
how to write a literature review question

how to write a literature review question effectively is a crucial skill for any researcher, student, or
academic embarking on a comprehensive literature review. A well-formulated literature review question acts as
the guiding star for your entire research process, defining the scope, direction, and ultimate outcomes of your
scholarly investigation. This detailed article will illuminate the intricacies of crafting robust and focused
review questions, ensuring your work contributes meaningfully to existing knowledge. We will explore the
fundamental characteristics of effective questions, outline a systematic approach to their development, and
provide practical strategies for refinement. By understanding the principles and techniques discussed here, you
will be equipped to develop review questions that drive impactful and rigorous academic inquiry.
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Understanding the Importance of a Literature Review Question

A literature review question serves as the foundational element upon which an entire literature review is built.
Without a clear and focused question, the review risks becoming an unfocused summary of various sources,
lacking direction and coherence. The primary purpose of developing a precise literature review question is to
provide a clear roadmap for the research process, guiding the selection of relevant literature, the synthesis of
findings, and the presentation of results.

The explicit formulation of a review question helps researchers to delineate the boundaries of their inquiry,
preventing them from being overwhelmed by the vast amount of available scholarly information. It ensures that
the literature search is targeted and efficient, focusing only on studies and articles that directly contribute
to answering the question. Moreover, a strong question aids in critically appraising the gathered evidence,
allowing for a more systematic and rigorous analysis of existing knowledge gaps, controversies, or emerging
trends within a specific field of study.

Characteristics of a Strong Literature Review Question

Crafting an effective literature review question requires a careful consideration of several key
characteristics. These attributes ensure that the question is not only answerable but also relevant,
significant, and capable of generating a comprehensive and insightful review. Understanding these traits is
paramount to learning how to write a literature review question that stands up to academic scrutiny.

A robust literature review question should be:

Specific: It should clearly define the population, intervention, comparison, and outcome (PICO) or similar



elements, leaving no ambiguity about what is being investigated.

Answerable: There must be existing literature or data that can realistically provide an answer to the
question. Highly speculative or unresearchable questions are unproductive.

Relevant: The question should address a significant gap in knowledge, resolve a debate, or explore an
important issue within the field, contributing new insights.

Feasible: Given the resources (time, access to databases, language skills) available, the question should
be manageable to research within the project's timeframe.

Focused: While specific, it should not be so narrow that it yields too little literature, nor so broad
that it becomes unmanageable. It needs to strike a balance.

Unambiguous: The terms used in the question should be clear, well-defined, and understood in a
consistent manner by the researcher and potential readers.

Key Considerations Before Formulating Your Question

Before you even begin to write a literature review question, there are several foundational considerations
that will significantly impact its quality and viability. These preliminary steps help to lay a solid
groundwork, ensuring your question is well-informed and strategically chosen.

Firstly, identifying a broad area of interest is essential. This could stem from your academic discipline,
professional experience, or curiosity about a particular phenomenon. Once a general topic is established,
conducting a preliminary, exploratory search of the literature can be incredibly valuable. This initial scan
helps you to grasp the current landscape of research, identify key authors, theories, and existing review
articles. This stage is not about exhaustive searching but rather about familiarizing yourself with the terrain.

Secondly, consider the purpose and scope of your literature review. Is it part of a larger dissertation, a
standalone paper, or a specific course assignment? The nature of the project will dictate the depth and breadth
required for your question. A doctoral thesis will demand a more extensive and complex question than an
undergraduate essay. Understanding your review's ultimate goal helps in tailoring the question appropriately.

Finally, reflect on your own knowledge and expertise. While a literature review aims to expand your
understanding, having some background in the chosen area can help you identify more nuanced research gaps and
formulate more sophisticated questions. Be honest about your limitations and choose a topic where you can
realistically engage with the existing scholarship.

Step-by-Step Guide to Formulating Your Literature Review
Question

The process of how to write a literature review question is iterative and involves several systematic steps.
Following a structured approach can demystify the process and lead to a more effective research question.

Here is a step-by-step guide:

Choose a Broad Topic: Start with a general area of interest. This could be a concept, a problem, a1.
theory, or a debate within your field. For example, "impact of social media on mental health."

Conduct Preliminary Research: Perform an initial search using general keywords. Read abstracts,2.
introductory sections, and conclusion paragraphs of relevant articles. This helps you understand what
has already been researched and where the gaps might lie. For instance, you might find many studies on
adolescents but fewer on specific adult populations.



Identify Gaps, Debates, or Emerging Trends: As you review the preliminary literature, look for areas3.
where research is sparse, contradictory findings exist, or new phenomena are developing. This is where
your review can add value. Perhaps there's a lack of consensus on the specific mechanisms through which
social media affects well-being.

Narrow Down Your Focus: Refine your broad topic into a more specific area. Instead of "impact of social4.
media on mental health," consider "the relationship between Instagram use and self-esteem among young
adults."

