
who should write a literature review
who should write a literature review is a fundamental question that delves into the
core of academic and professional research practices. Understanding the various
stakeholders involved in this critical process is essential for anyone engaged in scholarly
pursuits, from undergraduate studies to advanced doctoral work and beyond. This
comprehensive article will explore the diverse individuals and groups who are typically
expected to undertake this challenging yet rewarding task, highlighting the distinct
purposes and expectations at each level. We will examine the specific skills and
prerequisites necessary for constructing an effective literature review, identify the common
contexts in which such reviews are required, and even touch upon the collaborative aspects
of their creation. Ultimately, this detailed guide aims to provide clarity on who bears the
responsibility for synthesizing existing knowledge and why it remains an indispensable
component of credible research.
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The Core Purpose of a Literature Review

A literature review serves as the backbone of almost any serious academic or research
endeavor. It is not merely a summary of existing works but a critical and analytical
synthesis of prior research relevant to a specific topic. Its primary function is to establish
the researcher's familiarity with the current state of knowledge in their field, demonstrating
an understanding of existing theories, methodologies, and findings. This crucial step
prevents duplication of effort, ensures that new research builds upon established
foundations, and helps to identify gaps or controversies within the existing body of
literature.

The process of conducting a literature review involves systematically identifying,
evaluating, and interpreting the scholarly works produced by researchers, scholars, and
practitioners. This includes academic books, journal articles, conference papers,
dissertations, and sometimes even official reports or policy documents. The outcome is a
structured argument that positions the proposed research within the broader academic
discourse, making a compelling case for its originality and significance.



Why a Literature Review is Essential for Any Research
Project

The importance of a well-executed literature review cannot be overstated for the success
and credibility of any research project. It provides the necessary context for the study,
allowing readers to understand the theoretical framework and the empirical evidence that
has shaped the field. By critically examining past studies, researchers can discern the
strengths and weaknesses of different approaches, inform their own methodological
choices, and refine their research questions.

Furthermore, a comprehensive literature review helps in identifying research gaps—areas
where existing knowledge is insufficient, contradictory, or altogether absent. These gaps
often become the focal point for new research, justifying the need for the proposed study
by demonstrating its unique contribution. Without this foundational work, a research project
risks being perceived as uninformed or irrelevant, failing to advance scholarly
understanding effectively. It is the initial act of scholarly engagement that legitimizes
subsequent investigations and sets the stage for meaningful contributions to a discipline.

Key Individuals and Groups Expected to Write
Literature Reviews

The expectation to write a literature review spans various levels of academic and
professional engagement, reflecting its universal importance in evidence-based decision-
making and knowledge creation. While the depth, scope, and level of critical analysis will
vary, the fundamental purpose remains consistent: to understand and synthesize existing
knowledge. The primary groups undertaking this task include students at all higher
education levels, active academic researchers, and professionals in fields requiring
evidence-informed practices.

Undergraduate Students: Building Foundational
Research Skills

For undergraduate students, writing a literature review often represents an initial foray into
structured academic research. These reviews are typically assigned for term papers,
capstone projects, or as components of larger research proposals. The primary goal for
undergraduates is to develop foundational skills in information retrieval, summarization,
and basic critical analysis. They learn how to locate relevant scholarly sources, understand
their main arguments, and present them coherently.

The scope of an undergraduate literature review is generally narrower than those at higher
levels, often focusing on a specific sub-topic or a limited number of key studies. It serves as
an exercise in academic writing, teaching students to integrate source material ethically,
use proper citation, and articulate their understanding of a given subject. This early
exposure is crucial for building the competencies required for more advanced academic



work, preparing them for the rigors of postgraduate research.

Master's and Doctoral Candidates: The Cornerstone of
Theses and Dissertations

For master's and especially doctoral candidates, the literature review transforms into a far
more extensive and sophisticated undertaking, forming a cornerstone of their theses and
dissertations. At this level, the literature review is not just a summary but a profound
demonstration of the candidate's mastery of their chosen field. It requires an in-depth,
comprehensive, and highly critical analysis of the scholarly discourse, often spanning
multiple theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches.

Doctoral literature reviews, in particular, are expected to identify significant research gaps,
intellectual debates, and conceptual ambiguities with precision, thereby justifying the
original contribution of the dissertation. They require candidates to not only synthesize
existing knowledge but also to engage critically with it, evaluating the strengths and
weaknesses of arguments, theoretical frameworks, and research designs. This rigorous
process solidifies the candidate's expertise and establishes the intellectual context for their
own innovative research.

