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Introduction
In the mind of some people review articles are of lesser importance or quality than articles based 
on primary research. This is an attitude that has been reinforced by the REF process, which has 
led to the perception that papers not based on primary research are of less value. However, we 
believe that this is a false view, and review articles make a valuable contribution to knowledge. 
Review articles, like other articles and books, are neither good nor bad in themselves, but depend 
on the quality of the article. Indeed, it is the case that the review articles are frequently the most 
cited publications. Some review articles can be magisterial in their sweep, and in the way that 
they analyse a field of research, and the best can define a new research agenda. Indeed, in the 
so-called hard sciences, a review article is often seen as a major contribution to the development 
of a particular scientific question by pulling together all the data on a research theme and thus 
providing an overview of where research in a particular area has reached. A good review article 
in politics and international studies can have a similar impact. The line between review articles 
and research articles can be blurred. A leading review article can build on the review to provide 
an original understanding of an issue, theme or approach in politics and international studies.

Types of Review Articles
The first thing to bear in mind is that there are different types of reviews. The most simple and 
straightforward reviews are those of a single book. These can range from a few hundred words 
to over a thousand. Simple book reviews are a good way into publishing. They are not usually 
refereed, they are relatively short and they provide good practice for getting published. Moreover, 
there are more books than reviewers and so editors are often looking for people to review books. 
Essentially, with a book review of this type it is important to summarise the book and make a few 
critical comments – in a friendly way – about the nature of the book. It is unproductive to ‘slate’ 
a book because judgments are always subjective and somebody’s heart and soul has gone into 
producing it. However, there is no need to avoid constructive criticism either. Nonetheless, it is 
important for a reviewer not to do too many simple book reviews because, while they are useful, 
they are also time-consuming, and nobody has ever been appointed to a post for the number of 
book reviews that they have written.

More substantial, extended book reviews can be a couple of thousand words long and often 
deal with books that cover a common theme. Whilst these are in some ways the easiest forms of 
book review, it is important to think about how to tackle a long review. The extra space means 
that it is important that the review is more than a summary of the books and so it should place 
the books in a wider context. More importantly, it provides the opportunity to deal with some of 
the issues raised in the books under review, developing your own perspective and arguments on 
a particular issue. It is important when doing this type of review to think what themes you will 
develop from the books being reviewed, and to use the review as a way of developing an essay 
with a clear approach.

Also remember that many journals need reviewers and you can register your interest in being a 
reviewer with them. This does sometimes lead to the commissioning of longer review articles. It 
is also the case with Political Studies Review that the editors are open to suggestions for review 
articles covering a number of books, as well as symposia, where the contribution of a single book 
is discussed by several authors. So if you have a good idea, approach an editor. 

The more usual review article can be much longer, up to 5,000 or 6,000 words, and as we suggest, 
can have equal worth compared to a research article. The aim of this type of review is not to focus 
on a limited number of articles or books, but essentially to write a paper that can:

• review the state of the art in a discipline or sub-discipline;

• examine a new body of theoretical or empirical work;
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• introduce a politics audience to complementary work from another discipline such as 
philosophy or geography;

• take a particular empirical problem and review cross-disciplinary work on that area;

• review a field or subfield and suggest a way of developing it or a new agenda.

A good review article can thus open up a debate on a particular area; outline new areas of 
research; introduce new approaches; and shape the way that a field is perceived and developed.

Writing a Good Review Article
Writing a good review article takes considerable thought and some skill. The best reviews 
condense what may be an extensive body of work into just 6,000 words. This has to be done 
in a way that demonstrates a mastery of the literature. Also, the best reviews are able to add 
something new to that literature, either in way of interpretation or in terms of suggesting a new 
way forward for research. It is important that review articles are not simply descriptions of what a 
number of authors have written, but that they develop the themes and omissions in the literature. 
In other words, a review should be a critique that attempts to sum up a body of literature and 
place it into a wider context. It needs to pull out the key contributions of the literature, as well as 
its failings and areas where it can develop. 

There is no single way of structuring a review article. However, it is important to ensure that a 
review article is organised around themes, and not books. The themes could be historical in the 
sense of examining how a concept has developed over time; or it could be analytical in the sense 
of grouping together particular approaches to a concept or literature. What is crucial for a good 
review article is to have some sense of development. A good paper will build on the existing 
literature to present a new argument, to think about evidence in a particular way and to make a 
theoretical or conceptual advance. If a review article simply summarises the positions and goes 
no further, then the reader is left hanging and the piece is nothing more than a book review, 
not a contribution to knowledge. Although a review article is not essentially distinct in some sui 
generis way from an ordinary article, review articles do often take a broader sweep at the topic, 
and they do not make claims to be generating new evidence, unlike a research article, which 
usually deals with a specific focus on a particular problem (see chapter 2).

Why Write Review Articles?
A review article is a good way of getting into publishing for the first time and can be a good 
disciplining experience for learning how to structure a large amount of material into a readable 
and relatively short paper. There are a number of reasons why a new entrant to the profession 
should consider writing a review article. First, it can be done without primary research; hence with 
limited resources it is possible to gather the material for a review article. Second, most doctoral 
theses start with a literature review and it should be relatively straightforward to develop your 
literature review into a review article. In your thesis you may have brought together a body of 
literature for the first time, and a review article is a good way to disseminate your knowledge or 
approach. Third, it is a good way of getting a name as an expert in a particular area. Review articles 
do get noticed, and so your name will be associated with a particular subfield. Finally, to get a 
review article published on a particular area can be useful in terms of establishing credibility for 
a research grant application. 

In making a grant application, you need to demonstrate a grasp of the existing literature, an 
expertise in an area and the ability to make a significant advance in understanding. A review 
article allows you to do all of these things and so prepare the ground for a research grant. If you 
are thinking of writing a review article, it is important, as with any other publication, to do your 
research. Not all journals publish review articles, or at least they do not all have a distinctive review 
article section, so look at the journals and examine which ones do reviews and how they organise 
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their review articles. Are the reviews examining the state of the discipline, or are they reviewing 
new bodies of work? Often with a review article it is a good idea to contact the editor and ask if 
they are interested in a review article in a particular area prior to writing.

Some review articles may not present themselves as such. A review article that takes a new line 
or develops a particular argument or theoretical approach can be presented as an original paper 
and be like any other journal article, and so you need to consider how you are presenting your 
review, and what claims are you making for it. Are you essentially building on an existing body of 
literature to develop an original article or are you offering a state-of-the-literature debate? Next 
it is important to do the background research and make sure that your review is comprehensive. 
You need to think about your themes and to highlight what is distinctive about your approach. 
Then it is a good idea to get a number of people to read your review and to take account of 
their points. Review articles are usually reviewed in the same way as research articles. Therefore, 
you need to consider the reviewing process and the need to satisfy reviewers (see chapter 2). In 
the review process it is important to distinguish between presenting a review article either as a 
specific review piece or as a standard article. If it is the latter, then it will be important to convince 
the referees that the paper is making an original contribution to the debate. 

Conclusion
Good review articles are difficult to do, but when done well and with a distinctive approach to 
a subject they can be amongst the most highly regarded and cited pieces of work. As such, it is 
important to give serious attention to review articles and to think about how you can use your 
work to develop an overview of your area. Moreover, reviews and review articles are a good way 
into the world of publishing. Talk to you colleagues and supervisors, and think about how to 
develop your work into a review piece that may shape the future research agenda of a particular 
field.


