
how to write a literature review
example

how to write a literature review example effectively is a crucial skill for
any researcher, student, or academic professional embarking on a thesis,
dissertation, or scholarly article. This comprehensive guide delves into the
intricate process of constructing a compelling literature review, moving
beyond mere summary to critical analysis and synthesis. We will explore the
fundamental purpose of a literature review, outline the essential stages from
defining your scope to selecting relevant sources, and provide practical
strategies for structuring your review cohesively. Readers will gain insights
into crafting each section—introduction, body, and conclusion—and learn to
identify research gaps while avoiding common pitfalls. By the end, you will
possess a robust understanding of how to write a literature review example
that stands out for its clarity, critical depth, and scholarly rigor.
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Understanding the Purpose of a Literature
Review

A literature review is far more than just a list of sources or a sequential
summary of existing research. It serves as a foundational component of
scholarly work, providing context, demonstrating knowledge, and justifying
your own research. Essentially, it surveys scholarly articles, books,
dissertations, conference proceedings, and other sources relevant to a
particular issue, area of research, or theory.

What is a Literature Review?

At its core, a literature review is an analytical and evaluative discussion
of published works that are pertinent to your specific topic. It involves
identifying, locating, and analyzing published work, often through databases
and academic search engines. The objective is not simply to describe what
others have done, but to critically analyze the literature, synthesize
diverse perspectives, and identify themes, debates, and gaps in existing



knowledge.

Why is a Literature Review Important?

The importance of a well-executed literature review cannot be overstated. It
establishes your credibility as a researcher by demonstrating your awareness
of current knowledge and your ability to critically engage with it. Moreover,
it helps to clarify the boundaries of your research, providing a theoretical
framework and methodological justification for your study. It highlights how
your work contributes to, challenges, or extends previous scholarship,
positioning your research within a broader academic conversation.

Key Stages Before Writing Your Literature
Review

Before you even begin drafting your literature review, several crucial
preparatory stages must be completed. These steps ensure that your review is
focused, comprehensive, and grounded in relevant, high-quality scholarship.
Approaching these stages systematically will streamline the writing process
significantly.

Defining Your Research Question or Scope

The first critical step is to clearly define the specific research question
or the scope of your literature review. Without a focused question, your
search for literature can become overwhelming and unfocused. Your research
question will act as a guiding compass, helping you determine which sources
are relevant and which fall outside your purview. This initial clarity
ensures that your review remains cohesive and purposeful.

Developing a Search Strategy

Once your scope is defined, develop a robust search strategy. This involves
identifying key terms, keywords, and Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) to use
in academic databases (e.g., JSTOR, PubMed, Web of Science, Google Scholar).
Think broadly about synonyms and related concepts to ensure a comprehensive
search. Document your search strings and the databases you use to maintain a
clear audit trail of your research process.

Finding and Selecting Relevant Sources

Executing your search strategy will yield numerous potential sources. The
challenge then becomes selecting the most relevant and authoritative ones.
Prioritize peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and reputable
conference proceedings. Look for studies directly addressing your research
question or those that establish foundational theories or methodologies in



your field. This selection process requires careful judgment and an
understanding of academic rigor.

Reading and Evaluating Sources Critically

Simply accumulating sources is not enough; each source must be read and
evaluated critically. This involves assessing the methodology, findings,
limitations, and overall contribution of each study. Ask questions such as:
What are the main arguments? What evidence is used? Are there any biases? How
does this study relate to others in the field? Taking detailed notes, perhaps
using a matrix or summary table, can be invaluable for organizing this
information and identifying connections.

Structuring Your Literature Review Effectively

The way you structure your literature review is paramount to its clarity and
impact. A well-organized review guides the reader through the existing
scholarship logically, showcasing your critical understanding and the
progression of ideas. There are several common organizational patterns, and
the best choice often depends on your specific topic and the nature of the
literature itself.

Chronological Approach

A chronological structure traces the evolution of research over time. This
approach is particularly effective when the historical development of a
field, specific theories, or methodologies is important. You might begin with
early foundational studies and move towards more contemporary research,
highlighting shifts in understanding, methods, or focus over the decades.
However, ensure it’s more than just a timeline; critically analyze why these
developments occurred and their significance.

Thematic Approach

The thematic approach is perhaps the most common and often the most
effective. Here, you organize your review around key themes, concepts, or
subtopics that emerge from the literature. Instead of discussing individual
studies in isolation, you group them together based on shared ideas or
findings. This allows for a deeper synthesis and comparison of different
perspectives on a particular theme, making it easier to identify consensus,
debates, and gaps.

Methodological Approach

Sometimes, the methodologies employed in studies are a central point of
discussion. A methodological structure allows you to compare and contrast the



different research methods used in the literature on your topic. You might
group studies by qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods approaches, or
by specific data collection techniques. This can be particularly useful if
your own research proposes a novel methodology or seeks to address
limitations in existing approaches.