Academic Researchers and Faculty Members: Advancing
Scholarship and Grant Applications

Academic researchers and faculty members continuously engage in writing literature
reviews as an integral part of their professional scholarly activities. For them, literature
reviews are essential components of journal articles, book chapters, conference
presentations, and, crucially, grant applications. When publishing research, a well-crafted
literature review positions the study within the current scholarly conversation, highlighting
its novelty and relevance to the field.

Moreover, faculty members often undertake standalone systematic reviews or meta-
analyses, which are comprehensive literature reviews designed to synthesize all available
evidence on a specific research question. These rigorous forms of literature review are
paramount for advancing knowledge, informing practice, and identifying future research
agendas. In grant applications, a robust literature review demonstrates the researcher's
expertise, the significance of the proposed work, and its potential impact, assuring funding
bodies of the project's foundational soundness.

Independent Researchers and Professionals: Informing
Practice and Policy

Beyond traditional academic settings, independent researchers and professionals across
various sectors also regularly engage in writing literature reviews. This includes



consultants, policy analysts, healthcare professionals, engineers, and many others who rely
on evidence-based practices to inform their decisions. For these individuals, a literature
review might be conducted to:

Assess the efficacy of new interventions or technologies.

Inform the development of new policies or guidelines.

Understand market trends or consumer behavior.

Evaluate existing best practices in a professional field.

Provide expert reports or recommendations to clients or organizations.

In these contexts, the literature review bridges the gap between academic research and
practical application, ensuring that professional judgments and strategic decisions are
grounded in the most current and robust evidence available. The ability to critically
appraise and synthesize research is therefore a valuable professional skill, extending its
utility far beyond the ivory tower.

Prerequisites and Skills for Writing an Effective
Literature Review

Crafting an effective literature review demands a distinct set of skills and a solid foundation
of knowledge. It is not merely about accumulating sources but about intelligently
interacting with them, dissecting their arguments, and weaving them into a coherent
narrative that serves a specific research purpose. Researchers, regardless of their
experience level, must cultivate several key abilities to excel in this endeavor.

Strong Research and Information Retrieval Skills

The bedrock of any successful literature review is the ability to efficiently and effectively
locate relevant scholarly information. This requires proficiency in navigating academic
databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, JSTOR), understanding advanced search
operators, and employing systematic search strategies. Researchers must be adept at
identifying keywords, using Boolean logic, and evaluating the credibility and relevance of
various sources. The capacity to stay updated with emerging research and to identify
seminal works within a field is also crucial for building a comprehensive body of literature.

Analytical and Critical Thinking Abilities



A literature review moves far beyond simple summarization; it demands rigorous analytical
and critical thinking. This involves dissecting individual studies to understand their
methodologies, theoretical underpinnings, key findings, and limitations. Furthermore,
researchers must be able to critically compare and contrast multiple sources, identify
inconsistencies or contradictions, evaluate the strength of evidence, and discern underlying
assumptions or biases. The ability to synthesize diverse perspectives into a cohesive
argument, rather than just presenting them in isolation, is a hallmark of a sophisticated
literature review.

Excellent Academic Writing and Organization Skills

The most insightful analysis is ineffective if it cannot be communicated clearly and logically.
Therefore, excellent academic writing skills are paramount. This includes maintaining a
formal, objective tone, using precise language, adhering to proper citation styles (e.g., APA,
MLA, Chicago), and constructing well-structured paragraphs and sections. Organizational
skills are equally vital for managing a potentially vast array of sources, creating a logical
flow for the review, and ensuring that the narrative builds towards a clear purpose, such as
identifying a research gap or supporting a particular argument.

Domain-Specific Knowledge and Expertise

While general research skills are transferable, an effective literature review also
necessitates a strong foundation in the specific subject matter. Domain-specific knowledge
allows the researcher to understand the nuances of the field, recognize the significance of
particular theories or concepts, and interpret research findings within their appropriate
context. Familiarity with key scholars, historical debates, and prevalent methodologies
within the discipline enables a more informed and authoritative critique of the existing
literature. Without this specialized understanding, a review risks being superficial or
misinterpreting the true contributions and limitations of prior work.

