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A literature review is a story, not a summary.

● A literature review is not a summary of sources on your topic.
● A literature review is not a list of data sources you might analyze to answer 

your research question.

Rather, references are used to explain a puzzle, are highlighted when discussing 
how previous work has failed to fully explain variation in your dependent variable 
of interest, and are used to build your theory. 

A strong literature review places your narrative front and center. 
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Literature reviews contain the following components:

● A brief explanation of your "puzzle": this phenomenon is happening, and it 
remains unclear what explains it

● A discussion of how "the literature" (articles, books, scholarly publications 
broadly) has failed to fully explain this phenomenon:
○ The predominant theories used to explain your dependent variable of interest have perhaps 

received a lot of attention but are insufficient for ultimately explaining your phenomenon
○ Empirical work is lacking on your phenomenon, was measured poorly, or measures a concept 

that is slightly differently from the one you want to measure
● A presentation of your theory
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How to conduct a literature review

If you have a research question already in mind, then your focus should be on 
finding articles that serve the purposes outlined:

1. Explaining your puzzle.
2. Discussing how the literature has failed to fully explain your dependent 

variable of interest.
3. Presenting your theory.
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How to conduct a literature review

Sample research question: What explains variation in trade agreement violations?

Let's say we know absolutely nothing about this topic and want to dive in. You 
have several options (none of which are mutually exclusive):

1. Ask a professor for reading recommendations (a major shortcut!).
2. Cold search academic databases.

a. Go to Google Scholar and type in "trade agreement violations"
b. Find databases offered through your university's library system, and navigate to the databases 

they flag as being particularly useful for your subject.

5



Chelsea Green

Google Scholar
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ProQuest (make sure to filter for "Scholarly Journals")
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How to conduct a literature review

Lessons from the cold search:

● These databases have different algorithms, and thus are likely to present you 
with different articles. However, it doesn't hurt to simply open one with a 
relevant title and start reading!

● If you're looking for empirical articles, you may be interested in reading more 
recent articles (particularly if your phenomenon has been measured extremely 
frequently over a long duration). Use the date range function.

● Publications that provide foundational theory are often more timeless, and 
they are sometimes difficult to locate via cold searching.
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How to conduct a literature review

Let's say we use the following article located through a cold search to find 
additional literature on trade agreement violations:

Stoyanov, Andrey. "Tariff evasion and rules of origin violations under the 
Canada‐US Free Trade Agreement." Canadian Journal of Economics/Revue 
canadienne d'économique 45, No. 3 (2012): 879-902.

What articles does Stoyanov cite to illuminate why trade agreement violations 
occur?
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Stoyanov (2012) literature review:
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Stoyanov (2012) literature review:
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How to find the big, foundational articles

Once you find articles that look promising for fulfilling one of the three objectives 
(explain puzzle, argue the literature has failed, present new theory), open them in 
new tabs. Read them and see whether they are worth citing!

You may notice that some publications are cited in multiple articles that you're 
reading. If that's happening, read those articles. They are probably worth including 
in your literature review.
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How to conduct a literature review

If you do not have a research question already in mind, then your focus should be 
on finding a research question!

This will involve:

1. Reviewing publications in a certain field to locate a phenomenon that has 
received insufficient scholarly attention or variation that has not been 
adequately explained.

2. Once you've then narrowed in on a research question, explain the puzzle, 
discuss the literature's failures, and present your theory
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Conducting a "literature review" with no research 
question
Select article titles that interest you or search for recent articles on a subject you 
care about in the top journals and annual review journals in your field. 

● Access the Annual Reviews database to find literature reviews on a myriad of 
subjects. 

● Journals are generally scored by their "Impact Factor," which measures how 
many times over a set number of years articles from a journal have been 
cited. The following slides will demonstrate one method of locating top 
journals in your field.
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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What are the top journals in my particular field?
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In-class activity

Practice conducting a literature review for your research project! Use the slides 
from this project to begin searching for and building a literature review to explain 
your puzzle, describe gaps in the literature, and present the theory you hope to 
test.

Discuss logistical and other challenges you encounter, as well as strategies to 
tackle them. 
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