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Mastering the art of conducting a thorough
literature search is paramount for success
in the social sciences. This comprehensive
guide, inspired by the Sage Study Skills
series, will equip you with the necessary
skills and strategies to navigate the vast
landscape of scholarly work effectively.
We'll cover everything from identifying
relevant keywords and databases to
critically evaluating sources and managing
your research effectively. This process,
often the foundation of any strong social
science research paper, involves more than
just finding articles; it's about building a
robust understanding of your chosen topic.

Understanding the
Importance of a Robust
Literature Review

A comprehensive literature review isn't
merely a checklist item; it's the cornerstone
of any impactful social science research. It
serves several crucial purposes:

¢ Identifying Knowledge Gaps: A
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literature search reveals what
research already exists on your topic,
highlighting areas where more
investigation is needed. This allows
you to formulate a unique and
valuable research question.

¢ Developing a Theoretical
Framework: By reviewing existing
literature, you can establish a
theoretical framework - the lens
through which you'll interpret your
findings. This framework grounds
your research in established social
science theories.

¢ Refining your Research Question:
The initial research question often
evolves as you delve deeper into the
literature. A comprehensive review
helps refine and sharpen your focus.

¢ Avoiding Redundancy: A thorough
literature search ensures you avoid
duplicating existing research and
contribute something novel to the
field.

¢ Strengthening your Methodology:
The literature review informs your
methodological choices, helping you
select appropriate research designs
and data collection techniques.

Doing A Literature Search A Comprehensive Guide For The
Social Sciences Sage Study Skills Series

3



Keywords and Database
Selection: The Foundation
of Your Search

Effective literature searching begins with
meticulous keyword selection. Consider
using synonyms and related terms to
broaden your search. For example, instead
of just "social inequality," you might use
terms like "social stratification,"
"socioeconomic disparities," and "wealth
distribution." This approach improves your
chances of finding relevant research using a
variety of search terms. Keyword research
is crucial for success.

Once you've identified your keywords,
choosing the right databases is essential.
For social science research, key databases
include:

e Web of Science: A comprehensive
multidisciplinary database with strong
social science coverage.

¢ Scopus: Another large
multidisciplinary database with
excellent citation tracking
capabilities.

e JSTOR: A digital library containing a
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vast archive of academic journals,
books, and primary sources.

e PubMed (for health-related social
science): Focuses on biomedical
literature, but includes relevant social
science research related to health and
well-being.

¢ Google Scholar: While not
exclusively academic, Google Scholar
can be useful for locating less
traditional sources and gray
literature.

Remember to utilize the advanced search
features within each database. These
features allow you to combine keywords,
specify publication dates, and filter results
by language, document type (e.g., journal
articles, book chapters), and other relevant
criteria. Effective use of these database
search strategies is vital.

Evaluating and Managing
Your Sources: Critical
Analysis and Organization

Finding relevant sources is only half the
battle. Critically evaluating the quality and
relevance of each source is just as
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important. Consider the following:

¢ Author Credibility: What are the
author's credentials? Are they experts
in the field?

e Publication Venue: Is the source
published in a reputable peer-
reviewed journal or book?

e Methodology: Is the research
methodology clearly described and
appropriate for the research
question?

¢ Bias and Objectivity: Does the
source present a balanced and
objective perspective?

¢ Date of Publication: Is the source
up-to-date? Older sources may still be
valuable, but you should be aware of
potential limitations.

Efficiently managing your sources is
essential. Use a citation management tool
like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote to
organize your references, annotate articles,
and generate citations in your preferred
style (e.g., APA, MLA, Chicago). This
ensures you maintain accuracy and
consistency in your literature review and
throughout your entire research process.
Citation management is a crucial skill for
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academic success.

Writing the Literature
Review: Synthesis and
Argumentation

The literature review isn’t merely a
summary of individual studies; it’s a
synthesis of existing knowledge, forming a
coherent narrative that supports your
research question. You must demonstrate
your understanding of the existing
literature and identify key themes, debates,
and gaps in the research. This synthesis is
where your critical thinking skills are most
prominently showcased. Effective
literature review writing is a skill honed
through practice.

Structure your literature review logically,
progressing from broad overviews to more
specific discussions. Clearly articulate the
relationships between different studies and
highlight areas of agreement and
disagreement. Present your analysis in a
clear, concise, and well-supported manner.
Always cite your sources correctly to avoid
plagiarism.
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Conclusion: Mastering the
Literature Search for
Social Science Success

Conducting a thorough literature search is
an iterative process, requiring patience,
persistence, and critical thinking. By
mastering the skills outlined in this guide,
you'll not only successfully complete your
literature review but also lay a solid
foundation for impactful social science
research. Remember that a well-executed
literature search is not just about finding
sources; it’s about engaging critically with
them, synthesizing their insights, and using
this knowledge to shape your own research.

Frequently Asked
Questions

Q1: How do I narrow down my search
when I find too many results?

A1l: Refine your keywords, using more
specific terms or combining keywords with
Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT). Limit
your search by date, language, or document
type. Use the advanced search features
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offered by your chosen databases. Consider
using filters to focus on specific
methodologies or research designs.
Experiment with different search strategies
until you identify a manageable number of
relevant sources.

Q2: What constitutes "enough" sources
for a literature review?

A2: There's no magic number. The quantity
of sources needed depends on factors such
as the scope of your research, the
availability of relevant literature, and the
requirements of your assignment or
publication. Focus on depth and quality
over sheer quantity. A literature review with
fewer but well-chosen and critically
analyzed sources is superior to a review
with many superficially examined papers.

Q3: How do I deal with conflicting
findings in the literature?

