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‘This is by far the most comprehensive text on how to do comprehensive literature reviews! Both
novice and experienced scholars will benefit from detailed examples and step-by-step demonstrations
of ways to maximize the effectiveness of literature reviews to build new theories and develop better
explanations of behaviours and outcomes.’

Abbas Tashakkori, University of North Texas

‘This is the most comprehensive and user-friendly book I've seen on how to conduct a literature
review. The authors take the distinction of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods research
seriously, showing how each adds something important and how being open-minded results in the use
of literature based on all three approaches. Overall, the book provides a process theory of literature
review, that is done before, during, and after each research study.’

Burke Johnson, University of South Alabama

‘This is a must-have resource for beginning and experienced researchers alike. | have been seeking
such a book and plan to make this required reading.’

Cheryl N. Poth, University of Alberta

This dynamic guide demystifies doing a literature review with an innovative seven step process.
Teaching techniques to bring systematic thoroughness and reflexivity to research, the authors show
how to achieve a rich, ethical and reflexive literature review.

What makes this book unique:
* Focuses on multimodal texts and settings so that your review covers the full research environment.
* Shows you how to synthesize information thematically.

* Brings culture into the process to help you address bias and understand the role of knowledge
interpretation.

* Visualizes the steps with roadmaps so you can track progress and self-evaluate as you learn the
steps.

This book is the essential best practices guide for students and researchers, providing the understanding
and tools to approach both the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of a rigorous, comprehensive, literature review.

Anthony J. Onwuegbuzie is Professor in the Department of Educational Leadership at Sam Houston
State University.

Rebecca Frels is a Licensed Professional Counselor-Supervisor and Counselor Educator at Lamar

University.
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An overall theme in this book is integration—integrating the products and the processes. When conducting
the literature review of our own in designing this textbook, we recognized that although many excellent
textbooks have addressed how to conduct a literature review, few have emphasized how the literature review
should incorporate research practices for a transparent process. Moreover, we discovered that few textbook
authors have tackled how to address the rapidly growing Web 2.0 digital technologies and instant commu-
nications that are situated in a cultural and historical context. Considering that throughout the world, people
are becoming experts at information-seeking, we are confident in saying that the literature review can be
accomplished with rigor and include myriad sources—taking what might be considered as the traditional
review to a new level.

WHY ANOTHER BOOK ON CONDUCTING THE LITERATURE REVIEW?

The literature review in social, behavioral, and health sciences can take on various roles and can serve mul-
tiple purposes. For example, at the undergraduate level, the literature review is a type of desk research, often
termed a book report or desk research project. At the master’s and doctoral levels, a major literature review
is conducted primarily at the end of a program when the student undertakes either a thesis or dissertation.
However, as contended by Boote and Beile (2005), programs in higher education do not give credence to
the importance of understanding how to conduct the literature review. Yet, in the social sciences, the shar-
ing of knowledge, specifically evidence-based knowledge, is the driving force for advances in the field.
Furthermore, in the academic realm, the phrase publish or perish (circa 1950; Sojka & Maryland, 1993) is
all too familiar to even prolific researchers. Boote and Beile (2005) posited:

acquiring the skills and knowledge required to be education scholars should be the focal, integrative
activity of predissertation doctoral education. Preparing students as researchers to analyze and synthe-
size research in a field of specialization is crucial to understanding educational ideas. (p. 3)

In using the term comprehensive in our textbook title, we do not claim or suggest that a literature review can
be exhaustive toward a totality of literature on any given topic. Similar to that of a primary research study,
the literature reviewer-as-researcher must bind the study and document the guiding criteria when doing so.
As such, a literature review should be comprehensive inasmuch as it contains all the most important elements
of literature reviews (e.g., including quantitative and qualitative information). The word comprehensive
also should connote that rigorous techniques such as mixed research techniques are used to collect and to
analyze information, and using sampling theory to determine when the information used is representative of
the complete set of information that is available on the topic (cf. Chapter 6).

In addition, to interpret historically and culturally the relevancy of authors’ works, we have integrated
reflective practices for seeking many perspectives—hence, the subtitle of our book: “A culturally progres-
sive, ethical, and multimodal approach.” This approach balances the intent of the original sources with the
intent of the literature reviewer. Finally, our use of the phrase “Seven Steps” in the textbook title should
indicate that our book represents an organized and sequential approach to literature reviews. Also, the
word steps should connote that the elements are distinct, although representing an inter-related and a sequen-
tial approach by no means implies that the steps are linear, but rather that the process can be approached



in a sequence. The steps, after being visited for the first time, become dynamic, integrated parts that require
reflection and revisiting upon each new step.

