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The second error takes place if you assume that all sources are of equal quality or 
importance. For example, this might happen if you try to use a reference from an 
unofficial report to argue against the empirical evidence presented in an international 
peer-reviewed paper.

Dunkin classifies errors 3 to 7 as ‘secondary errors’, which are caused when you 
use literature in an uncritical way. Error 3 occurs if you present inaccurate information 
about sampling, methods, design procedures and contexts of the studies written about 
in the sources you use. Error 4 happens if you double count references by the original 
author; for example, if you list different reports from the same project as providing 
additional confirmation of the same finding. Error 5 occurs if the author of the original 
report has not represented their findings fully in their statements of conclusions. The 
error is compounded if you accept the statements uncritically and actually continue 
the original authors’ misrepresentation of data. Error 6 consists of claiming that studies 
yield findings or reach conclusions that they do not. Error 7 is a question of ethics and 
is about suppressing contrary findings. Original reports sometimes contain findings 
that are actually contradictory to the generalizations which you claim to support.

The final two errors occur when primary and secondary errors are included in 
generalizations made in your final review. These are error 8, consequential errors 
where generalizations are made based on flawed errors made earlier in the review, 
and finally, error 9, when you don’t marshal all the evidence relevant to a generaliza-
tion. These last errors occur in the process of formulating the final conclusion and are 
a result of a lack of criticality earlier in the review process. This is why it is vital that 

Table 3.4  Common errors in writing a literature review

Primary errors

These are errors made by an author when writing a review:

1.	 Not including seminal work or failing to define the scope of the review appropriately

2.	 Lack of discrimination; not all the research cited is of equal validity or quality

Secondary errors

These are errors made when the author uses literature in an uncritical way:

3.	 Presenting inaccurate information about sampling, methods, design procedures and contexts of study

4.	 Double-counting of references by original author

5.	 Non-recognition of faulty conclusions by original author

6.	 Unwarranted attributions, the original author making claims not justified by the data

7.	 Suppression of contrary findings

Tertiary errors

These areas are when primary and secondary errors are included in generalizations made in the final review written by 
the author:

8.	 Consequential errors/flawed generalizations as a consequence of earlier lack of criticality

9.	 Failure to marshal all evidence relevant to a generalization

03_Wilson 3e_Ch-03.indd   60 3/24/2017   11:16:06 AM


