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Many students are required to write a critical review of current academic literature in their area
of interest - researchers, postgraduates and undergraduates. Developing a great critical review
is very important, but not always taught.
In this presentation, you will be guided through this complex process step-by-step, seeing
examples, finding information and developing useful questions that will help you plan, draft
and refine a critical discussion of what is and is not yet known about your topic.

Step 1: Identify key concepts and terms
Before you begin searching for literature, you need to:
•
•
•
•
•

Define what you are searching for (dissertation or research paper, or a stand-alone
assignment - a review of existing publications)
Decide where to search (PubMed, Medline, OVID etc)
Develop a search strategy using keywords and citations
Review your research strategy
Save your search for future use

Step 2: Select relevant databases and resources
It is easier to search when your research topic is clearly defined. Even if you haven’t
determined the exact focus of your research yet, spend some time becoming familiar with the
research area.
Do background research to extend your understanding of the research area and the terminology
used in its discussion. Review articles can be useful for gaining an overview of a topic.
Doing some broad preliminary searching may help you understand the quantity of existing
literature in your area of interest, and establish a basis for your later more complex searching
when you have developed your search strategy.
Search on your topic, journals and articles using some useful databases as:
•
•
•
•
•

Your university’s library catalogue
Google Scholar
Project Muse (humanities and social sciences)
Medline (life sciences and biomedicine)
PubMed (life sciences and biomedicine)

Step 3: Combine search terms with Boolean operators
On PubMed:
•
•
•
•

The visualisation is based on the 100 most relevant documents for your search terms
The size of the circles is proportionate to the number of papers in the top 100
The knowledge map will highlight some papers in each area
Many will be open access papers with the full text available from the interface, others
may need to be accessed via Library for the full text.

How do I search PubMed?
Enter the terms (or key concepts) in the search box.
Suggestions will display as you type your search terms.

How do I search by author?
Enter the author’s last name plus initials without punctuation in the search box, and
then click Search. Names entered using either the last name + initials format (e.g.,

smith ja) or the full name format (john a smith) and no search tag are searched as
authors as well as collaborators if they exist in PubMed.
How do I search by journal name?
Enter the journal name or abbreviation in the search box.
PubMed search results are displayed in a summary format, see the anatomy of search
results page below.
Citations are initially displayed 20 items per page with the most recently entered
citations displayed first.
You can mouseover a journal’s title abbreviation to display the full journal name.

How do I display an abstract?
Click the title of the article to see the abstract. “No abstract available” is indicated on
citations without an abstract.
I retrieved too many citations. How can I focus my search?
To limit the number of search results:
Replace general search terms with more specific ones (e.g., search for low back pain
instead of back pain).
Add additional terms to your search.
Use the sidebar filters to restrict your results by publication dates, species, article types,
etc.
Click manage filters in the Filter your results portlet to change your My NCBI filter
selections.

http://youtu.be/696R9GbOyvA

I retrieved too few citations. How can I expand my search?
•

Click the Similar Articles See all link for a relevant citation to display a precalculated set of PubMed citations closely related to the article.

•

Remove extraneous or specific terms from the search box.

•

Try using alternative terms to describe the concepts you are searching.

Example

If your search, facial pain sleep disorders, retrieves too few citations consider
removing search terms to broader the search and retrieve more citations such as, pain
sleep disorders.

Different journals may differ in the way they customarily display author names. This
means you may need to try several ways of entering an author's name to uncover all of their
published work. For example:
Smith, J
Smith, J A
Smith, John A
Smith, John Anthony
and so on.
Further to this, databases may vary in the way they read punctuation in searches. If
conducting a keyword search for an author name, some databases may need you to enter
surname comma first name, while others might need first name surname.

For a complete literature searching it is important to be systematic in your approach. This
includes developing a plan for your search (including the search terms you will use and the
resources you will search), and keeping records of the searches you carry out.
Alternatively, some databases may allow you to do a topic search and refine your results
to document type Literature Review or Review.