When is a Literature Review Typically Required?

The contexts in which a literature review is required are broad and varied, reflecting its
foundational role in academic and professional inquiry. While the specific format and depth
may differ, its fundamental purpose—to provide context and justify new
contributions—remains constant across these applications. Recognizing these common
requirements helps individuals prepare adequately for their research endeavors.

As Part of a Research Proposal

One of the earliest instances where a literature review is typically required is within a
research proposal. Whether for academic coursework, grant applications, or project
planning, a proposal needs to demonstrate that the proposed study is well-informed and



necessary. The literature review section in a proposal serves to:

Establish the current state of knowledge in the chosen area.

Identify key theories, concepts, and prior research findings.

Highlight existing research gaps or unresolved problems that the proposed study will
address.

Justify the significance and originality of the research questions.

Demonstrate the researcher's understanding of the field and its intellectual landscape.

This early review is crucial for convincing evaluators that the proposed project is viable,
relevant, and will contribute meaningfully to the discipline.

Within Theses, Dissertations, and Capstone Projects

The most comprehensive and critical literature reviews are almost invariably found within
master's theses, doctoral dissertations, and major capstone projects. In these extensive
works, the literature review usually forms one of the initial and most substantial chapters. It
serves multiple critical functions:

It provides an exhaustive overview of all relevant scholarship, meticulously analyzing
theoretical frameworks, research methodologies, and empirical evidence. It systematically
maps out the intellectual terrain, identifies controversies, and critically assesses the
strengths and weaknesses of previous studies. The literature review in a thesis or
dissertation ultimately builds a strong, evidence-based argument for the unique
contribution of the candidate's own research, positioning it as a logical and necessary
extension of existing knowledge.

For Journal Articles and Scholarly Publications

When preparing a manuscript for submission to an academic journal or for inclusion in a
scholarly book, a concise yet impactful literature review is essential. Even for empirical
studies, where the primary focus is on new data, a review is used to:

Set the context for the research problem, briefly summarize relevant theoretical
perspectives, and highlight key findings from previous studies that inform the current
investigation. It explains how the current study fits into the broader scholarly conversation,
how it addresses a specific gap, or how it contributes new insights to an ongoing debate.
The goal here is to be succinct but comprehensive enough to demonstrate familiarity with
the field and justify the current study's specific contribution to knowledge.



For Standalone Systematic Reviews or Meta-Analyses

In some instances, the entire research project is a literature review. Systematic reviews and
meta-analyses are research methodologies where the primary data consists of existing
scholarly articles. These types of reviews are highly structured and rigorous, aiming to
answer a specific research question by systematically identifying, appraising, and
synthesizing all relevant evidence. Who should write a literature review of this type often
includes senior researchers or teams, due to the extensive effort and expertise required.
They are critical for:

Providing the highest level of evidence in fields like medicine and public health, resolving
conflicting findings, quantifying effect sizes, and identifying areas where more primary
research is needed. These are complex endeavors that require meticulous planning,
execution, and reporting, often following established guidelines and protocols.

The Collaborative Nature of Literature Review
Writing

While a literature review is often perceived as an individual scholarly task, its creation,
especially for larger or more complex projects, can frequently involve collaborative
elements. This collaboration enhances the quality, breadth, and depth of the review,
drawing on diverse expertise and shared insights. Recognizing these collaborative avenues
can optimize the literature review process for many researchers.

Supervisors and Mentors: Guiding the Process

For students, particularly master's and doctoral candidates, the role of a supervisor or
mentor is indispensable in the literature review process. While the student ultimately writes
the review, the supervisor provides critical guidance, direction, and feedback. This
mentorship involves:

Helping to define the scope and focus of the review.

Suggesting key theoretical frameworks and seminal works.

Providing constructive criticism on the analysis and synthesis of sources.

Ensuring the review effectively identifies research gaps and justifies the proposed
study.

Guiding on academic writing style, structure, and ethical considerations.



This ongoing dialogue and expert advice are crucial for shaping a robust and academically
sound literature review, ensuring that the student develops the necessary critical research
skills.

