
Appendix A-5

If you have done your job well, you will now have more than enough literature as background for your own 
research, unless it is on a very obscure topic (see Exhibit A.3). (Of course, ultimately your search will be limited by 
the library holdings you have access to and by the time you have to order or find copies of journal articles, conference 
papers, and perhaps dissertations that you cannot obtain online.) At this point, your main concern is to construct a 
coherent framework in which to develop your research question, drawing as many lessons as you can from previous 
research. You may use the literature to identify a useful theory and hypotheses to be reexamined, to find inadequately 
studied specific research questions, to explicate the disputes about your research question, to summarize the major 
findings of prior research, and to suggest appropriate methods of investigation.

Be sure to take notes on each article you read, organizing your notes into standard sections: Theory, Methods, 
Findings, Conclusions. In any case, write the literature review so that it contributes to your study in some concrete way; 
do not feel compelled to discuss an article just because you have read it. Be judicious. You are conducting only one study 
of one issue; it will only obscure the value of your study if you try to relate it to every tangential point in related research.

Don’t think of searching the literature as a one-time-only venture, something that you leave behind as you move 
on to your “real” research. You may encounter new questions or unanticipated problems as you conduct your research 
or as you burrow deeper into the literature. Searching the literature again to determine what others have found in 
response to these questions or what steps they have taken to resolve these problems can yield substantial improve-
ments in your own research. There is so much literature on so many topics that often it is not possible to figure out in 
advance every subject you should search the literature for or what type of search would be most beneficial.

Another reason to make searching the literature an ongoing project is that the literature is always growing. During 
the course of one research study, whether it takes only one semester or several years, new findings will be published 
and relevant questions will be debated. Staying attuned to the literature and checking it at least when you are writing 
up your findings may save your study from being outdated.

Exhibit A.3 A Search in Sociological Abstracts on Informal Control


