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Writing A Literature For A Dissertation Example

Introduction: The Foundation of Your Academic Contribution

The literature review is often the most misunderstood section of a dissertation. Many students imagine it as a simple summary
of books and articles, a list of summaries that proves they have done some reading. In reality, a literature review is a rigorous,
argument-driven piece of academic writing. It is your chance to demonstrate that you understand the conversation already
happening in your field and that you have something new and important to add. When you are writing a literature for a
dissertation example,  you are not merely reporting what others have said; you are building a case for why your own
research  is  necessary,  credible,  and  valuable.  A  well-executed  literature  review  situates  your  study  within  existing
scholarship, identifies gaps or contradictions, and establishes the theoretical and methodological foundations for your work.
Without this critical foundation, your entire dissertation risks appearing disconnected from the scholarly community you aim
to join.

This article will guide you through the process of constructing a powerful, coherent, and persuasive literature review. We will
explore everything from defining your scope and searching for sources to synthesizing arguments and avoiding common
pitfalls. Whether you are an undergraduate tackling your first major project or a doctoral candidate preparing a thesis, the
principles outlined here will help you transform a daunting task into a manageable and even rewarding intellectual exercise.
Remember, the goal is not to prove you have read everything, but to prove you have read strategically and thoughtfully, and
that your work emerges logically from what has come before.

Understanding the Purpose of the Literature Review

Before you write a single word, you must understand what a literature review is meant to accomplish. It serves several
distinct but interconnected purposes within your dissertation. First, it provides the theoretical context for your research. It
shows readers which scholarly traditions you are drawing upon and how your work fits into the broader academic landscape.
Second, it identifies a specific gap, problem, or unresolved debate that your research will address. This is the "so what?"



factor that justifies your entire project. Third, it demonstrates your command of the field, establishing your credibility as a
researcher who understands the key concepts, methodologies, and debates relevant to your topic. Fourth, it helps refine your
own research questions and hypotheses by exposing you to what has already been attempted and what remains to be
explored. When you are writing a literature for a dissertation example, you are essentially creating a roadmap that shows
how your study connects to and extends existing knowledge.

A common mistake is treating the literature review as a purely descriptive exercise. Do not simply summarize one source after
another. Instead, you must synthesize, compare, and critique. Your review should be organized thematically, conceptually, or
methodologically, not source by source. You are telling a story about the evolution of ideas in your field, highlighting key
turning points, influential studies, and persistent controversies. This narrative approach makes your review engaging and
persuasive, transforming it from a chore into a compelling argument for the necessity of your research.

How to Write a Literature Review for a Dissertation: A Step-by-Step
Approach

The process of writing a literature review can be broken down into a series of manageable stages. Following this structured
approach will help you stay organized, focused, and productive. While the exact steps may vary depending on your discipline
and project, the core principles remain consistent across the social sciences, humanities, and many STEM fields.

Step 1: Define Your Scope and Research Questions

Your literature review cannot cover everything. The sheer volume of published research in any given field is overwhelming, so
you must set clear boundaries. Begin by revisiting your dissertation's central research questions. What exactly are you trying
to find out? Which concepts, theories, or phenomena are central to your inquiry? Use these questions to define the scope of
your review. For example, if you are studying the impact of remote work on employee well-being, you might decide to focus on
studies published in the last ten years, in English, and within the fields of organizational psychology and management. You
might also decide to exclude studies on freelance or gig work to keep the scope manageable. Documenting your inclusion and
exclusion criteria helps you stay disciplined and allows readers to understand the boundaries of your search.
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Step 2: Conduct a Comprehensive but Targeted Search

Now you need to find the literature. Use academic databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, Scopus, Web of Science, and
discipline-specific repositories like PubMed or PsycINFO. Develop a list of keywords and search terms derived from your
research questions.  Use Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) to refine your searches.  For instance,  "remote work AND
employee well-being AND productivity" will yield more targeted results than "remote work" alone. Keep a detailed record of
your searches, including the databases used, the search terms, the date of the search, and the number of results. This
documentation is not only good research practice but also essential for the methodology section of your dissertation. As you
find relevant articles, use their reference lists (called "citation chaining" or "snowballing") to discover additional sources. This
technique often uncovers seminal works that your initial searches missed.

Step 3: Evaluate and Select Sources Critically

Not all sources are created equal. You must evaluate each potential source for relevance, credibility, and quality. Ask yourself:
Is this source directly relevant to my research questions? Is it  published in a reputable peer-reviewed journal or by a
respected academic press? Is the author an established scholar in the field? Is the research methodology sound? Is the
publication date recent enough to be current, or is it a foundational work that remains influential? As you read, focus on
extracting key findings, theoretical frameworks, methodological approaches, and arguments. You should also note how each
source relates to others. Does it support, challenge, or extend previous work? This critical evaluation is the raw material for
your synthesis.

Step 4: Organize Your Literature Thematically

Now you must impose structure on the material. Resist the temptation to organize your review by source (e.g., "Smith (2019)
found that...", "Jones (2020) argued that..."). Instead, identify recurring themes, debates, or methodological approaches in the
literature. For example, a review on remote work might have themes like "Productivity and Performance," "Employee Well-
being and Burnout," "Communication and Collaboration," and "Organizational Culture and Trust." Within each theme, you
would  discuss  and  compare  the  relevant  studies,  highlighting  areas  of  agreement  and  disagreement.  This  thematic
organization demonstrates that you understand the literature at a conceptual level and that you can synthesize complex
information. It also creates a logical flow that builds toward the identification of a research gap.



