






















50 Formulating Research Questions 

sophisticated searching options and therefore give you more likelihood of an ade­
quately comprehensive and systematic literature search. For example, if you are 
working on a piece of assigned coursework where your lecturer has recommended 
the use of a couple of journal articles in preparing your work, you may choose to 
access a full-text database, where you will find a limited number of articles which 
you can access in full text fi·om your desktop. By contrast, a systematic literature 
review requires you to have searched across all the literature in your subject area, 
including those articles that were only published in print and those for which your 
institution does not have a full-text subscription. 

What about Google and Google Scholar? 

The Internet has become an integral part of everyday life and even more so in aca­
demic work, which means we are all familiar with search engines such as Google 
and its academic search engine, Google Scholar. Using these search engines offer a 
'quick and dirty' way to search the literature. It may be useful in an initial search to 
stimulate ideas when you are first exploring what area to study. It is also useful for 
looking up references. Say you remember reading an article, you know in which 
journal it was published and the title but not the date or the authors. You can put all 
the information you remember into Google Scholar and the likelihood is it will find 
the full reference for you. However, it is not a good tool for conducting a literature 
search proper. In the same way that we choose a bibliogTaphic database over a full­
text database in order to be comprehensive and systematic in our literature 
searching, we must also choose a bibliographic database over Google Scholar. At 
the time of writing, Google has yet to inform the research community about Scholar's 
source of data and how frequently it is updated. This means you cannot know what 
you are searching, which makes a systematic and thorough search impossible. 

Searching the literature and identifying studies of relevance are only the first 
phase of conducting a literature review. The second phase, critically evaluating the 
evidence, is discussed in the next section. 

Critically evaluating the evidence 

Once a set of relevant work has been obtained and full-text articles read, it is neces­
sary to assess the quality ofliterature identified. You can conduct the most thorough 
and systematic literature search possible, but all that hard work becomes of limited 
value if you then do not consider the quality of evidence retrieved. 

Why is quality important? 

Psychology is a science and its pursuits must therefore be judged by scientific stan­
dards in order for its findings to be considered a valid contribution to knowledge. 
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As psychologists in training, therefore, we must not take for granted what we read 
in journal articles (or what we are told in lectures, for that matter); we must take a 
critical stance - that is, question everything. This enables us to take a step back 
from research papers we read, so we can fully consider their quality. Thinking 
about quality is an inherent part of a literature review - this is evident in its name. 
Just as a film critic would review a film, so we must review the literature: pick holes 
in the plot/the appropriateness of the methods to the research question; find fault 
with the fi lm set/context in which the study took place; criticise the camera 
work/how the methods were employed; analyse the characters/the roles of the 
researcher and participants during data collection and analysis; scrutinise the 
happy ending/claims made in the discussion to ensure they are evidenced by data 
reported. 

Quality is important because as researchers reviewing the evidence base we 
need to be able to trust the findings of the research reports we retrieve. A central 
objective of conducting a literature review is to present a rationale for your own 
study, that is, demonstrate why your study is necessary. To achieve this we need 
to identify studies that we can trust and those that have limitations. Those of high 
quality, which we can trust, help support the argument in favour of doing our study. 
Those with limitations indicate ways in which we can improve our study design; 
for example, to ask questions that have not been asked previously or to introduce 
new methodology to a subject area which has been studied from a largely experi­
mental perspective. 

What criteria are used to assess quality? 

Methodology is-very important to psychologists, so when we talk about critically 
evaluating the literature, a major aspect of this is to review the articles retrieved 
according to their methodological quality. You will no doubt already be familiar 
with the terms objectivity, reliability, internal and external validity, and generalis­
ability (sec e.g., Robson, 2002 for definitions of these terms). These are the c1iteria 
by which the methodological quality of quantitative psychology studies is judged. 
However, the appropriateness of these constructs for assessing qual itative research 
is questionable. This is because qualitative research is fundamentally different from 
quantitative research, both in terms of its objective and its methods. The objective 
of quantitative research is to make predictions about future behaviour by, for 
example, observing people's behaviour in a controlled setting, designing a survey 
based on a particular theory or measuring people's reactions when faced with dif­
ferent stimuli. Qualitative research, on the other hand, aims to explore phenomena 
that are relevant to people's everyday lives in order to understand some aspect of 
human experience. This might be achieved, for instance, by conducting interviews 
with students to understand their friendships and what friendship means to them, 
or recording a conversation on a telephone helpline to understand the mechanisms 
at work in the listener's and caller's talk. A different framework is therefore required 
to assess the quality of qualitative evidence identified during the literature search. 
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We have already talked briefly about trustworthiness - whether you can trust 
the findings reported in a journal article (see Robson, 2002 for a discussion of 
trustworthiness and criteria for assessing qualitative research). This is at the core 
of establishing research quality. When we are conducting a review of articles pub­
lished in academic journals, it is the written article that we use to assess quality. 
This means the transparency of information in the article is paramount; everything 
the researcher did must be described clearly for us to judge whether it was appro­
priate and whether it was performed syste matically and conscientiously. When 
we evaluate research evidence, therefore, an adequate level of transparency in the 
article will enable an informed decision regarding the trustworthiness of its find­
ings and claims made. Hence, when we conduct a literature review that includes 
qualitative and quantitative research, our measure of quality is designed around 
these two constructs: trustworthiness and transparency. 

