WRITING A LITERATURE-BASED ASSIGNMENT

Phase 1: 	Consider and decide on your subject 
Phase 2: 	Articulate the aspect of this you wish to discuss or formulate the problem. Has it been done before?
Phase 3: 	Confirm your research question   
Phase 4: 	Search for, and critique, the literature  
Phase 5: 	Synthesis data  
Phase 6: 	Present results – Answer your research question from extant 	literature.  

[bookmark: lit]A dissertation can be entirely literature-based if you decide to do a theoretical dissertation, i.e. through the methodology of theoretical analysis: (1) The contextual selection and discussion of theoretical and descriptive material (2) Detailed critique and comparison of concepts and theories. 
You might ask how useful certain concepts or theories are for understanding particular patterns of behaviour. For example, “How important is the concept of attachment theory within a therapeutic relationship?” 
A library-based or theoretical study is not necessarily 'easier' than an empirical study, indeed, it can prove to be more difficult.  You therefore need to be very structured in your approach and systematic in your research. For example, theoretical studies, like data-based studies, need to state their research design clearly from the start.
Your dissertation could, of course, be more empirically focused, yet still be entirely literature-based. You might choose to conduct a review of a field of work. What does the research literature in this field tell us about whether training is necessary to be a good counsellor? 
Whatever your style or subject, consider the following points:
· Define to what extent existing research has progressed towards addressing your subject or clarifying a particular problem 
· Can you identify relationships, patterns or themes, contradictions, gaps, inconsistencies or issues of conflict within existing literature? What are the reasons for, and impact of, these?  
· Formulate a central conceptualisation - make a point, rather than summarising points other researchers have made
· Critique, evaluate, extend, or develop knowledge around your topic/research question
· Offer implications for practice and policy
· Suggest the direction for future researchers interested in this topic
In conclusion, whilst all dissertations will include a literature review, it is also possible to produce your MA dissertation entirely based on a review of literature, as long as you choose a suitable topic, approach, review the literature from an explicit angle, compare theories and concepts in terms of their applicability, identify themes which make your review distinctive and provide an answer to the research question you pose.  
Remember though that a desk top research study such as a literature review brings its own challenges, so talk your research proposal through thoroughly with your supervisor.  
 