WHO MIGHT USE THIS BOOK?

This book was designed to be a tool and guide for master’s-level students, doctoral-level students, and new
and experienced researchers. In fact, we believe that any person who is a scholar will find the book helpful
for conducting, documenting, and presenting the literature review. We have designed this book to work as
either a supplemental textbook in a research methodology course or as a stand-alone textbook for a research
methodology course. In particular, if you are an emergent scholar at the doctoral level, this book will help
guide you through the literature review process for your thesis or dissertation and also provide valuable sup-
port for your research. Finally, this book will be helpful to methodologists and scholars alike as a bridging
meta-framework, inclusive of best practices in research.

HOW IS THIS BOOK UNIQUE?
IT IS ABOUT CULTURE

When considering how long the practice of literature reviewing has been part of scholarship, to our surprise,
there has been virtually no mention of culture and how it influences not only what is found, but also why one
literature reviewer selects particular works and not others. A culturally progressive literature reviewer con-
siders the idea that knowledge sources stem from people (i.e., participants) and are generated by people (i.e.,
researchers, authors) who represent all cultures, races, ethnic backgrounds, languages, classes, religions, and
other diversity attributes.

As aresult, our approach to the literature review involves the literature reviewer engaging in reflective
practices to become intimately aware of his/her own cultural attributes better to recognize, to acknowl-
edge, to affirm, and to value the worth of all participants and researchers/authors to capture their voices.
As such, the crux of the Comprehensive Literature Review (CLR) is what is often referred to as cul-
tural competence. This awareness of biases and personal values and how these elements might influence
decisions made at every step of the literature review process is what we term a culturally progressive
approach.

IT SPEAKS TO ETHICAL RESEARCH STANDARDS

Broadly speaking, ethics incorporate moral principles and best practices pertaining to both research and
subject discipline topics. Ethics provide the essence that overflows into every component of the literature
review process. When conducting a Comprehensive Literature Review, the literature reviewer practices
professional competence and undertakes tasks within recognized skill sets relating to the topic explored
and the results reported. Ethical research in the literature review includes integrity, scholarly responsibility,
social responsibility, and respecting rights, dignity, and diversity.

IT IS A MIXED METHODS LITERATURE REVIEW (T0 BE APPROACHED WITHOUT FEAR!)

As a mixed methods approach, the Comprehensive Literature Review is conducted using mixed research
techniques—that is, by collecting and analyzing both quantitative and qualitative information within the
same literature review. Due to this integrative nature, we explain that the literature reviewer does not merely
summarize the extant literature and the information extracted from this literature (dispelling one of the many
myths over time), but he/she synthesizes the qualitative information (e.g., data stemming from qualitative
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studies) and quantitative information (e.g., data stemming from quantitative studies) thematically, resulting
in a final report or presentation that recognizes how one type of data illuminates the understanding or contra-
dictions of another. There you have it—the use of mixed research techniques!

IT EXTENDS THE LITERATURE REVIEW TO INCLUDE OTHER SOURCES

The Comprehensive Literature Review process reflects the multimodal nature of text in the Web 2.0 era by
initially using published articles as a starting point, and then extending the search to include multimodal texts
and settings, referred to as MODES: Media, Observation(s), Documents, Expert(s) in the field, and Secondary
data. After beginning the search through traditional literature, or published journal articles via the search in
library databases, we explain how to use guiding criteria for evaluating the most up-to-date knowledge using
new literacies, or what is referred to as multimodal literacy, associated with a topic (especially considering that
there is always a time lag between when the information is first conceptualized/written and when it becomes
accessible [e.g., by being published]) to present a holistic picture and, thus, an integrated literature review.

