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Imagine this scenario: You have spent several weeks carefully writing up a research article that 
you want to submit to a prestigious journal. A few more weeks later, the journal sends you the 
comments from its peer reviewers. All of them have pointed out that your article lacks novelty; 
that some important recent papers already published on your research topic were not 
referenced; and that some of your arguments are based on literature that may not be reliable. 
Your paper cannot be accepted in its current form, and you have been offered the option to 
address these concerns and rewrite your article extensively before resubmitting your 
manuscript.

Could this situation have been avoided?
Yes. While articles are rarely rejected just because of inadequate literature review, 
they are often rejected because of lack of originality and poorly developed ideas or arguments.1 
And an important way these problems can be avoided is adopting a rigorous literature search 
strategy.

Academic research is a massive effort to review existing knowledge, find gaps, and fill them by 
synthesizing new knowledge. You cannot be considered a credible authority in your field of 
research unless you demonstrate that you have a good grasp of all the most relevant and recent 
developments in your field. And conducting effective literature searches is the most important 
step toward doing this.

Why an effective literature search
is critical
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Information-retrieval methods, especially online searches, have been improving 
continuously over the past two decades. Yet, searching for specific, reliable, and recent 
literature can be a highly challenging task for the following reasons:

 02.
 THERE ARE A LARGE NUMBER OF SOURCES/DATABASES

Many researchers traditionally prefer to keep up with developments in their field by reading 
articles in specific well-known journals. However, the number of journals in which research is 
now published has also been growing at an estimated annual rate of 5–6%.2 Researchers who 
tend to rely on institutional or library access to journal articles in their field may find it 
increasingly difficult to keep up with literature published in journals that their institutions do not 
subscribe to.

Moreover, there are numerous subject-specific databases, repositories, and search engines that 
researchers can use to find literature. While the diversity of databases and methods can help 
increase coverage, it can also make literature search tedious and time-consuming.

 01.
 RESEARCH VOLUMES ARE INCREASING

The biggest challenge in finding literature is probably that there is such a vast amount of 
research being published. The global research output between 2006 and 2016 was estimated to 
have increased at an annual rate of nearly 4%.2 You may simply have too many articles to sift 
through.

 03.
 THE RELIABILITY OF SOURCES IS UNCLEAR

In addition to being relevant and current, the literature you seek also needs to be trustworthy. 
One of the most important factors influencing a researcher’s trust in a research paper is 
whether it was published in a peer-reviewed or indexed journal and what the scope of peer 
review in that journal is.3 With new journals cropping up every year, you may find it challenging 
to evaluate the quality of articles appearing in your literature searches.

Why literature search is so
challenging 



7 steps to a more effective literature search 3

 04.
 THE SEARCH PROCESS IS TIME-INTENSIVE

It has been estimated that researchers read an average of 250 articles per year (a number that 
varies by discipline) and may need between 5 to 15 clicks to find and access one article.2 
Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that given all of the other challenges, you end up
spending a significant amount of time and effort to eventually just find the articles that are of 
interest to you.



7 steps to a more effective literature search 4

To conduct effective and efficient literature searches, you need to find ways to address 
the challenges discussed above. Here are seven steps you can take to do this:

How to become a literature-search
wizard

 01.
 IDENTIFY RELIABLE SOURCES

Which journals are the best known in your field and widely read by your colleagues and senior 
researchers? Do you have institutional/library access to these? Learn to recognize whether an 
unknown journal is a reliable source by looking for more information about it (who is on the 
editorial board, what type of peer review process it follows, whether it is indexed in a reputable 
list of journals in your field, etc.). Use the same criteria for conference papers and other article 
types.

For non-scholarly content, find out more about who has published it and how it has been 
received (examples of such content include reports, blog posts, and white papers created by 
government bodies, NGOs/corporate entities, or private individuals).

 02.
 USE RELEVANT KEYWORDS

Based on your subject of research, make a list of keywords, key phrases, and variations of these 
that are most likely to return relevant articles. These should ideally be neither too generic nor 
too specific. Modify your search strings based on the types of results you get. If your results are 
too generic or irrelevant, pair your keywords with terms that will narrow the context to your 
area of interest.

For example, if you were looking for the earliest papers published on COVID-19, you may want 
to keep in mind that the disease had not then been named so. Therefore, articles from this 
period may be excluded from the results you get if you searched for only “COVID-19.” So, you 
could use terms more likely to have been used during this time, such as “2019-nCoV” or 
something more generic, like “novel coronavirus.”

Refine your list of keywords as you progress, and preferably maintain a record of which 
approaches you used and which worked best.
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 03.
 IDENTIFY DATABASES RELEVANT TO YOUR FIELD OF RESEARCH AND   
 SEARCH FEATURES THEY MAY OFFER

Sources such as institutional repositories or academic databases catering to specific subject 
areas may give you more relevant results than general or non-specific academic search engines. 
However, this does not mean the latter should not be used. Search engines typically offer some 
advanced features that can help you narrow down your searches (e.g., Boolean searches, 
searches for exact phrases or document types, searches within specific journals or for specific 
periods). Try these out and see which work best for you.