Formulate a Draft Question: Based on your narrowed focus, write an initial version of your question.5.
Don't worry about perfection at this stage. It might be: "What is the impact of Instagram on self-
esteem?"

Identify Key Concepts and Keywords: Break down your draft question into its core components. For the6.
example, these would be "Instagram use," "self-esteem," and "young adults." Brainstorm synonyms and
related terms for each concept.

Apply a Question Framework (Optional but Recommended): Use a framework like PICO (Population,7.
Intervention/Exposure, Comparison, Outcome) or SPIDER (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design,
Evaluation, Research type) to structure your question, especially in health sciences or qualitative
research respectively. This helps ensure all critical elements are present.

Refine and Evaluate: Critically assess your question against the characteristics of a strong question8.
(specific, answerable, relevant, feasible, focused, unambiguous). Ask yourself: "Is it too broad? Too
narrow? Can I realistically find enough literature to answer it?"

Seek Feedback: Share your draft question with peers, mentors, or supervisors. Their perspectives can help9.
identify weaknesses or suggest improvements you might have overlooked.

Common Frameworks for Structuring Review Questions

While a general step-by-step approach is helpful, utilizing established frameworks can significantly streamline
the process of how to write a literature review question, particularly for specific types of reviews. These
frameworks provide a structured way to ensure all essential elements are included, enhancing clarity and
focus.

One of the most widely used frameworks, particularly in health sciences and systematic reviews, is PICO:

P (Population/Patient/Problem): Who are you interested in? What is the group or condition under
study?

I (Intervention/Exposure): What is the specific intervention, exposure, or prognostic factor being
investigated?

C (Comparison): What is the alternative intervention or control group being compared against?
(Optional for some reviews).

O (Outcome): What are the effects or outcomes you are hoping to measure or identify?

For example, using PICO, a question could be: "In adolescents (P), does cognitive behavioral therapy (I)
compared to standard care (C) improve symptoms of anxiety (O)?"

Another framework, often favored for qualitative research or mixed-methods reviews, is SPIDER:

S (Sample): Who are the participants or population of interest?



PI (Phenomenon of Interest): What is the experience, event, or process being studied?

D (Design): What type of research design is relevant (e.g., qualitative, ethnography, phenomenology)?

E (Evaluation): What are the outcomes or aspects of experience being evaluated (e.g., beliefs, attitudes,
perceptions)?

R (Research type): What kind of research is sought (e.g., qualitative, mixed methods)?

An example using SPIDER might be: "What are the perceptions (E) of university students (S) regarding the
transition to online learning (PI) during the COVID-19 pandemic, based on qualitative studies (D/R)?"

Other frameworks, such as PEO (Population, Exposure, Outcome) or ECLIPSE (Expectation, Client group,
Location, Impact, Professionals, Service), also exist and can be tailored to different research contexts. The
choice of framework depends on the nature of your review and your specific discipline.

Refining and Piloting Your Literature Review Question

Once you have a draft question, the next critical phase in how to write a literature review question is its
refinement and piloting. This stage ensures that your question is not only theoretically sound but also
practically workable.

Refinement involves a detailed examination of each component of your question. Are the terms precisely defined?
Could any part be misinterpreted? For example, if your question involves "technology use," you might need to
specify "mobile technology" or "social media platforms" to enhance clarity. This also involves ensuring that
the scope is appropriate. If your initial search yields hundreds of thousands of results, your question is likely
too broad and needs narrowing. Conversely, if it yields only a handful, it might be too narrow or the topic
might lack sufficient literature.

Piloting your question is essentially performing a mini-literature search using your refined question and its
associated keywords. This involves:

Using your question's keywords in several relevant academic databases (e.g., PubMed, Scopus, Web of
Science, PsycINFO).

Analyzing the initial search results: Do they align with your expectations? Are there too many
irrelevant articles? Are there enough relevant ones?

Identifying additional or more effective keywords that emerge from the relevant articles you find.

Assessing the feasibility of finding enough high-quality literature to address your question
comprehensively within your allotted time and resources.

Based on the pilot search, you may need to adjust your question further. This iterative process of drafting,
searching, and refining is vital for developing a robust and manageable literature review question. It's not
uncommon to go through several iterations before arriving at the final version.

Avoiding Common Pitfalls in Question Development

Even with a structured approach, several common pitfalls can derail the process of how to write a literature
review question. Being aware of these traps can help researchers circumvent them, leading to a more effective
and successful review.

One prevalent issue is creating a question that is too broad. A question like "What is the impact of climate
change?" is impossible to answer within a single literature review due to its expansive scope. Such questions
lead to superficial reviews that lack depth and focus. Conversely, a question that is too narrow, such as



"What is the specific effect of caffeine on the short-term memory of 23-year-old male psychology students in
New York City on Tuesdays?", might yield insufficient literature and be overly specific to provide generalizable
insights.

Another pitfall is formulating a question that is merely descriptive rather than analytical or synthetic.
While some descriptive elements are necessary, a strong review question moves beyond simply summarizing what
is known to explore relationships, evaluate theories, or identify gaps. For instance, "What are the
characteristics of effective leadership?" is less impactful than "How do different leadership styles impact team
performance in remote work environments?"

