Using AI based tool for researching literature
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The goal of this short unit is to get to know different types of tools that can support academic literature research, as well as their key features.
It’s also about understanding when the use of certain tools can be helpful – and when it might not be.
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There are different types of tools that use AI and that can support literature research to a certain degree.
Under certain conditions, these tools can help or simplify the process, but they usually can’t fully replace it – at least not yet.
Broadly speaking, we can distinguish three groups of tools that are used for different purposes in the literature research process: Allrounders, Finders, and Connectors.
We’ll take a closer look at these three groups in the following.
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Allrounder tools are the well-known chatbots that generate text based on prompts.
A widely used commercial example is still ChatGPT. A free, privacy-compliant alternative is ChatAI by GWDG and KISSKI, which offers a selection of different language models.
In general, these chatbots are not specifically trained for academic literature research, so their usefulness in this area is limited.
While many of them now have access to the web and even academic databases, you often need to activate a “deep research mode” for that.
One advantage is that they often offer good free versions. However, a major drawback in the context of literature research is that they can still produce so-called hallucinations – meaning they sometimes invent sources.
Also, generating answers in deep research mode can take quite a long time, which reduces the time-saving benefit.
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One useful way to apply these allrounder tools in literature research is not to use them directly to find academic sources, but to prepare a traditional database search – for example in a library catalog or subject-specific databases.
An example prompt from Isabella Buck’s book shows how this can work:
First, you explain the context of your research. It’s especially important to describe your topic or research question as precisely as possible.
Then, you ask the chatbot to generate keywords.
To make these keywords more effective for database searches, you can also ask the chatbot to use Boolean operators and truncation.
You can then take the generated keywords and use them in the search fields of relevant databases or library catalogs.
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A large group of tools is specifically designed to search academic databases using keywords or even full questions.
AI plays a role here because these tools can process natural language – similar to chatbots – and generate summaries of one or multiple academic articles.
They can also analyze articles based on certain criteria, such as research methods or sample size.
However, it’s important to note that this works best when the literature is available digitally and as open access.
Search performance is also usually better for English-language publications.
Because of discipline-specific publishing practices, these tools are more suitable for the natural and life sciences, and less so for fields like the humanities, social sciences, law, or theology, where monographs and printed volumes are more common and open access is less prevalent.
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Similar discipline-specific limitations also apply to the group of tools often referred to as connector tools.
Like finder tools, they rely on the same digital open-access databases.
The key difference is that connector tools create interactive network maps. These maps show which articles cite each other, who builds on whose work, and which publications are thematically related.
This makes it easier to understand how individual publications are connected within a broader academic discussion.
Some tools also offer features similar to finder tools.
However, to create such a network, you usually need at least one relevant article as a starting point. Otherwise, the network can become confusing or even lead you away from your original research focus.
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In general, besides discipline-specific limitations, there are a few other important constraints to keep in mind:
Some of these tools are not free or only offer very limited trial versions.
As is often the case with AI tools, data privacy compliance is not always guaranteed.
Also, automatically generated summaries of academic texts can contain errors or may present findings or methods in a biased or incomplete way.
Because you still need to verify the results, it’s not always clear whether these tools actually save time compared to more traditional forms of literature research.
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To sum up, at the current stage, we can say:
There is a wide range of AI-based tools that promise to make literature research easier, more efficient, and more convenient.
At the same time, there are still quite a few limitations – especially outside the natural and life sciences.
In fields with a lot of English-language open-access publications, these tools can be useful, particularly when combined with a traditional database search.
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The idea here is to carry out a short research task based on your own topic – once using an AI-supported tool and once using a familiar database.
It’s interesting to compare how similar or different the results are, and which approach gives you a faster and clearer overview.