Step 5: Write, Revise, and Synthesize

With a clear thematic structure in place, you are ready to write. Start each section with a topic sentence that introduces the
theme and its relevance to your research. Then, present the key studies within that theme, comparing and contrasting their
findings, methods, and arguments. Use transitional phrases to show relationships: "Similarly," "In contrast," "Extending this
work," "Challenging this view," "A related line of research." Your goal is to build a coherent argument, not just a list of
summaries. After presenting and discussing the literature within each theme, conclude the section by summarizing the state
of knowledge and pointing out what remains unclear, contradictory, or underexplored. These gaps will lead directly into the
final, crucial part of your review: the identification of your research niche.

Writing a Literature for a Dissertation Example: A Concrete Illustration

To bring these principles to life, let us examine a brief example of how you might craft a section of a literature review.
Imagine you are a student in educational psychology researching the effect of gamification on student motivation in online
learning environments. Below is a short, illustrative excerpt that models good practice.

Example Section: Gamification, Motivation, and the Role of Autonomy

The relationship between gamification and student motivation has received substantial attention in the literature. Early
studies, such as those by Hamari, Koivisto, and Sarsa (2014), suggested that gamification elements like points, badges, and
leaderboards can increase short-term engagement and extrinsic motivation. However, these effects were frequently found to
diminish over time, raising questions about the sustainability of such approaches. In contrast, a growing body of research has
focused on how gamification can foster intrinsic motivation by supporting students' basic psychological needs for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness, as articulated in Self-Determination Theory (SDT). For instance, Sailer, Hense, Mayr, and Mandl
(2017) demonstrated that gamification designs offering meaningful choices and feedback enhanced feelings of competence
and autonomy, which in turn predicted sustained motivation. Similarly, Mekler, Brühlmann, Tuch, and Opwis (2017) found
that  narrative-based  gamification,  which  allowed  students  to  shape  their  own  learning  paths,  was  more  effective  at
maintaining intrinsic motivation than simple point-based systems. These findings collectively suggest that the design of the
gamification system, particularly the degree of student autonomy it affords, is a critical moderator of its motivational impact.
Nevertheless, a notable gap remains: few studies have examined these dynamics specifically in fully asynchronous online
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learning environments, where students have minimal direct instructor interaction. This gap is significant because the absence
of real-time support may heighten the importance of autonomous design features. The present study aims to address this gap
by investigating the effects of autonomy-supportive gamification on motivation in an asynchronous online course.

Notice several features of this example. It begins with a general claim about the literature. It groups studies by their thematic
and theoretical focus. It compares and contrasts findings. It uses transitional phrases to show relationships. It identifies a
clear research gap. And it explicitly states how the author's study will address that gap. This is the template for a successful
literature review paragraph.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even experienced researchers fall into traps when writing literature reviews. Being aware of these common pitfalls can save
you time and frustration. Here are some of the most frequent issues and strategies for avoiding them.

The "Summary List" Approach: This is the most common mistake. You present one study after another with minimal
connection or synthesis. Solution: Always organize by theme, concept, or methodology, not by author. Force yourself to
discuss multiple sources within each paragraph.
Lack of Critical Engagement: You accept every study as equally valid and fail to critique methodology, assumptions, or
conclusions. Solution: Ask critical questions of every source. Is the sample size adequate? Are the measures valid? Do the
conclusions follow logically from the data?
Over-reliance on Direct Quotations: You use long quotes instead of paraphrasing and summarizing. Solution: Quote
only when the original wording is uniquely powerful or precise. Otherwise, paraphrase and cite.
Ignoring Contradictory Findings: You only cite studies that support your own perspective. Solution: Engage with
dissenting views. Acknowledging and addressing counterarguments strengthens your own position and demonstrates
intellectual honesty.
Weak or Missing Conclusion: The review ends abruptly without a clear summary of the state of knowledge and the
identified gap. Solution: End your review with a dedicated section that synthesizes the main findings, reiterates the
limitations or gaps in the literature, and explicitly states how your research will fill one of those gaps.



Structuring a Literature for a Dissertation Example

The overall structure of your literature review chapter will depend on your discipline and the nature of your research.
However, a conventional and effective structure includes the following components. First, an introductory paragraph that
states the purpose of the review, its scope and structure, and the main themes that will be covered. Next, a series of thematic
sections, each dedicated to a major theme, debate, or body of literature. Within each section, you present, compare, and
critique the relevant studies, building toward a partial conclusion. Finally, a concluding section that synthesizes the entire
review, identifies the overarching research gap or problem, and explicitly states how your dissertation will address this gap.
This final section should transition smoothly into your methodology chapter, creating a seamless narrative arc.

Tips for Maintaining Your Academic Voice

Throughout the literature review, your own analytical voice must remain present and active. You are not a passive reporter of
facts;  you are an active interpreter and critic.  Use language that signals your own judgment. Phrases like "This study
convincingly demonstrates," "A limitation of this approach is," "Less clear is the extent to which," and "These findings suggest
that" help establish your critical perspective. Avoid hiding behind passive constructions and vague references. Be precise
about what each source contributes and where it falls short. Your readers want to hear your considered assessment of the
field, not a neutral catalog of other people's work. The strongest literature reviews simultaneously showcase the work of
others and assert the writer's own scholarly identity.

Conclusion: Your Literature Review as a Scholarly Argument

Writing a literature for a dissertation example is not a chore to be endured; it is the intellectual engine of your entire project.
When done well,  it  establishes your credibility,  clarifies your contribution,  and creates a compelling rationale for your
research. It demonstrates that you are not working in isolation but are instead entering a vibrant, ongoing