The prompts in Figure 3.8 arc adapted from Dixon-Woods et a l. (2004) and 
can be used to judge the quality of the science reported in each article. The ques­
tions direct your thinking to the design of the research study, whether its methods 
are appropriate and whether you can understand how the study was conducted. 
This provides you with 'ammunition' for your review; if )'OU identify problems 
with the methods or insufficient information is provided to explain how a method 
was performed, then this lack of transparency makes it difficult for you to trust 
the findings reported. As a result you will be able to critique the paper based on 
its poor methodology. Similarly, if the methods seem inappropriate fo r the ques­
tion asked you can challenge the evidence on these grounds; if the methods were 
inappropriate, it is unlikely that the question will have been answered adequately 
or the question may have been altered in order to fit the methods available. This 
helps create a rationale for using new or different methods in order to provide a 
better fit between question and method. When conducting this evaluation, you 
need to keep notes on each study assessed. Refer back to the CHIP analysis notes 
you made whilst establishing relevance and add to those the responses to these 

• Are the research questions clear? 
• Are the following clearly described? 

o Sampling 
o Data collection 
o Analysis 

• Are the following appropriate to the research question? 
o Sampling 
o Data collection 
o Analysis 

• Are the claims made supported by sufficient evidence? 
• Are the data, interpretations, and conclusions clearly 

integrated? 
• Does the paper make a useful contribution? 

Figure 3.8 Prompts for assessing quality of studies relrieved. 
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prompts. You will also find it useful at this stage to summarise the 'take home' 
message of each research report, that is, what this study achieves and what con­
clusion it draws. It \.vill also pay off later if you describe any further details of the 
study, which may form part of the argument made in the write-up of your literature 
review. For example, the study ma)' offer insight into the significance of gender in 
the forming of friendships but it was conducted with school-aged children. Whilst 
its subject matter- the issues it addresses- is relevant, the population is different to 
that in your own inquiry. This enables you to argue that further work with people 
of university age is required to fill a gap in our knowledge and therefore justifies 
the need for your study. 

Activity suggestion 3.4 << 
Find a couple of published journal arlicles that reporl studies that have 
used qualitative research methods. Use the prompts for assessing quality 
to review those articles and write a brief report and their good and bad 
points. 

Constructing your literature review 

Writing up your literature review can be a daunting task. The first challenge is to 
establish what you are going to say about each article. This doesn't have to be a 
great deal but shov ld summarise the main point you want to make. The second is 
to decide the order in which you present the studies. The finished review should be 
a coherent account of the relevant studies identified, their findings, their fa.ili 11g:s 
and what your study will add to them. This will build the rationale for your study. 

A literature review is essentially the story of what has happened so far, which 
sets the scene for your study. Think of it as a prequel to the main event; like Star 
Wars- The Phantom Menace (1999}, the first of three prequels to the original (fourth 
in the series) George Lucas film, Star Wars (1977). In providing this background 
you have two objectives: (1} to inform the reader what we know already; and 
(2) to demonstrate how your study will fill a gap in current knowledge. To ctchieve 
this you need to construct a series of arguments with evidence to back them up. 

Structuring your review 

The structure of your literature review will depend on the results of your search 
and your critical evaluation. Return to the notes you made during screening with 
your CHIP analysis and during the critical evaluation stage using the prompts in 
Figure 3.8. These will help identify points of significance in each study - what 
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exactly was the study about, details of the sample population, how it was con­
ducted, the appropriateness of methods used, and whether you can trust the 
conclusions drawn. Once you have fami liarised yourself with the evidence in this 
way you need to organise the studies by theme. Whether you organise by 'context', 
'how it was conducted', 'issue', or 'population' depends on the nature of the evi­
dence you are reviewing as well as the focus of your research question. Hence, the 
structure of your review very much depends on the nature of your rationale. 

Building a rationale and presenting your 
research question 

Alongside presenting the reader with the story so far, a literature review must build 
the rationale for your study. The rationale is the justification of your study- why it 
is necessary. This comes largely from your critical evaluation. Through high light­
ing the limitations in existing research you can draw attention to gaps in the 
literature that your study will help fill. As you go through each theme in your 
review, you need to clearly indicate what is missing and what needs to be done to 
address the unanswered questions. Research studies often throw up more new 
questions than those it answers. This makes the task of justifying new research rela­
tively simple because there are clearly issues which have not been addressed 
previously perhaps because they were considered unimportant or because the 
methods to investigate them were not available. In essence, the rationale you pro­
vide needs to address each aspect of the CHIP analysis {see Figure 3.9). 

Context: 
Why is it necesary to conduct a study on friendship 
in a university setting? 

How: 
What is the benefit of using qualitative methods? 

Issues: 
What wi ll this study add to our understanding of the 
meaning of friendship and the development of friendship 
groups at university? 

Population: 
Why is a study with university students necessary? 

Figure 3.9 Creating a rationale using CHIP analysis. 
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A literature review should close with a statement of the research question(s) 
of the current study. In qualitative research we often ask open-ended exploratory 
questions, such as those in described in Chapters 5 and 7. It is likely, as in our 
example, that you will have one over-arching question and one or more subse­
quent questions which are more specific. The reader should almost be able to 
recognise what the research questions are likely to be from reading your li terature 
review. 

Summary points 

1. Conducting o literature review is fundamental to the research (re-search) 
process. 

2. We need to establish what is already known before we can decide with 
any great certainty exactly what questions we want to ask. 

3. Searching the evidence is a systematic process which must be followed 
by the critical evaluation of the literature that is identified. 

4. The rationale for your study is developed in part through explaining what 
is missing and what your project will add. 

5. The literature review is the foundation of any research project. 
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