university library. Many publishers make the contents pages of
their journals available without charge on the web (Table 3.4) and may offer an article alert
service where they will provide a regular email update of articles in your area of interest.
Alternatively, databases such as Ingenta provide access to thousands of journals’ contents
pages (Table 3.2). Professional journals may also be accessible through the web page of the
professional organisation (Table 8.2). Many publishers make their current book catalogues
available on the Internet, and these can be accessed either directly (Table 3.4) or through
the publishers’ catalogues’ home page (see Table 3.5). In addition, websites of bookshops
such as Amazon, Blackwell and the Internet Book Shop provide access to catalogues of
books in print. These can usually be searched by author, title and subject, and may have
reviews attached (Table 3.4). In addition, some bookseller websites (and Google Books)
have a facility whereby you can view selected pages from the book. However, as when
using electronic indexes and abstracts, it is important that you keep full details of the litera-
ture you have scanned and browsed (Box 3.14). As well as enabling you to outline the
method you used for your literature review, it will also help prevent you repeating searches
you have already undertaken.

Searching the Internet
The development of the Internet has revolutionised information gathering, including
searching for literature. It will provide you with access to resources that may be of use
either for your literature review or as secondary data (Chapter 8). However, you should
beware, as these resources may be difficult to locate and the quality of the material is
highly variable. This is emphasised by Clausen (1996:4), who likens the Internet to:

. . . a huge vandalized library where someone has destroyed the catalogue and

removed the front matter and indexes from most of the books. In addition thousands

of unorganized fragments are added daily by a myriad of cranks, sages and persons

with time on their hands who launch their unfiltered messages into cyberspace.
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Table 3.4 Selected publishers’ and bookshops’ Internet addresses

Name Internet address Contents

Publishers
Blackwell Publishers http://www.blackwellpublishing.com Books and journals

Cambridge University
Press

http://www.cup.cam.ac.uk Books and journals; links to other
university presses and publishing-related
services

Pearson Education Limited http://www.pearsoned.co.uk Business and management books for
practitioners and students. Links to
book-specific web pages

Office of Public Sector
Information

http://www.opsi.gov.uk OPSI publications, including full text of
Statutory Instruments and Public Acts

Emerald http://www.emeraldinsight.com Over 100 professional and academic
management journals

Open University Press http://www.openup.co.uk Books and journals

Oxford University Press http://www.oup.co.uk Books and journals, including full-text
online journals, a database of abstracts

Prentice Hall http://www.pearsoned.co.uk Books and other study materials

Routledge http://www.routledge.com Books

Sage http://www.sagepub.co.uk Books, journals, software, CD-ROMs

Cengage 
(previously Thomson)

http://www.cengagelearning.co.uk Books, and other study materials

Bookshops
Amazon http://www.amazon.co.uk Searchable database principally of books

(UK site)

http://www.amazon.com Searchable database principally of books
(USA site)

Blackwell http://www.blackwell.co.uk Searchable database principally 
of books

Internet Book Shop UK http://www.ibuk.com Searchable database principally 
of books

Abe Books http://www.abebooks.co.uk New, second-hand, rare, or out-of-print,
through 13 500 independent
booksellers.

The Book Depository http://www.bookdepository.co.uk/

The Book Place http://www.thebookplace.co.uk Searchable database principally of
books

TSO (The Stationery Office) http://www.tsoshop.co.uk Searchable database of UK books in
print. Especially useful for UK
government reports

NB: All services in this table were free at the time of writing.
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Table 3.5 Selected Internet search tools and their coverage

Name Internet address Comment

General search engines
Alta Vista Search http://www.altavista.com Searches web and Usenet newsgroups

Google http://www.google.com Access to over 3 billion documents

Google UK http://www.google.co.uk

Google Scholar http://scholar.google.com/ Access to academic journals, theses, books,
journals and abstracts from a limited number of
academic and professional organisations. Access
to the full text is often dependent on an
institution’s subscription to a journal or service

HotBot http://www.hotbot.co.uk/ Searches web; useful features include sorting by
date and media type

Lycos http://www.lycos.com Searches web, gopher and ftp sites; offers both
key word and subject searching

Specialised search engines
UK government http://www.direct.gov.uk Searches central and local government websites

and government agencies

Information gateways
Biz/Ed http://www.bized.co.uk Information service, links economics and business

students and teachers and information providers

BUBL subject tree http://bubl.ac.uk Links to a vast range of Internet resources by
alphabetical subject list or by class (subject) 
number order

Human Resource
Management Resources
on the Internet

http://www.nbs.ntu.ac.uk/
research//depts/hrm/links.php

Annotated list of links. List split into sub-
categories, and provides short description of
content

HERO (UK Universities and
Colleges OPACs)

http://www.hero.ac.uk Links to UK university and college online public
access (library) catalogues (OPACs)

Pinakes http://www.hw.ac.uk/libWWW/irn/
pinakes/pinakes.html

Links to major information gateways to Internet
resources (especially UK based)

Publishers’ catalogues
homepage

http://www.lights.ca/publisher/ Links to major publishers’ websites, listed
alphabetically by country

Resource Discovery Network http://www.rdn.ac.uk/ Subject-based information and Internet tutorials

SOSIG UK Business and
Industrial Management
Resource

http://www.sosig.ac.uk/roads/
subject-listing/roads/subject-listing/

Detailed descriptions and links to UK business 
and industrial and industrial management sites

Subject directories
Yahoo http://dir.yahoo.com/ Subject-based directory

Yahoo UK http://uk.yahoo.com Optionally limits searches to just UK and Ireland

http://uk.dir.yahoo.com/
news_and_media/newspapers

Comprehensive listing of newspapers available on
the Internet, worldwide

Yellow Pages UK http://www.yell.co.uk Telephone yellow pages with useful links to UK
companies’ home pages

There is a variety of approaches you can use for searching the Internet. These are
summarised in Figure 3.3. Printed guides are available and can be a useful starting point
for information. However, because of the rate at which the Internet is growing and the
fact that material can literally disappear overnight, these guidebooks are likely to
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Box 3.14
Focus on student
research

Searching electronic indexes 
and abstracts

Matthew described his research project using the key
words ‘small business’ and ‘finance’. Unfortunately,
he encountered problems when carrying out his
search using one of the online databases of full text
and abstracts for business, management and eco-
nomics journals to which his university subscribed:

• When he entered the key word ‘small business’,
he retrieved references to over 162 000 items
many of which were in trade magazines.