Theoretical Approach

If your field is heavily reliant on specific theories or conceptual
frameworks, organizing your literature review theoretically can be highly
insightful. This involves discussing different theories that have been
applied to your topic, evaluating their strengths and weaknesses, and showing
how your own research relates to or builds upon these theoretical
foundations. This approach helps in understanding the theoretical
underpinnings of your field.

Integration vs. Summarization

Regardless of the chosen structure, the key is to integrate the literature,
not merely summarize it. Integration means drawing connections, identifying
relationships, comparing and contrasting arguments, and synthesizing
different findings to form a coherent narrative. Avoid simply listing one
study after another; instead, weave them together to build a compelling
argument about the state of knowledge in your field.

Crafting Each Section: A Step-by-Step Guide

Just like any academic paper, a literature review has an introduction, body,
and conclusion. Each section plays a vital role in presenting your analysis
of the existing scholarship in a clear and compelling manner. Understanding
the specific function of each part is essential for constructing a robust
literature review example.

Introduction of the Literature Review

The introduction to your literature review should set the stage for your
discussion. It typically begins with a broad overview of the topic, narrows
down to the specific focus of the review, and states its scope and
objectives. Clearly articulate the main themes or issues you will be
exploring and briefly explain the organizational structure of your review.
This section should engage the reader and provide a roadmap for what is to
follow.

Body Paragraphs: Summarize, Analyze, Synthesize

The body of your literature review is where the bulk of your critical



analysis and synthesis occurs. Each paragraph or subsection should focus on a
specific theme, subtopic, or chronological period, depending on your chosen
structure. For each source or group of sources, you should:

Summarize: Briefly present the key findings, arguments, or
methodologies.

Analyze: Critically evaluate the strengths, weaknesses, contributions,
and limitations of the research.

Synthesize: Show how this research relates to other studies, identifying
patterns, contradictions, and connections across the literature.

Use strong topic sentences to introduce each paragraph or section, guiding
the reader through your analysis. Ensure smooth transitions between
paragraphs and themes to maintain coherence.

Identifying Gaps and Debates

A crucial aspect of a strong literature review is the identification of gaps,
inconsistencies, and ongoing debates within the existing scholarship. As you
analyze and synthesize, actively look for areas where research is lacking,
where findings contradict each other, or where theoretical perspectives
diverge. Highlighting these gaps demonstrates your critical engagement and
provides a clear rationale for your own research contribution.

Connecting to Your Own Research

While the literature review primarily focuses on existing work, it should
ultimately lead to and justify your own research. Towards the end of the body
or in the conclusion, explicitly connect the identified gaps and debates back
to your proposed study. Explain how your research will address these gaps,
resolve controversies, or extend current understanding. This linkage provides
a powerful rationale for the significance of your work.

Conclusion of the Literature Review

The conclusion of your literature review should not introduce new information
but rather summarize the main findings and insights derived from your
analysis. Reiterate the key themes, highlight the most significant
developments or debates, and synthesize the current state of knowledge on
your topic. Crucially, explicitly state the research gap(s) that your review
has identified and clearly articulate how your proposed study will address
these gaps, providing a strong justification for your project.

Essential Elements of a Strong Literature



Review Example

To move beyond a mere survey of sources and produce a truly impactful
literature review, several essential elements must be present. These
components elevate a literature review from good to excellent, demonstrating
true scholarly insight and critical engagement.

Critical Analysis, Not Just Summary

The most important element is critical analysis. Instead of merely describing
what each study found, a strong literature review evaluates the strengths and
weaknesses of research, questions assumptions, examines methodologies, and
assesses the significance of findings. It dissects the literature, providing
an informed perspective on the quality and implications of existing work.

Synthesis of Ideas

Synthesis involves combining disparate pieces of information to form a
coherent whole. A powerful literature review doesn't treat each source in
isolation; instead, it draws connections, identifies overarching themes, and
builds new understanding by integrating various perspectives. This means
moving beyond "Study A said X, and Study B said Y" to "While Study A found X,
Study B offered a contrasting view (Y), leading to an ongoing debate about
Z."

Clear Organization

As discussed, a clear and logical organizational structure is non-negotiable.
Whether chronological, thematic, or methodological, the chosen structure must
be evident and consistently applied throughout the review. Headings and
subheadings should guide the reader, and transitions between paragraphs and
sections must be smooth and logical, enhancing readability and comprehension.

Proper Citation and Referencing

Academic integrity demands meticulous citation and referencing. Every piece
of information, idea, or direct quote borrowed from another source must be
properly attributed using a consistent citation style (e.g., APA, MLA,
Chicago). This not only gives credit to the original authors but also allows
readers to locate the sources themselves for further investigation. A
comprehensive reference list at the end is crucial.