A3: Acknowledging and discussing
conflicting findings is essential for
demonstrating critical engagement with the
literature. Analyze the potential reasons for
the discrepancies (e.g., different
methodologies, samples, or theoretical
frameworks). Consider whether these
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conflicts point to a need for further
research. Don’t try to "resolve" the conflict;
rather, highlight the complexities of the
issue and suggest directions for future
research to address the inconsistencies.

Q4: What if I can’t find any research on
a specific aspect of my topic?

A4: This is a common occurrence. It
indicates a gap in the existing literature,
which is a valuable finding in itself. You can
highlight this gap in your literature review,
suggesting avenues for future research to
address the unexplored area.

Q5: How can I avoid plagiarism when
writing my literature review?

A5: Always cite your sources correctly
using a consistent citation style. Paraphrase
rather than directly quoting unless the
quote is essential. Use quotation marks for
direct quotes and cite the source
immediately afterward. Utilize a citation
management tool to help you keep track of
your sources and avoid accidental
plagiarism.

Q6: How long should a literature review
be?
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AG6: The length of a literature review
depends on the overall length of your
research paper or dissertation. It should be
proportionate to the overall project,
providing a comprehensive overview of
relevant literature without overwhelming
the reader. Your assignment guidelines will
usually specify an appropriate length or
word count.

Q7: What types of sources should I
include in my literature review?

A7: Include peer-reviewed journal articles,
books, book chapters, and other scholarly
sources such as government reports,
conference proceedings, and reputable
websites. The specific types of sources will
depend on your topic and research
question.

Q8: How can I improve my literature
search skills over time?

A8: Practice regularly. Experiment with
different search strategies and databases.
Attend workshops or seminars on research
methods. Seek feedback from your
professors or mentors on your literature
review. Continuously refine your search
techniques based on your experiences and
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feedback. Keeping a log of your searches,
including keywords and databases used, can
also improve efficiency over time.

Doing a Literature Search: A
Comprehensive Guide for the Social
Sciences Sage Study Skills Series

Introduction:

Embarking on academic research in the
social sciences can feel like navigating a
labyrinth . The sheer expanse of existing
scholarship can be overwhelming .
However, mastering the art of conducting a
thorough research survey is essential to
accomplishment in your research pursuits.
This guide, designed as part of the Sage
Study Skills series, will equip you with the
necessary tools and methods to effectively
examine the existing collection of
knowledge relevant to your research
question . We'll explore everything from
identifying keywords to managing your
findings, ultimately helping you to build a
strong foundation for your own insights .

Part 1: Defining Your Research Question
and Scope

Before you even start your search, it's vital
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to have a well-defined research question .
This serves as your compass , directing your
efforts and mitigating you from wandering
aimlessly in a sea of data . Think of it like
planning a expedition : without a
destination, you'll never arrive your goal. A
well-defined research question will help you
identify the appropriate keywords and
concepts to use in your searches. Consider
the scope of your research - are you
exploring a broad topic or focusing on a
more narrow domain? The scope will
influence your search approach and the
resources you consult .

Part 2: Identifying Keywords and Search
Strategies

Choosing the right keywords is the
cornerstone of a productive literature
search. Brainstorm alternatives for your
core concepts, considering both general and
narrow terms. Using a blend of both will
help you acquire a comprehensive range of
applicable results . Experiment with
different combinations of keywords, using
logical operators like AND, OR, and NOT to
focus your searches. For instance,
searching for "social media AND political
polarization" will yield different results than
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"social media OR political polarization."
Explore the use of truncation to widen your
search to include variations of your
keywords. Furthermore, consider using
quotation marks to search for specific terms

Part 3: Utilizing Databases and Search
Engines

The social sciences present a plethora of
archives designed to assist literature
searches. Familiarize yourself with
databases like JSTOR, Scopus, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar. Each database
has its own distinctive interface and search
capabilities . Explore the advanced search
options offered by each database to fine-
tune your searches. Don't restrict yourself
to a single database; investigate multiple
databases to maximize your chances of
finding relevant material. Remember to
critically evaluate the credibility of your
sources. Consider the author's expertise ,
the journal impact factor , and the overall
validity of the research methodology.

Part 4: Organizing and Synthesizing Your
Findings

As your collection of publications grows ,
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it's vital to develop a system for arranging
your findings. Use reference management
software like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote
to archive your citations and comment on
the articles. This will improve your
productivity in the long run and help you
quickly locate your sources when writing
your literature review. As you review the
research , start to recognize trends and
integrate your findings into a unified
narrative. This process will help you to
shape your own research arguments and
contribute to the existing body of
knowledge.

Conclusion:

Conducting a thorough literature search is a
fundamental skill for any social scientist. By
employing the strategies outlined in this
guide, you can effectively navigate the vast
landscape of social science literature and
build a strong foundation for your own
scholarly pursuits. Remember that the
literature search is an continuous process,
often demanding refinement and adaptation
as your research develops . Embrace the
task, and your efforts will generate
significant discoveries .
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: How long should a literature search
take?

Al: The duration differs greatly on the
complexity of your research. It can range
from several weeks to several months.

Q2: What if I can't find enough pertinent
articles?

A2: Refine your keywords, broaden your
search parameters, and explore different
databases. Consider consulting with a
research specialist .

Q3: How do I avoid plagiarism when using
sources in my literature review?

A3: Always properly attribute your sources
using a consistent citation style (e.g., APA,
MLA, Chicago). Paraphrase information in
your own words and use quotation marks
for direct quotes.

Q4: What are some common pitfalls to avoid
during a literature search?

A4: Don't count solely on one search engine
or database; be mindful of publication bias;

Doing A Literature Search A Comprehensive Guide For The
Social Sciences Sage Study Skills Series

16



ensure the sources you use are credible and
reliable.
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