• He was unsure how to combine his key words into
search strings to make his search more specific.

• Full-text versions were not available for the many
of the most recent items retrieved.

After discussing the problem, the librarian showed
Matthew how to use the advanced search option of
the online database. Using this, Matthew first

searched using the terms ‘small business’ and ‘finance’
combined as a search string. This still resulted in over
500 items being highlighted.

He then refined his search further by limiting it
to the collection of scholarly (peer reviewed)
journals. This resulted in just over 200 items being
retrieved. Matthew made a note of the details of his
search:

Database: Business Source Complete
Collection: Scholarly (peer reviewed)

journals
Dates: 1980 to 2008
Search: small business AND finance
Fields searched: Abstract
Date of search: 38 June 2008
Total items retrieved: 219

He then copied the references for these items
(articles) onto his MP3 player. As Matthew scrolled
through these, he noted that some of them had direct
links to copies of the full text stored as a .pdf file. For
many of the others, the librarian informed him that he
could access the full text using different online data-
bases. However, he still needed to assess each article’s
relevance to his research before obtaining full copies.

Source: EBSCO Information Services, reproduced with permission.

become out of date extremely quickly. Alternatively, you can use websites dedicated to
providing support information on searching the Internet. One such example that our stu-
dents have found useful is that provided by Phil Bradley, an information expert.3 This
contains information on different search engines, articles on Internet searching and web
page and website design and is regularly updated. Another useful site is hosted by RBA
Information Services.4 This contains an excellent directory of business-related websites

3The Internet address of the home page of this site is http://www.philb.com/.
4The Internet address of the home page of this site is http://www.rba.co.uk.
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as well as a wealth of more generic information on searching the Internet. Once again,
we recommend that you keep full details of the Internet searches you have undertaken,
making a note of:

• the search engine used;
• the precise search undertaken;
• the date when the search was undertaken;
• the total number of items retrieved.

Home pages
Addresses of Internet sites or home pages (such as http://www.surrey.ac.uk) can be the
quickest and most direct method of accessing these resources. Addresses can be obtained
from many sources, the most frequently used of which are guidebooks (e.g. Hahn 2008),
newspaper reviews, articles in journals, librarians and lecturers. Home pages, which can
have multiple linked pages and hypertext links whereby pointing and clicking on the
screen takes you to another website, are similar to a title or contents page. Although
home pages often contain publicity for a company or institution, they are an excellent
way of navigating around the Internet, as they bring a selection of Internet site addresses
and search tools together (Table 3.5). A problem with going directly to one address is that
your search is constrained by other people’s ideas. Similarly, hypertext links are limited
by other people’s ideas and the way they have linked pages.

Search tools
Search tools, often referred to as search engines, are probably the most important
method of Internet searching for your literature review as they will enable you to locate
most current and up-to-date items. Although normally accessed through home pages,
each search tool will have its own address (Table 3.5).

Most search tools search by key words or subject trees. A subject tree is similar to
a contents page or index. Some are in the form of alphabetical subject lists, whereas
others are in hierarchical groups of subjects that are then further subdivided with links to
more narrowly focused subject groups. It is vital that you do not rely on one search tool
but use a variety, noting and evaluating each as you use them. Each search tool will have
different interfaces, ways of searching and methods of displaying information. They will
search different areas of the Internet and are likely to display different results.

Search tools can be divided into four distinct categories (Figure 3.3, Table 3.5):

• general search engines;
• meta search engines;
• specialised search engines and information gateways;
• subject directories.

Most search engines index every separate document. In contrast, subject directories
index only the ‘most important’ Internet documents. Therefore, if you are using a clear
term to search for an unknown vaguely described document, use a search engine. If
you are looking for a document about a particular topic, use a subject directory
(Habrakan et al. 2008).

General search engines such as Google and Google Scholar (Box 3.15) normally search
parts of the Internet using key words and Boolean logic (Table 3.3) or a phrase. Each search
engine uses an automated computer process to index and search, often resulting in a very
large number of sites being found. As people have not evaluated these sites, many are usu-
ally inappropriate or unreliable. As no two general search engines search in precisely the
same way it is advisable (and often necessary) to use more than one. In contrast, meta

M03_SAUN6860_05_SE_C03.QXD  2/12/09  11:19 AM  Page 89



 

90

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3

Bookmark the sites
that appear useful

Try  specialised
search engines

– cater for specific
 subject areas
– need to define
 subject/topic
 clearly

Try  meta search
engines

– good for
 searching
 multiple sites
– less easy to
 control sites
 retrieved

Try general search
engines

– good for key
 word searches
– control range
 of sites

Try  information
gateways

– good for
 academic
 subject areas
– often well
 evaluated
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– good for
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 subject area

Is
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of sites 

retrieved?

Search using keywords, free text or by selecting a topicEnter site address

Access site

Note down the full address of all
material you intend to reference

and the date accessed

Access the InternetAccess the Internet Access the Internet
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there specific

keywords and a
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Are
specific site

addresses (URLs)
known?

Is
there a

general subject
area or topic?