 04.
 LOOK AT THE CITATIONS AND REFERENCE LISTS OF EACH RELEVANT   
 PAPER YOU FIND

Once you find a relevant paper, don’t just stop at reading the abstract/main text. Comb through 
the reference list in that paper to see whether any sources mentioned there may also be 
relevant. Also, look for papers that cite that paper; this may help you identify any further work 
that has been done on the subject since that paper was published.

 05.
 USE A REFERENCE MANAGER

A good reference-management program not only helps you cite references easily in your paper 
but also serves as a personal library that stores papers relevant to you. Even when you are not 
specifically searching for literature, you may stumble across sources that you may be interested 
in later, so saving them in a reference manager can save you time in the future. Several 
reference managers also allow you to add your own tags and notes for each saved source, 
which can be extremely helpful when you start writing your literature review.

 06.
 EXPLORE NON-SEARCH APPROACHES TO DISCOVERING LITERATURE

Many databases and publishers offer features such as table-of-contents (ToC) alerts, citation 
alerts, keyword alerts, and newsletter feeds. Subscribing to these can be useful for keeping up 
with newly published papers and research topics in your areas of interest. The use of social 
media has also gained popularity as a way staying up to date on research developments, so you 
can discover research even by following the accounts of journals, well-known experts, or other 
authorities in your field.
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 07.
 ADOPT A SYSTEMATIC SEARCH STRATEGY AND BUILD IT INTO YOUR   
 DAILY SCHEDULE

Finally, don’t let literature search be an unstructured task you take on only when you need to 
write a research proposal or paper. Conducting a literature search is a specialized skill that 
needs to be acquired and practiced regularly.

Record what you learn from doing the previously mentioned steps (which approaches gave you 
the most relevant results, which took less time, etc.) and work out a strategy. Ensure that you 
dedicate some time every day or week to conducting literature search using this strategy. Using 
smart apps like R Discovery as part of your search strategy can especially help you build 
literature search into a daily habit and save you considerable time and effort over time.

https://www.discovery.researcher.life/?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips


Download R Discovery now for free from 

OR
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Using a general web search is one of the top literature-search approaches adopted by 
researchers, especially early-career researchers, who tend to use Google Scholar as the 
first place to look.2 While this approach may provide wide coverage, it lacks 
personalization. On the other hand, while subject-specific databases and features such 
as keyword alerts or journal ToC alerts provide highly relevant and timely content, their 
coverage may be too specific—a possible reason why their use is less widespread than 
that of search engines.

R Discovery is an AI-powered, app-based literature discovery tool that can offer the best 
of these two approaches. It is a free mobile app that allows searching and reading on the 
go and finds you the most recent and relevant literature, thereby saving you considerable 
time and energy. It doesn’t just make literature search efficient. Its ease of use helps you 
develop literature search into a regular habit. How does it do all this?

How R Discovery can help you perform
an effective literature search

Its database covers over 76 million articles published 
across over 32,000 journals worldwide.

https://www.discovery.researcher.life/?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://apps.apple.com/in/app/r-discovery/id1508182175?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.rdiscovery&utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips


Download R Discovery now for free from 

OR
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You can select the topics of your interest, or, to save 
time, import your reading library into the app.

This helps the program understand your preferences. 
You can create multiple feeds for each set of 
preferences; for example, if you are an interdisciplinary 
researcher, you may need one feed for a highly 
specialized topic in one subject area and another for 
reading that is more general.

The app searches the entire database and finds papers for 
you to read based on your preferences. It recommends 
top three papers for you to read every day, without you 
having to search for any content. You can indicate 
whether these recommendations are good enough or 
need to be better, and the program will refine its 
strategies based on your inputs.

https://apps.apple.com/in/app/r-discovery/id1508182175?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.rdiscovery&utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips


Download R Discovery now for free from 

OR
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You receive regular updates and alerts that help 
ensure that you do not miss any recent publications of 
your interest.

The app presents key highlights of the papers that it 
recommends or that you search, so that you can easily 
decide whether to read the full text.

https://apps.apple.com/in/app/r-discovery/id1508182175?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.rdiscovery&utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips


You can also use your institutional credentials to 
access full texts, without needing to separately log 
on to your institutional interface. 

Download R Discovery
now for free from 

OR
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A key point to note is that with search engines, each of your searches typically begins from 
scratch and is independent of your previous searches. With R Discovery app, the articles are 
retrieved not only based on your search strings but the preferences the app records as you use 
it, thus refining the search results over time.

Adding R Discovery to your strategy can help you address several of the major challenges you 
face in finding the literature you need, in particular, having to search through multiple 
sources/repositories and spending extensive time and effort refining your search each time.

https://apps.apple.com/in/app/r-discovery/id1508182175?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://apps.apple.com/in/app/r-discovery/id1508182175?utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.rdiscovery&utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.rdiscovery&utm_source=insightsrow&utm_medium=contentmarketing&utm_campaign=literaturesearchtips
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