Background research and preliminary literature review
It goes without saying that one of the first steps in addressing a problem is to familiarize yourself with existing research.  Unless you know what has already been done, you may waste your time trying to re-invent the wheel.  Equally important, if you plan to work with a sponsor, you must know what you are talking about, and the quickest way to learn about the issue is to review the literature.  

However, many public policy problems do not fit the mold of traditional science: the facts may be few and uncertain, values in dispute, stakes high and decisions urgent.  Uncertain facts and disputed values mean that experts don’t know the answers, and stakeholder opinions matter.  More often than not, moral values and subjective preferences play a role.
  A literature review must reflect this, and should not be restricted to peer-reviewed journals or books by experts.  Web sites, opinion polls, gray literature,
 and newspaper articles are all good sources for learning about a problem.  In many cases, you will be reviewing relevant legislation at different levels of government, and/or drawing heavily on the work of student teams from previous semesters.

Be aware however that different material should be treated differently.  The ‘facts’ in a peer-reviewed journal article should certainly carry more weight than facts from callers on talk radio, but the moral values and opinions (at least if they are informed opinions, not backed by erroneous “facts”) might not.  For initial discussions with potential or established sponsors, a focus on the gray literature, web sources and the popular media may be most productive.  

The review should include literature related to the history and origins of the problem, theoretical explanations of the problem, and policy options, both existing and theoretical, for resolving the problem.  Read as much as you can on previous attempts to solve your problem.  If they worked, will the same approaches apply in your situation?  If not, can you learn from their failures?  If you’re unsure how to conduct a literature review, consult your librarian.  Most universities these days have access to sophisticated literature search engines, and learning how to use these is an essential skill. 

If you are working with a group, it makes sense to divide the literature review by topic or articles, and then share the information in a group meeting. 
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� “Gray literature is foreign or domestic open source material that usually is available through specialized channels and may not enter normal channels or systems of publication, distribution, bibliographic control, or acquisition by booksellers or subscription agents” (Interagency Gray Literature Working Group, “Gray Information Functional Plan,” 18 January 1995). The Internet is probably the easiest way to access gray literature.