Decide to search
the Internet

Search not
defined sufficiently
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No No

Yes

No

Yes Yes

No No

Figure 3.3 Searching the Internet
Source: © Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis, Adrain Thornhill and Martin Jenkins 2003.
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search engines allow you to search using a selection of search engines at the same time,
using the same interface. This makes searching easier, and the search can be faster.
Unfortunately, it is less easy to control the sites that are retrieved. Consequently, meta search
engines often generate more inappropriate or unreliable sites than general search engines.

Specialised search engines cater for specific subject areas. To use these it is necessary to
define your general subject area prior to your search. Information gateways also require
you to define your subject area. Information gateways are often compiled by staff from
departments in academic institutions. Although the number of websites obtained is fewer,
they can be far more relevant, as each site is evaluated prior to being added to the gateway.

Subject directories are hierarchically organised indexes categorised into subject areas,
and are useful for searching for broad topics. As people normally compile them, their con-
tent has been partly censored and evaluated. Consequently, the number of sites retrieved
is fewer but they usually provide material that is more appropriate. Most of the subject
directories now offer some form of key word search and links to other search tools.

Search tools are becoming more prolific and sophisticated all the time. Be careful: their use
can be extremely time consuming. Your search will probably locate a mass of resources, many
of which will be irrelevant to you. It is also easy to become sidetracked to more interesting
and glossy websites not relevant to your research needs! There are an increasing number of
web-based tutorials to help you learn to search the web. One of these, Marketing Insights’
Smarter Online Searching Guide, is available via this book’s web page. This highlights using
search tools, including Advanced search in Google and online e-business resources.

Box 3.15
Focus on research
in the news

Microsoft reveals answer 
to Google Scholar

Microsoft has announced the release of an English-
language beta version of Windows Live Academic
Search, a service for searching academic journals. The
release is available in Australia, Germany, Italy, Japan,
Spain and the United Kingdom, as well as in the
United States, and is marketed as an alternative to
Google Scholar or SciFinder Scholar.

Academic Search indexes library-subscribed con-
tent and supports OpenURL, the library standard cur-
rently used for linking to subscription-based content.
To operate Academic Search, libraries or research facil-
ities must provide Microsoft with information on their
OpenURL link resolver, a vendor that creates and man-
ages the customized links to content. Academic search
can then provide direct access links to the full text
materials, based on their institutions’ subscriptions.

Academic Search includes the expected sorting
and citation-compiling features common to academic-

journal searching. Researchers can control the
amount of immediate information that comes up in
search results in a variety of ways. Search results link
directly to full articles from the publisher, if the user is
researching from an institution that subscribes to that
publishers’ content.

Material that is not subscribed to by the searching
institution still comes up in a search, with abstract
and all relevant publication information available.

Microsoft announced that Academic Search cur-
rently covers only physics, electrical engineering and
computer science, but it is working with publishers to
expand content access. Upon testing, however, the
system does seem to link to humanities journal por-
tals such as the Oxford Journals’ Forum for Modern
Languages Studies.

In addition to academic returns, the current version of
Academic Search provides search results for portals
named ‘Web’, ‘News’, ‘Local’ and ‘Feeds’. The service is
undoubtedly a direct attempt to compete with Google
Scholar. Academic Search can also be integrated into
Windows Live, the new online Microsoft desktop service.

Source : article by Lombardi, Candace (2006) ZDNet News, 12 Apr. (http://
news.zdnet.com/2100-9588_22-6060314.html). Used with permission of
ZDNET.com copyright © 2008. All rights reserved.

WE
B
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Bookmarking
Once you have found a useful Internet site, you can note its address electronically. This
process is termed ‘bookmarking’ or ‘add to favourites’ depending on the Internet browser
you use. It uses the software to note the Internet address, and means that you will be able
to access it again directly. The vast amount of resources available, and the fact that
resources, home pages and sites can be added and deleted by their producers, means it is
vital to keep a record of the addresses and a note of the date you accessed it (Section 3.7).
These will be needed to reference your sources when you write your critical review
(Section 3.2). When sufficient sites have been bookmarked, it is possible to arrange them
in whatever hierarchical way you wish.

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3

3.6 Obtaining and evaluating the literature
Obtaining the literature
After your initial search of books and journal articles, tertiary literature will provide
you with details of what literature is available and where to locate it. The next stage
(Figure 3.1) is to obtain these items. To do this you need to:

1 Check your library catalogue to find out whether your library holds the appropriate
publication. Remember many libraries now, rather than holding publications such as
journals and newspapers in paper form or CD-ROM, provide access via the Internet;

2 (For those publications that are held by your library or available via the Internet) note
their location; and
a Find the publication and scan it to discover whether it is likely to be worth reading

thoroughly – for articles it is often possible to make a reasonable assessment of rel-
evance using the abstract; or

b Browse other books and journals with similar class marks to see whether they may
also be of use;

3 (For those items that are not held by your library or available via the Internet) order
the item from another library on inter-library loan. This is not a free service so make
sure you really need it first. Our students have found that, in general, it is only worth-
while to use inter-library loan for articles from refereed journals and books.

Evaluating the literature
Two questions frequently asked by our students are ‘How do I know what I’m reading is
relevant?’ and ‘How do I know when I’ve read enough?’ Both of these are concerned with
the process of evaluation. They involve defining the scope of your review and assessing
the value of the items that you have obtained in helping you to answer your research
question(s). Although there are no set ways of approaching these questions, our students
have found the following advice helpful.