Research Teams: Dividing and Conquering
Comprehensive Reviews

In larger research projects, particularly those involving systematic reviews, meta-analyses,
or interdisciplinary studies, the literature review process often becomes a team effort. This
collaborative approach allows for a more comprehensive and efficient coverage of vast
bodies of literature. Team members might divide tasks such as:

Performing extensive database searches using different strategies, screening identified
articles for relevance based on predefined criteria, extracting data from selected studies,
and critically appraising the quality of individual papers. Each member brings their specific
expertise, ensuring a rigorous and thorough review process. The collective analysis and
synthesis of findings by a research team can lead to a more nuanced and robust
interpretation of the existing evidence, enriching the overall quality of the literature review.

Ultimately, whether individual or collaborative, the objective remains to meticulously
engage with prior scholarship. Who should write a literature review is less about a single
type of person and more about anyone committed to advancing knowledge, making
informed decisions, or contributing to scholarly discourse. It is a fundamental skill that
underpins credible research and professional practice across virtually all disciplines.









Q: Can someone hire a professional to write their
literature review?
A: While the act of writing a literature review is a core academic and research
responsibility, specific ethical guidelines in academia generally prohibit students from hiring
someone to write their entire review for them, as it constitutes plagiarism and academic
misconduct. However, professional academic writing services can offer assistance with
editing, proofreading, formatting, and sometimes guidance on structuring the review or
refining research questions. For independent researchers or professionals outside of strict
academic institutions, commissioning a specialized research consultant to conduct a
literature search or synthesis for a specific project might be acceptable, provided ethical
standards and proper attribution are maintained.

Q: What are the biggest challenges in writing a
literature review?
A: The biggest challenges often include managing the vast amount of information available,
staying focused on the research question, critically analyzing and synthesizing diverse
findings rather than just summarizing them, identifying genuine research gaps, and
maintaining a coherent and logical flow throughout the review. Additionally, avoiding bias,
effectively dealing with contradictory evidence, and adhering to strict academic writing and
citation standards can be significant hurdles.

Q: How does a literature review differ for an
undergraduate vs. a PhD student?
A: The primary differences lie in scope, depth, and critical engagement. An undergraduate
literature review is typically narrower, focuses on summarizing key arguments, and aims to
demonstrate foundational understanding. A PhD literature review, conversely, is extensive,
highly critical, identifies subtle theoretical and methodological gaps, demonstrates mastery
of the field, and forms the core justification for the candidate's original research
contribution. The level of analytical sophistication and the breadth of sources examined are
significantly greater for a PhD student.

Q: Is it ever okay for someone not to write a literature
review for a research project?
A: It is exceptionally rare and generally discouraged for any formal research project to
completely omit a literature review. Even in highly innovative fields, there is always existing
knowledge, methods, or theoretical concepts to contextualize. However, the form and
length of the literature review might vary. For instance, a very short communication in a
journal might have an extremely condensed review, or certain experimental reports might
integrate background information into the introduction without a dedicated "Literature
Review" section. But the underlying process of understanding prior work is always
essential.



Q: What tools can assist in writing a literature review?
A: Various tools can assist researchers. Reference management software like Zotero,
Mendeley, or EndNote helps organize citations and generate bibliographies. Academic
databases (e.g., Web of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar) are crucial for finding sources.
Qualitative data analysis software (e.g., NVivo, ATLAS.ti) can sometimes be used to code
and analyze findings from literature for systematic reviews. Tools like Obsidian or Notion
can help with note-taking and concept mapping to structure the review. AI-powered tools
are emerging for summarizing papers or suggesting related literature, though critical
human oversight remains paramount.

Q: How do you know when your literature review is
"complete"?
A: A literature review is considered "complete" when it adequately fulfills its purpose:
establishing context, demonstrating familiarity with the field, identifying key theories and
findings, and, most importantly, clearly defining and justifying the research gap or problem
that the current study addresses. For systematic reviews, completion is tied to exhausting
systematic search protocols. For others, it's often a pragmatic decision made in
consultation with supervisors, when new searches yield diminishing returns, and the
narrative sufficiently supports the research question without unnecessary breadth.

Q: Should a literature review only summarize, or should
it critically analyze?
A: A truly effective literature review must go beyond mere summarization; it absolutely
requires critical analysis. While summarizing key findings is a starting point, the core value
lies in evaluating, comparing, contrasting, and synthesizing existing works. This involves
critiquing methodologies, identifying theoretical gaps, pointing out inconsistencies in
findings, and building a coherent argument that supports the rationale for the current
research. Simple summarization without critical engagement is generally considered
insufficient for academic work beyond introductory levels.
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