THE SEVEN STEPS MAKE THE PROCESS DO-ABLE

Upon first glance, the word comprehensive might give the illusion that the literature review is some
daunting task, or is quite insurmountable. Therefore, we simplify the literature review process by break-
ing the review into the following seven overlapping but distinct steps: (a) Step 1: Exploring Beliefs and
Topics; (b) Step 2: Initiating the Search; (c) Step 3: Storing and Organizing Information; (d) Step 4:
Selecting/Deselecting Information; (e) Step 5: Expanding the Search (MODES); (f) Step 6: Analyzing and
Synthesizing Information; and (g) Step 7: Presenting the CLR Report. These seven steps are multidimensional,
interactive, emergent, iterative, dynamic, holistic, and synergistic—because each step informs all other steps.
Each step concludes with what we describe as the CORE of the process, which is Critical examination,
Organization, Reflections, and Evaluation via the evaluation checklist. Yes, a comprehensive literature
review is do-able!

IT1S A META-FRAMEWORK

The literature review involves activities such as identifying, recording, understanding, meaning-making, and
transmitting information. In its optimal form, the literature review not only represents a study; it represents
a mixed research study facilitated by using mixed research techniques—that is, by collecting and analyzing
both quantitative and qualitative information from collected sources, as a literature synthesis. Whether the
literature review is conducted to inform primary research or is a stand-alone work, it involves the literature
reviewer making meta-inferences within multiple steps.

[T PROVIDES NUMEROUS EXAMPLES AND TOOLS

By using one example of a literature review topic as a common thread for the steps, this textbook becomes
a practical resource for conducting a literature review. In addition, we have created numerous typologies,
resource guides, and frameworks using visual displays for facilitating understanding and application of the
Seven-Step Model.

HOW IS THIS BOOK ORGANIZED?
FOUNDATIONS

We begin this book in Chapter 1 by reviewing some basic elements and terminology relating to research
through the quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research traditions. We then move into the

SEVEN STEPS T0 A COMPREHENSIVE LITERATURE REVIEW



myths that have surrounded the literature review process so that the literature reviewer might not fall
into these traps when beginning the journey. Furthermore, we outline the reasons and objective of the
literature review.

- OVERVIEWS

In the next two chapters, we provide the overall summary of the Comprehensive Literature Review and the
Seven-Step Model. We explain how, within the meta-framework, the Comprehensive Literature Review is
a methodology, method, tool, and multimodal (or new literacies) approach. We also highlight the identity
of the literature reviewer as an original thinker, critical thinker, reflexive researcher, ethical researcher, and
most of all—a culturally progressive researcher.

CHAPTER STEPS

The next eight chapters present the steps, one-by-one (with two chapters representing the seventh step). After
presenting these 11 chapters, we end our textbook with a postscript in which we provide five examples as
to how to conduct theory-driven and model-driven CLRs—a pathway that when integrated with the Seven-
Step Model provides one of the more exciting areas for the further development of CLRs. At the end of each
chapter, we present evaluation questions that pertain to the knowledge discovered, and critique the products
that have evolved as a result of the step. It involves what is happening emotionally and cognitively. In short,
it examines the what and why this?

We have based the guiding questions after each chapter on what is commonly known as Socratic ques-
tioning, as a form of inquiry and debate. For reflexivity purposes, we present questions for self-dialogue
to challenge biases and viewpoints. Additionally, this type of challenge is dialectical, and by exposing
any contradictions, might lead to a strengthening of the literature reviewer’s identity and illuminate ideas
for the next step. The critical thinking questions are categorized into six types (Paul & Elder, 2006) and
presented in a table such as the one below (Table I.1), and are designed to judge assumptions and actions.

Table 1.1 Examples of six types of Socratic questions to be used after each step of the Seven-Step
Model

Type of Question Question(s)

Clarification Why did you select or state what you stated in this step?

Assumptions What might you be assuming to be true?

Reason and evidence What do you think caused you to select or say that?

Viewpoint and perspective What might be an alternative viewpoint?

Implications and consequences What are the strengths and weaknesses of what | select or say? What are some

generalizations?
About the questions themselves What was the point of this question? What did | seek to know and why?

We also created a CORE process so that the reflexivity for the literature reviewer might take a meaningful
direction (Figure I.1). In the CORE, the C presents Critical examination, the O presents Organizing ideas, the
R presents Reflection questions, and the E presents some Evaluation points.
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-------------- >| Critical Examination

Q@

What did you learn
and why?

How might you organize
content you learned?
What was this process

like for you?
What is your end
product?

We hope that you find this textbook useful as both a resource for research methodology and also the literature
review!

@ ~mmmmemcmemnnn >| Organization

- P, »  Reflection

B emerecnmumoans >‘ Evaluation

Figure 1.1 The CORE process
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