You should, of course, read all the literature that is closely related to your research
question(s) and objectives. The literature that is most likely to cause problems is that
which is less closely related (Gall et al. 2006). For some research questions, particu-
larly for new research areas, there is unlikely to be much closely related literature
and so you will have to review more broadly. For research questions where research
has been going on for some years you may be able to focus on more closely related
literature.
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Assessing relevance and value
Assessing the relevance of the literature you have collected to your research depends on your
research question(s) and objectives. Remember that you are looking for relevance, not criti-
cally assessing the ideas contained within. When doing this, it helps to have thought about
and made a note of the criteria for inclusion and exclusion prior to assessing each item of lit-
erature. In contrast, assessing the value of the literature you have collected is concerned with
the quality of the research that has been undertaken. As such it is concerned with issues
such as methodological rigour and theory robustness as well as the quality of the arguments.
For example, you need to beware of managerial autobiographies, where a successful entre-
preneur’s or managing director’s work experiences are presented as the way to achieve busi-
ness success (Fisher 2007) and articles in trade magazines. The knowledge presented in such
books and articles may well be subjective rather than based upon systematic research.

Box 3.16 provides a checklist to help you in this process.
Remember to make notes about the relevance of each item as you read it and the rea-

sons why you came to your conclusion. You may need to include your evaluation as part
of your critical review.

Assessing sufficiency
Your assessment of whether you have read a sufficient amount is even more complex. It
is impossible to read everything, as you would never start to write your critical review, let
alone your project report. Yet you need to be sure that your critical review discusses what
research has already been undertaken and that you have positioned your research project
in the wider context, citing the main writers in the field (Section 3.2). One clue that you
have achieved this is when further searches provide mainly references to items you have
already read. You also need to check what constitutes an acceptable amount of reading,
in terms of both quality and quantity, with your project tutor.

Obtaining and evaluating the literature

Box 3.16
Checklist

Evaluating the relevance and value
of literature to your research
Relevance
✔ How recent is the item?
✔ Is the item likely to have been superseded?
✔ Are the research questions or objectives suffi-

ciently close to your own to make it relevant to
your own research (in other words, does the item
meet your relevance criteria for inclusion)?

✔ Is the context sufficiently different to make it
marginal to your research question(s) and
objectives (in other words, is the item excluded
by your relevance criteria)?

✔ Have you seen references to this item (or its
author) in other items that were useful?

✔ Does the item support or contradict your
arguments? For either it will probably be
worth reading!

Value
✔ Does the item appear to be biased? For example,

does it use an illogical argument, emotionally
toned words or appear to choose only those cases
that support the point being made? Even if it is, it
may still be relevant to your critical review!

✔ What are the methodological omissions within
the work (e.g. sample selection, data collection,
data analysis)? Even if there are many it still may
be of relevance!

✔ Is the precision sufficient? Even if it is imprecise it
may be the only item you can find and so still of
relevance!

✔ Does the item provide guidance for future
research?

Sources: authors’ experience; Bell (2005); Fisher (2007); Jankowicz (2005);
McNeill (2005).
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The literature search, as you will now be aware, is a vital part of your research project, in
which you will invest a great deal of time and effort. As you read each item, you need to
ask yourself how it contributes to your research question(s) and objectives and to make
notes with this focus (Bell 2005). When doing this, many students download and print
copies of articles or photocopy articles and pages from books to ensure that they have all
the material. We believe that, even if you print or photocopy, you still need to make notes.
The process of note making will help you to think through the ideas in the literature in
relation to your research.

In addition to making notes, Sharp et al. (2002) identify three sets of information you
need to record. These are:

• bibliographic details;
• brief summary of content;
• supplementary information.

Until the advent of inexpensive microcomputers it was usual to write this information
on index cards. Database software such as Microsoft’s Access™ or specialist bibliographic
software such as Reference Manager for Windows™ or EndNote™ provide a powerful and
flexible alternative method for recording the literature, although they will probably mean
noting it down and transferring it to your database later. Recording can seem very
tedious, but it must be done. We have seen many students frantically repeating searches
for items that are crucial to their research because they failed to record all the necessary
details in their database of references.

3.7 Recording the literature

Box 3.17
Focus on student
research

Undertaking an Internet search

Ceinwen’s research question was reasonably defined,
if somewhat broad. She wanted to assess the impact
of European enlargement on small to medium-sized

organisations. As part of her search strategy she
decided, in addition to the academic databases of
business and management journals, also to search
the Internet using a general search engine. Her first
key word ‘European enlargement’ revealed that there
were over 505 000 sites and displayed the first 10. Of
these, although in the broad topic area, none
appeared to be relevant as they were not related
specifically to small to medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs):

▲
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Box 3.17
Focus on student
research

She decided to refine her search using the advanced
search features of the search engine. Although the
search engine still found over 1200 sites, the content
of the first 10 appeared more relevant to her research
question:

Ceinwen looked at the second site and found that it
contained details of a conference entitled ‘Challenges
for Entrepreneurship and Small Business Development
in the Context of European Enlargement’ hosted by a
University School of Management. She made a note of
the keynote speakers so that she could search for aca-
demic articles written by them using her university’s
online databases. She then proceeded to look at the
next site in her list.

▲

Bibliographic details
For some project reports you will be required to include a bibliography. Convention dic-
tates that this should include all the relevant items you consulted for your project, includ-
ing those not referred to directly in the text. For others, you will be asked to include only
a list of references for those items referred to directly in the text. The bibliographic
details contained in both need to be sufficient to enable readers to find the original items.
These details are summarised in Table 3.6.

Table 3.6 Bibliographic details required

Journal Book Chapter in an edited book

• Author(s) – surname,
first name initials

• Year of publication
(in parentheses)

• Title of article
• Title of journal 

(underlined)
• Volume
• Part/issue
• Page numbers 

(preceded by ‘p.’ for 
page or ‘pp.’for pages)

• Author(s) – surname,
first name initials

• Year of publication 
(in parentheses)

• Title and subtitle of book
(underlined)

• Edition
• Place of publication
• Publisher

• Author(s) – surname, first name
initials

• Year of publication (in parentheses)
• Title of chapter
• Author(s) of book – surname, first

name initials
• Title and subtitle of book 

(underlined)
• Edition
• Place of publication
• Publisher
• Page numbers of chapter
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If an item has been taken from an electronic source you need to record as much of the
information in Table 3.6 as is available along with details of format (e.g. CD-ROM). If you
located the item via the Internet, you need to record the full address of the resource and
the date you accessed the information as well (Appendix 1). This address is often referred
to as the URL, the unique resource location or universal/uniform resource locator.