Furthermore, avoiding questions that are inherently biased or loaded with assumptions is crucial. A question
should be neutral and allow for exploration of various perspectives, not designed to confirm a preconceived
notion. Similarly, ensuring your question is truly a "question" and not a statement or a topic area is
fundamental. It must invite an inquiry and an answer, rather than simply defining an area of study.

The Role of Your Question in the Literature Review Process

The significance of how to write a literature review question extends far beyond its initial formulation; it
permeates every subsequent stage of the literature review process. The question acts as the central organizing
principle, dictating crucial decisions and shaping the final output.

Firstly, the review question directly influences your literature search strategy. It determines the keywords,
search terms, and databases you will utilize, ensuring that your search is comprehensive yet targeted.
Without a precise question, your search could become an unfocused expedition, yielding an unmanageable
volume of irrelevant articles.

Secondly, it guides the selection and critical appraisal of sources. As you encounter potential articles, you
will constantly refer back to your question, asking: "Does this article directly help answer my question?"
This critical filtering prevents the inclusion of extraneous information and maintains the review's focus. The
question also helps in evaluating the methodological quality and relevance of each study to your specific
inquiry.

Thirdly, the question structures the data extraction and synthesis phase. It provides a framework for how
you will group, categorize, and synthesize the findings from diverse studies. Whether you are identifying common
themes, contradictory evidence, or emerging patterns, your question informs the analytical lens through which
you examine the collected literature. It ensures that the synthesis directly addresses the problem or gap
identified at the outset.

Finally, the review question profoundly impacts the presentation and discussion of your findings. The entire
structure of your literature review, from the introductory scope to the concluding remarks, will be organized
around providing a comprehensive answer to your initial question. It dictates the arguments you make, the
evidence you present, and the conclusions you draw, culminating in a coherent and impactful contribution to
your field.

Q: What is the primary purpose of a literature review question?

A: The primary purpose of a literature review question is to provide a clear focus and direction for the entire
literature review process. It defines the scope of the inquiry, guides the systematic search for relevant
literature, helps in the critical appraisal and synthesis of findings, and ultimately ensures the review addresses
a specific problem, gap, or debate within a field of study.

Q: How does a good literature review question differ from a general topic?

A: A general topic, such as "childhood obesity," is a broad area of interest. A good literature review question,
however, transforms this topic into a specific, answerable inquiry. For example, "What is the effectiveness of
school-based interventions in reducing childhood obesity among elementary school children?" This question
specifies the population, intervention, and outcome, making it researchable and focused.



Q: What are the key characteristics of an effective literature review
question?

A: An effective literature review question should be Specific, Answerable, Relevant, Feasible, Focused, and
Unambiguous (SARFFU). It must clearly define what is being studied, be supported by existing literature,
address an important issue, be manageable within given resources, avoid being too broad or too narrow, and use
clear, consistently understood terms.

Q: Why is it important to conduct preliminary research before formulating
the question?

A: Preliminary research is crucial because it helps researchers understand the existing landscape of knowledge
on a topic. This initial exploration allows for the identification of key theories, prevailing research methods,
prominent authors, and, most importantly, existing gaps, controversies, or emerging trends that a new
literature review could address. It prevents unknowingly repeating previous work and helps in formulating a
question that genuinely contributes to the field.

Q: Can I change my literature review question after I've started my review?

A: While it's ideal to have a well-defined question from the outset, it is not uncommon for a literature review
question to evolve and be refined during the initial stages of the review process. As you delve deeper into the
literature, you might discover that your initial question was too broad, too narrow, or that a more
pertinent gap exists. However, significant changes later in the process can lead to substantial rework, so
iterative refinement early on is recommended.

Q: What is the PICO framework and when is it most useful?

A: PICO stands for Population, Intervention, Comparison, and Outcome. It is a widely used framework for
structuring literature review questions, particularly in evidence-based medicine, systematic reviews, and
health-related research. It helps to ensure that all critical elements of a clinical or public health question
are included, making the question precise and guiding a systematic search for relevant studies.

Q: How does a literature review question help in synthesizing findings?

A: The literature review question acts as a central filter and organizing principle for synthesizing findings. As
you read articles, you evaluate how each piece of research contributes to answering your question. This helps
you to identify common themes, divergent results, methodological gaps, and areas of consensus or debate,
allowing you to structure your synthesis in a way that directly addresses the components of your question.

Q: What should I do if my pilot search yields very few results for my
question?

A: If your pilot search yields very few results, your question might be too narrow or the specific topic may
not have been extensively researched. You should consider broadening your question slightly (e.g., expanding
the population, intervention, or outcome), using more general keywords, or exploring semantic variations of
your terms. Alternatively, it might indicate a significant research gap, which could be a strength if handled
carefully, but you'd need to acknowledge the scarcity of literature in your review.
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