When you find a useful article, check the reference list to identify any important publications
that didn’t show up in your keyword search, and take note of recurring citations.

If the same authors, books or articles keep appearing in your reading, make sure to seek them
out. You can find out how many times an article has been cited on Google Scholar—high
citation counts mean the article has been powerful in the field.

Step 4: Evaluate and select sources
You probably won’t be able to read absolutely everything on the topic—start by reading
the abstract to determine whether the article is useful. You will have to evaluate which sources
are most valuable and relevant to your questions.
For each publication, ask yourself:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What question or problem is the author addressing?
What are the key concepts and how are they defined?
What are the key theories, models and methods? Does the research use established
frameworks or take an innovative approach?
What are the results and conclusions of the study?
How does the publication relate to other literature in the field? Does it confirm, add to,
or challenge established knowledge?
How does the publication contribute to your understanding of the topic? What are its
key insights and arguments?
What are the strengths and weaknesses of the research?

The choice of your review will depend on your topic and discipline: in the sciences you usually
only review recent literature, but in the humanities you might take a long historical perspective
(for example, to trace how a concept has changed in meaning over time).

Take notes and cite your sources
As you read, you should also begin the writing process—take notes that you can later
incorporate into the text of your literature review. It is important to keep track of your sources
with citations to avoid plagiarism.
It can be helpful to make an annotated bibliography, where you compile full citation
information and write a paragraph of summary and analysis for each source. This helps you
remember what you read and saves time later in the process.
According to the APA (American Psychological Association) citation guidelines, you should
write down the last name of the author(s) and the year of publication. When quoting a source
it is also required to include the page number(s). This can be done in multiple ways:
•

An earlier study in which X and Y were compared revealed that … (Smith, 2017).

•

Smith (2017) shows how, in the past, research into X was mainly concerned with …

•

In 2017, research was carried out by Smith that indicated that …

As you can imagine, citing a source with 3–5 authors takes up a lot of space in the text.
That is why you shorten the citation when you use the source a second, third or fourth time.
How? Instead of writing down all authors’ last names, write only the last name of the first
author, followed by “et al.,” which means “and others.”
•

In this research, many participants made use of … (McGuire et al., 2014).

•

McGuire et al. (2014) noticed that …

When the source is published by an organization instead of a person, cite the organization’s
name as the author.
•

According to new research … (Microsoft, 2014).

When you copy an quote of a text from another source and place it between quotation marks,
you are required to add the page number to the in-text citation.
•

This is also true from the business plan: “making an APA Citation Generator is a lot of
work, but many students benefit from it” (Swan, 2014, p. 5).

Literature review vs systematic review
You might have heard the term 'Systematic Review'. A systematic review goes further than a
literature review in that it aims to locate and evaluate all studies, published and unpublished,
relevant to a specific research question.
Systematic reviews use explicit, systematic methods to minimise bias and enable verification
and replication.

Step 5: Review and refine search results
As you write, you can follow these tips:
•
•

•
•

Summarize and synthesize: give an overview of the main points of each source and
combine them into a coherent whole
Analyze and interpret: don’t just paraphrase other researchers—add your own
interpretations where possible, discussing the significance of findings in relation to the
literature as a whole
Critically evaluate: mention the strengths and weaknesses of your sources
Write in well-structured paragraphs: use transitions and topic sentences to draw
connections, comparisons and contrasts

Dissertation literature review
If the literature review is part of your thesis or dissertation, show how your research addresses
gaps and contributes new knowledge, or discuss how you have drawn on existing theories and
methods to build a framework for your research.
Stand-alone literature review
If you are writing a stand-alone paper, you can discuss the overall implications of the literature
or make suggestions for future research based on the gaps you have identified.
When done writing your literature review, don’t forget to proofread thoroughly before sharing
it with others.
Use references
Justify and support discussion/arguments/points of view
Make comparisons with other research
Demonstrate familiarity with field of research
Consider: What is relevant from the literature review and why is it relevant to your work?
Where is the evidence in the literature review?
Support throughout with references
Refer these ideas/concepts to your study