Most universities have a preferred referencing style that you must use in your project
report. This will normally be prescribed in your assessment criteria. Three of the most
common styles are the Harvard system (a version of which we have used in this book),
the American Psychological Association (APA) System and the Vancouver or footnotes
system. Guidelines on using each of these are given in Appendix 1.

Brief summary
A brief summary of the content of each item in your reference database will help you to
locate the relevant items and facilitate reference to your notes and photocopies. This can
be done by annotating each record with the key words used, to help locate the item and
the abstract. It will also help you to maintain consistency in your searches.

Supplementary information
As well as recording the details discussed earlier, other information may also be worth
recording. These items can be anything you feel will be of value. In Table 3.7 we outline
those that we have found most useful.

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3

Table 3.7 Supplementary information

Information Reason

ISBN The identifier for any book, and useful if the
book has to be requested on inter-library loan

Class number (e.g. Dewey decimal) Useful to locate books in your university’s library
and as a pointer to finding other books on the
same subject

Quotations Always note useful quotations in full and with
the page number of the quote; if possible also
take a photocopy or save entire document as a
PDF file. 

Where it was found Noting where you found the item is useful,
especially if it is not in your university library and
you could only take notes

The tertiary resource used and the Useful to help identify resources for follow-up 
key words used to locate it searches

Evaluative comments Your personal notes on the value of the item to
your research in relation to your relevance and
value criteria

When the item was consulted Especially important for items found via the
Internet as these may disappear without trace

Filename Useful if you have saved the document as a
PDF file.
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Plagiarism

There is no doubt that plagiarism has become an enormously important topic in aca-
demic institutions in recent years, largely as a result of the ease with which material can
be copied from the Internet and passed of as the work of the individual student. It is a
serious topic as the consequences of being found guilty of plagiarism can be severe as the
example in Box 3.18 from a UK university shows.

Neville (2007) argues that plagiarism is an issue that runs parallel to a debate with
recurring questions about the purpose of higher education in the twenty-first century. He
notes that, on the one hand, there is the argument that an insistence on ‘correct’ referenc-
ing is supporting a system and a process of learning that is a legacy of a different time and
society. This argument holds that universities are enforcing upon you an arcane practice
of referencing that you will probably never use again outside higher education. On the
other hand, there is the argument that plagiarism is an attack upon values of ethical,
proper, decent behaviour: values consistent with a respect for others. These are ageless
societal values that universities should try to maintain.

So what precisely is plagiarism? Easterby-Smith et al. (2008:50) define it is ‘presenting
the work and ideas of other people and passing them off as your own, without acknowl-
edging the original source of the ideas used’. The same authors cite Park’s (2003) list of
four common forms of plagiarism which are commonly found in universities. These are
listed below.

1 Stealing material from another source and passing it off as your own, for example:
• buying a paper from a research service, essay bank or term-paper mill (either

specially written for the individual or pre-written);
• copying a whole paper from a source text without proper acknowledgement;
• submitting another student’s work with or without that student’s knowledge (e.g.

by copying a computer disk);
2 submitting a paper written by someone else (e.g. a peer or relative) and passing it off

as your own;

3.8 Plagiarism

Box 3.18
Focus on student
research

Penalties for being found guilty 
of plagiarism
Overview of the penalties

There is a range of penalties that can be applied
in cases of plagiarism. The penalty is chosen either
by the School or the Committee on Applications
and will depend on the seriousness of the offence
and on whether there are any mitigating circum-
stances. Example penalties are:

1 only the sections of the assignment determined
not to be plagiarised are marked;

2 academic year is failed and must be retaken;
3 student is excluded from the University.

The seriousness of the offence is related to
issues such as:

• whether the student has committed offences
previously;

• the magnitude of the plagiarism;
• the number of marks and the level of the

assignment involved.

Source: University of Leeds.Available online at: http://www.lts.leeds.ac.uk/
plagiarism/penalties.php?PHPSESSID=4582f0d02aa8927c671b34ddb8c4f459
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3 copying sections of material from one or more source texts, supplying proper docu-
mentation (including the full reference) but leaving out quotation marks, thus giving
the impression that the material has been paraphrased rather than directly quoted;

4 paraphrasing material from one or more source texts without supplying appropriate
documentation;

It is tempting to think that all cases of plagiarism are a consequence of students either being
too idle to pursue their research and writing diligently, or wishing to appear cleverer that
they really are. But the fact is that plagiarism is an extremely complex issue and the reasons
for it may owe as much to student confusion as willful negligence. That said, there is little
excuse for confusion. All universities have ample guidance for students on the topic of pla-
giarism and will emphasise that it the responsibility of the individual student to become
aware of the university’s regulations surrounding its conduct. In addition, there is no short-
age of excellent websites with guidance for students (e.g. the University of Alberta Libraries
site at: http://www.library.ualberta.ca/guides/plagiarism/index.cfm).

In addition, an increasing number of universities ask students to check their own work
using plagiarism detection software.

• A critical review of the literature is necessary to help you to develop a thorough understand-
ing of, and insight into, previous research that relates to your research question(s) and objec-
tives. Your review will set your research in context by critically discussing and referencing work
that has already been undertaken, drawing out key points and presenting them in a logically
argued way, and highlighting those areas where you will provide fresh insights. It will lead the
reader into subsequent sections of your project report.

