The Dual Function of a Literature Review 

1. Establish that a question has not yet been definitively answered, or 

that no one else has done what you are proposing to do: 

A. Who else has asked this question? What did they find? 

B. What is missing, irrelevant, unwarranted, ambiguous in the 

literature? 

2. Set the stage for your argument, by asking: 

C. What are the positive elements in the literature – that is, what you 

can use, highlight, improve, build on? 

D. What needs to be done – that is, what needs further investigation, 

what gaps are there, what needs to be elaborated? 

What are the agreed upon theories, perspectives and 

concepts? What is disputed? 

• Who are the prominent researchers in the field, what are 

their positions and what do they believe the evidence 

shows? 

• What kinds of data, research designs and procedures for 

data collection are most used? 

• In particular, what concepts, variables and measures have been used? 

• Are there gaps, puzzles, or other limitations in existing 

research? 

Writing Literature Reviews 

• Relate literature directly to the research question 

• Review and critique, not just summarize 

• Describe – a brief summary of purpose and main points of the 

readings; paraphrase, avoid long quotes 

• Analyze – significance, relevance, effectiveness, implications of the 

readings 

• Discuss – your own views on the readings 

• Organize the review 

• Common themes 

• Key concepts, ideas, methods 

• Avoid ‘box-car’ approach (e.g., A said this, B said that, and C found 

this) 

Instructions 

Choose one of the concepts listed below. Conduct a literature review based on three academic sources – i.e., 

books, journal articles or other scholarly publications – in which this concept is examined, in the context of 

politics/political science.
 Describe the way in which the authors define the concept in the three articles, including a discussion of the specific variables and/or measures they use for the concept. Identify the similarities and differences between the three readings, and provide a critique of the conceptual definitions, variables and indicators used. 

Concepts: 

 Political corruption 

 Negative advertising 

 Democracy 

 Socialism 

 Social capital 

Format and Expectations 

o Papers should be 3-4 pages, double-spaced in length, not including a cover page; 

o Papers should be presented clearly, fluently and logically, and be free of grammatical, spelling and punctuation errors; 
o Papers should use an appropriate and recognized citation format, such as APA or MLA; 

o Papers should be consistent with the University academic regulations, particularly plagiarism. 

 2 

Suggested Paper Format: 

TITLE PAGE: 

o Course code and name 

o Instructor’s name 

o TA’s name 

o Student’s name 

o Date 

PAPER CONTENT: 

o Introduction to the concept, including its conceptual and operational definitions. 

o Summary of Article 1, including how it defines the concept and a description of the variables and indicators used to operationalize the concept for measurement. 

o Summary of Article 2, including how it defines the concept and a description of the variables and indicators used to operationalize the concept for measurement. 

o Summary of Article 3, including how it defines the concept and a description of the variables and indicators used to operationalize the concept for measurement. 

o Discussion of the similarities and differences in the readings; critique of the strengths and weaknesses of the definitions, variables and indicators in the three read

Conclusion