• There is no one correct structure for a critical review, although it is helpful to think of it as a
funnel in which you start at a more general level prior to narrowing down to your specific
research question(s) and objectives.

• Literature sources can be divided into three categories: primary, secondary and tertiary. In
reality, these categories often overlap. Your use of these resources will depend on your
research question(s) and objectives. Some may use only tertiary and secondary literature. For
others, you may need to locate primary literature as well.

• When planning your literature search you need to:
– have clearly defined research question(s) and objectives;
– define the parameters of your search;
– generate key words and search terms;
– discuss your ideas as widely as possible.
Techniques to help you in this include brainstorming and relevance trees.

• Your literature search is likely to be undertaken using a variety of approaches in tandem.
These will include:
– searching using tertiary sources and the Internet;
– following up references in articles you have already read;
– scanning and browsing secondary literature in your library.
Don’t forget to make precise notes of the search processes you have used and their results.

• Once obtained, the literature must be evaluated for its relevance to your research question(s)
and objectives using clearly defined criteria. This must include a consideration of each item’s
currency. Each item must be read and noted. Bibliographic details, a brief description of the
content and appropriate supplementary information should also be recorded.

• Care should be taken when writing your literature review not to plagiarise the work of others.

3.9 Summary

M03_SAUN6860_05_SE_C03.QXD  2/12/09  11:19 AM  Page 98



 

99

Self-check questions

Self-check questions
Help with these questions is available at the end of the chapter.

3.1 The following extract and associated references are taken from the first draft of a critical
literature review. The research project was concerned with the impact of direct insurers on
the traditional motor insurer.
List the problems with this extract in terms of its:
a content;
b structure.
Jackson (1995) suggests that businesses must be developed from a customer rather than
a product perspective. Lindesfarne (1994) demonstrates that direct selling gives the con-
sumer increased control as it is up to them when and if they wish to respond to adverts or
direct mail. MacKenzie (1995) comments that free gifts are useful for getting responses to
adverts, which is ultimately what all direct insurers need. Bowen (1995) suggests that this
type of company can be split into three equally important parts: marketing, insurance and
information technology. Motor insurance is particularly price sensitive because of its com-
pulsory nature and its perception by many to have no real ‘value’ to themselves.

Bowen, I. (1994) ‘Short cut to success’, Post Magazine 2, 26 July.
Jackson, D.R. (1995) ‘Prudential’s prudent parochialism’, Direct Marketing, 26–29 April.
Lindisfarne, I. (1995) ‘Death of a salesman’, Post Magazine 15, 30–31 June.
MacKenzie, G. (1995) ‘Rise of the freebie’, Post Magazine 2, 5–6 February.

3.2 Outline the advice you would give a colleague on:
a how to plan her search;
b which literature to search first.

3.3 Brainstorm at least one of the following research questions, either on your own or with a
colleague, and list the key words that you have generated.
a How effective is profit-related pay as a motivator?
b How do the opportunities available to a first-time house buyer through interpersonal

discussion influence the process of selecting a financial institution for the purposes of
applying for a house purchase loan?

c To what extent do new methods of direct selling of financial services pose a threat to
existing providers?

3.4 You are having considerable problems with finding relevant material for your research
when searching online databases. Suggest possible reasons why this might be so.

3.5 Rewrite the following passage as part of a critical literature review using the Harvard
system of referencing:

From what I’ve read, the English Language Teaching market, which this company serves,
remains attractive for publishers despite a decline in growth as this quote shows: ‘Overall,
the ELT materials market has continued to show growth, because, globally, the demand
for English learning persists, albeit on a lower growth track than in the 1980s’.1 The latest
published statistics that I’ve been able to find (1999) tell us that there are 1,300 million
ELT learners worldwide.2 I therefore think that the need for good ELT authors is growing
and, as Francis says: ‘the name of the author remains a critical success factor, and an
important sub-brand in many cases’.3

1R. Francis, ‘Youngsters drive ELT growth’, Bookseller, 23 May 2003, p. 26.
2Gasson, C. (ed.), Book Publishing in Britain (London: Bookseller Publications, 1999).
3R. Francis ‘ELT Publishing’, p. 93 in C. Gasson (ed.), Book Publishing in Britain (London: Bookseller
Publications, 1999) pp. 86–104.
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Review and discussion questions
3.6 Go to the website of the general search engine Google (http://www.google.com). Use the

different Google services such as ‘Google Search’, ‘Google Scholar’ and ‘University Search’ to
search for articles on a topic which you are currently studying as part of your course.
a Make notes regarding the types of items that each of these services finds.
b How do these services differ?
c Which service do you think is likely to prove most useful to your research project?

3.7 Agree with a friend to each review the same article from a refereed academic journal, which
contains a clear literature review section. Evaluate independently the literature review in your
chosen article with regard to its content, critical nature and structure using the checklists in
Boxes 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 respectively. Do not forget to make notes regarding your answers to
each of the points raised in the checklists. Discuss your answers with your friend.

3.8 Visit an online database or your university library and obtain a copy of an article that you
think will be of use to an assignment you are both currently working on. Use the checklist
in Box 3.16 to assess the relevance and value of the article to your assignment.

Progressing your
research project

Critically reviewing the literature

• Consider your research questions and objectives.
Use your lecture notes, course textbooks and
relevant review articles to define both narrow
and broader parameters of your literature search,
considering language, subject area, business
sector, geographical area, publication period and
literature type.

• Generate key words and search terms using one
or a variety of techniques such as reading,
brainstorming and relevance trees. Discuss your
ideas widely, including with your project tutor
and colleagues.

• Start your search using both database and printed
tertiary sources to identify relevant secondary

literature. Begin with those tertiary sources that
abstract and index academic journal articles and
books. At the same time, obtain relevant literature
that has been referenced in articles you have
already read. Do not forget to record your
searches systematically and in detail.

• Expand your search via other sources such as the
Internet and by browsing and scanning.

• Obtain copies of items, evaluate them systemati-
cally and make notes. Remember also to record
bibliographic details, a brief description of the
content and supplementary information on an
index card or in your reference database.

• Start drafting your critical review as early as
possible, keeping in mind its purpose and 
taking care to reference properly and avoid
plagiarism.

• Continue to search the literature throughout your
research project to ensure that your review
remains up to date.
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Further reading
Bell, J. (2005). Doing Your Research Project. (4th edn). Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Chapter 6 provides a good introduction to the process of reviewing the literature. The section on
the critical review of the literature is especially helpful.

Habrakan, A., Schmitz, R. and van Tilberg, P. (2008) ‘Searching the World Wide Web: a basic
tutorial’. Available at: http://www.tilburguniversity.nl/services/library/instruction/www/
onlinecourse [Accessed 21 May 2008.] This website provides an introduction to, and history of,
the Internet and WWW along with an interactive tutorial. The tutorial offers an explanation of
different types of information that you can find on the Internet and how to access them. It also
contains a common-sense guide to searching for particular websites.

Neville, C. (2007). The Complete Guide to Referencing and Plagiarism. Maidenhead: Open
University Press. Chapter 4 is a very helpful guide on what constitutes plagiarism and how it can
be avoided. The chapter ends with some useful exercises designed to ensure that the reader does
not fall into some common traps.

Sharp, J.A., Peters, J. and Howard, K. (2002) The Management of a Student Research Project.
(3rd edn). Aldershot: Gower. Chapter 4 contains a useful in-depth discussion of the use of
relevance trees in your literature search.

Tranfield, D., Denyer, D. and Smart, P. (2003) ‘Towards a methodology for developing evidence-
informed management knowledge by means of systematic review’, British Journal of
Management, Vol. 14, No. 3, pp. 207–22. This paper provides an excellent introduction to the
process of systematic review. Although a full systematic review as outlined in this paper may be too
time consuming for your research project, there are many useful points made regarding how to plan
your search strategy and explain in your project report how your review was undertaken.

Case 3
Complexity theory and emergent change

Sarah was in the final year of her undergrad-
uate business studies degree course. She
was starting on her research project, and
had been thinking about what to investi-
gate. The module ‘Organisational Change’
that she had taken in her second year
particularly interested her. Some of the ideas
she had learned about related very clearly to
an aspect of her university experience. At
the beginning of her first year she had
joined the university drama society, and
since then she had been very actively
involved. Sarah had noticed how different
groups would form spontaneously among
drama-society members from time to time.
Those who became enthusiastic about a par-

ticular activity would work together to run workshops or put on plays. Meanwhile, other groups
would get themselves organised to lobby forcefully for changes in the way the society was run.
As a result, the drama society had gone from strength to strength. Membership was increasing
and more adventurous productions were being staged, to great acclaim from other students.

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3

Source: Rob Judges/Oxford/Alamy
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Of the theories she had come across in the ‘Organisational Change’ module, complexity
theory was the one that seemed intuitively to explain this success. Sarah was especially fascinated
by the idea of ‘self-organisation’, where members collaborate spontaneously in responding to
environmental demands and bring about desired change. It applied perfectly to her drama club
experience – encouraging self-organisation must be a key to successful management of change
anywhere. Sarah had a hunch that what she’d observed would happen in other societies and
clubs in the university. She hit on the idea of using complexity theory as the conceptual frame-
work for her research project, which would be an investigation of how members in other univer-
sity societies and clubs worked together to run their activities and make change happen.

Her project tutor approved of what she proposed and invited her to begin by carrying out a
review of literature on complexity theory and organisational change. The aim was to inform her
research design and data collection methods. The question she chose to frame her review was:
‘How does complexity theory suggest that organisational change should be managed?’ Her
literature search had soon produced plenty of texts. She started with the book by McMillan (2004),
Complexity, Organizations and Change. This and each text she read afterwards reinforced her
hunch that complexity theory showed how change could be managed effectively in any organisa-
tion. She did stumble on one text arguing against the application of complexity theory to organi-
sational change, but she couldn’t see much point in including it. The authors of the texts she did
use explained what complexity theory was, showed how it applied to organizational change –
occasionally reporting their own research – and offered prescriptions for managing change. It was
easy to write her draft review because she agreed with so much of what the authors were saying.

But when she presented the draft review to her project tutor, she got a shock. The feedback
was: ‘This is a good summary of what you’ve read, but not critical enough. Your review
question shows how you’ve assumed that complexity can be used to prescribe practice. How
can you be sure? You’ve simply confirmed the prejudices you had before you started the
review! You need to challenge what authors are saying, not just accept every claim they make.
You’ve ignored the literature by authors who don’t like the application of complexity theory for
prescribing practice, when you could learn something from their criticisms. They might lead you
to question your assumptions.’

Sarah was confused. What did the project tutor mean? Challenging authors sounded like
being negative about everything she had just interpreted so positively. Her project tutor also
recommended that she read the textbook by Wallace and Wray (2006), Critical Reading and
Writing for Postgraduates, to help her become a more critical reader. She had a flick through
the book, dubious because it was aimed at postgraduates, but quickly seized on the ‘critical
analysis’ ideas about evaluating authors’ claims. She realised she had never thought to check,
say, whether authors had enough evidence to make their generalised claims convincing. Or
whether they all meant the same thing by terms such as ‘self-organisation’. Or whether their
values as researchers coloured their claims in ways that others might find contentious. Sarah
could now see that she had selected for inclusion in her review only those texts which sup-
ported her hunch – where authors were positive about applying complexity theory to organisa-
tional change. She had accepted all their claims without question and had ignored the one text
that challenged them. Further, she had never thought to search for a published review on the
topic. Could she learn from an expert reviewer, who might have examined more texts than she
had? Why not include such a review article in her own effort?

So Sarah searched for reviews, locating one by Burnes (2005). He had included various texts
whose authors were more sceptical about complexity theory. He had not just described the
claims of complexity theory enthusiasts. Rather, he had described and evaluated all the claims –
positive and negative – in a manner consistent with the advice offered by Wallace and Wray.
Amongst the limitations he pointed to was the lack of empirical studies on organisational change
using complexity theory. Yet, such research evidence would help to justify prescriptions about
good practice in managing change. Without evidence, how could anyone know that
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prescriptions really worked? Sarah went back to the texts she had reviewed previously, looking
for what was wrong with claims she had previously accepted. She completely changed her mind
about the usefulness of complexity theory. Sarah promised herself that there would be no doubt
about the second draft of her literature review being critical enough. She set herself a new
review question: ‘What are the weaknesses of using complexity theory to prescribe how change
should be managed?’ She would demonstrate how the complexity theory enthusiasts had simply
confirmed their pre-existing prejudices, failing to acknowledge the limitations of their work and
building their prescriptions more on wishful thinking than on hard research evidence.

When she handed in the second draft of her literature review to her project tutor she received
another shock. The feedback this time was: ‘A great improvement over your under- critical first draft.
But it’s now over-critical. Your new review question shows how you’ve now assumed that complexity
theory can’t be used to prescribe practice. How can you be sure? Try to adopt a more balanced
approach to your critical review.’ Sarah was now even more confused. What did the project tutor
mean by ‘balance’? And what were the implications for writing the third draft of her literature review?

References
Burnes, B. (2005) ‘Complexity theories and organizational change’, International Journal of

Management Reviews, Vol. 7, No. 2, pp. 73–90.

McMillan, E. (2004) Complexity, Organizations and Change. London: Routledge.

Wallace, M. and Wray, A. (2006) Critical Reading and Writing for Postgraduates. London: Sage.

Questions

1 Why is it important for your research investigation that you be critical when reviewing the
literature?

2 What might Sarah’s project tutor mean by suggesting that a critical literature review should
be ‘balanced’?

3 What does Sarah need to do to develop a literature review which is sufficiently critical, yet
also sufficiently balanced?

Chapter Critically reviewing the literature3

Additional case studies relating to material covered in this chapter are available 
via the book’s Companion Website, www.pearsoned.co.uk/saunders. 
They are:

• The development of discount warehouse clubs;

• The problems of valuing intellectual capital;

• National cultures and management styles.

Self-check answers
3.1 There are numerous problems with the content and structure of this extract. Some of the

more obvious include:
a The content consists of predominantly trade magazines, in particular Post Magazine,

and there are no references of academic substance. Some of the references to individ-
ual authors have discrepancies: for example, was the article by Lindisfarne (or is it
Lindesfarne?) published in 1994 or 1995?

b The items referenced are from 1994 and 1995. It is certain that more recent items are
available.

WE
B
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Self-check answers

c There is no real structure or argument in the extract. The extract is a list of what peo-
ple have written, with no attempt to critically evaluate or juxtapose the ideas.

3.2 This is a difficult one without knowing her research question! However, you could still
advise her on the general principles. Your advice will probably include:
a Define the parameters of the research, considering language, subject area, business

sector, geographical area, publication period and literature type. Generate key words
and search terms using one or a variety of techniques such as reading, brainstorming
or relevance trees. Discuss her ideas as widely as possible, including with her tutor,
librarians and you.

b Start the search using tertiary sources to identify relevant secondary literature. She
should commence with those tertiary sources that abstract and index academic journal
articles and books. At the same time she should obtain relevant literature that has
been referenced in articles that she has already read.

3.3 There are no incorrect answers with brainstorming! However, you might like to check
your key words for suitability prior to using them to search an appropriate database. We
suggest that you follow the approach outlined in Section 3.5 under ‘searching using the
tertiary literature’.

3.4 There is a variety of possible reasons, including:
• One or more of the parameters of your search are defined too narrowly.
• The key words you have chosen do not appear in the controlled index language.
• Your spelling of the key word is incorrect.
• The terminology you are using is incorrect.
• The acronyms you have chosen are not used by databases.
• You are using jargon rather than accepted terminology.

3.5 There are two parts to this answer: rewriting the text and using the Harvard system of
referencing. Your text will inevitably differ from the answer given below owing to your
personal writing style. Don’t worry about this too much as it is discussed in far more
detail in Section 14.5. The references should follow the same format.

Writing in the trade literature, Francis (2003:26) emphasises that the English Language
Teaching (ELT) market remains attractive for publishers. He states: ‘Overall, the ELT
materials market has continued to show growth, because, globally, the demand for
English learning persists, albeit on a lower growth track than in the 1980s’. This
assertion is supported by published statistics (Gasson 1999), which indicate that there
are 1,300 million ELT learners worldwide. Alongside this, the need for good ELT
authors is growing, Francis (1999:93) asserting: ‘the name of the author remains a
critical success factor, and an important sub-brand in many cases’.

Gasson, C. (ed.) (1999) Book Publishing in Britain, London, Bookseller Publications.

Francis, R. (1999) ‘ELT Publishing’, in Gasson C. (ed.), Book Publishing in Britain,
London, Bookseller Publications, 86–104.

Francis, R. (2003) ‘Youngsters drive ELT growth’, Bookseller, 23 May, p. 26.

WE
B

Get ahead using resources on the Companion Website at:
www.pearsoned.co.uk/saunders

• Improve your SPSS and NVivo research analysis with practice tutorials.
• Save time researching on the Internet with the Smarter Online Searching Guide.
• Test your progress using self-assessment questions.
• Follow live links to useful websites.
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