Identifying Research Gaps

A hallmark of an excellent literature review is its ability to identify



significant research gaps. This involves pinpointing areas where current
research is insufficient, where there are contradictory findings, or where a
particular theoretical perspective or methodology has been overlooked.
Articulating these gaps is fundamental because it provides the justification
and specific contribution of your own proposed research.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid When Writing a
Literature Review

Even experienced researchers can fall into common traps when constructing a
literature review. Awareness of these pitfalls can help you steer clear of
them, ensuring your review remains focused, critical, and valuable.

Lack of Focus

One of the most frequent issues is a lack of clear focus. This often stems
from an ill-defined research question or an overly broad scope. Without a
sharp focus, the review can become a sprawling collection of summaries,
lacking a cohesive argument or direction. Always refer back to your central
research question to ensure every piece of literature discussed is relevant
and contributes to your overarching narrative.

Mere Summarization

As emphasized previously, a literature review is not just a summary. Listing
what each author said without critical engagement or synthesis is a common
pitfall. This results in a descriptive rather than an analytical piece,
failing to demonstrate your ability to evaluate and integrate scholarship.
Always ask "so what?" after presenting information from a source.

Poor Organization

An inadequately organized literature review can be difficult to follow and
diminishes its impact. Jumps between topics, illogical sequencing of ideas,
or a lack of clear headings and transitions confuse the reader. Invest time
in outlining your structure before writing and ensure that each section flows
naturally into the next, building a cohesive narrative.

Insufficient Critical Analysis

Failing to critically analyze the literature means accepting findings at face
value without questioning methodologies, assumptions, or potential biases. A
strong literature review dissects the research, evaluating its strengths,
weaknesses, and implications, rather than simply reporting its conclusions.
This critical lens is essential for identifying true gaps and areas for
further inquiry.



Plagiarism

Plagiarism, whether intentional or accidental, is a severe academic offense.
It occurs when you present someone else's ideas or words as your own without
proper attribution. To avoid this, always cite your sources meticulously, use
quotation marks for direct quotes, and paraphrase ideas in your own words
while still citing the original author. Developing strong note-taking habits
can significantly reduce the risk of plagiarism.

Refining and Polishing Your Literature Review

Once you have a complete draft of your literature review, the work is not
over. The refinement and polishing stage is crucial for transforming a good
draft into an excellent, polished piece of academic writing. This involves
multiple rounds of review focusing on different aspects of your work.

Revising for Clarity and Coherence

Read through your entire literature review to check for clarity and
coherence. Ensure that your arguments are easy to understand, that your
language is precise, and that there are no ambiguous statements. Look for
places where you can elaborate on complex ideas or condense verbose
sentences. The narrative should flow logically from one point to the next,
building a clear and consistent picture of the existing literature.

Checking for Flow and Transitions

Good academic writing relies on seamless transitions between ideas,
sentences, and paragraphs. Review your literature review specifically for how
well your sections and arguments connect. Are there clear signposts guiding
the reader? Do you use transition words and phrases (e.g., "however,"
"furthermore," "in contrast," "consequently") effectively to link ideas and
indicate relationships between sources? Smooth transitions enhance
readability and strengthen your overall argument.

Proofreading for Errors

The final step is meticulous proofreading. Check for grammatical errors,
spelling mistakes, punctuation errors, and consistent formatting. Even minor
errors can detract from the professionalism and credibility of your work.
Consider reading your review aloud, or having a trusted colleague or mentor
review it, as fresh eyes can often catch mistakes you've overlooked. Ensure
that your citations and reference list adhere strictly to the required style
guide.

By diligently following these steps, from initial preparation to final
polish, you will be well-equipped to write a literature review example that



is not only comprehensive and critically analytical but also effectively
positions and justifies your own research contribution. The process is
iterative, requiring dedication and attention to detail, but the resulting
review will be a testament to your scholarly expertise.

Q: What is the primary purpose of a literature review
in academic research?

A: The primary purpose of a literature review is to provide an overview of
the current state of knowledge on a specific topic. It helps to contextualize
your research, demonstrate your understanding of the existing scholarship,
identify gaps or debates in the literature, and ultimately justify the need
for your own study by showing how it contributes to or extends previous work.

Q: How long should a literature review be?

A: The length of a literature review varies significantly depending on the
context. For a research paper, it might be a few pages. For a master's
thesis, it could be 20-40 pages, and for a doctoral dissertation, it might
span 50-100 pages or more. The length is determined by the breadth and depth
of the topic, the number of sources reviewed, and the specific requirements
of your institution or publication.

Q: What's the difference between a literature review
and an annotated bibliography?

A: An annotated bibliography is a list of citations for sources, each
followed by a brief descriptive and evaluative paragraph (an annotation). It
primarily summarizes and assesses individual sources. A literature review, in
contrast, is a cohesive narrative that critically analyzes, synthesizes, and
integrates multiple sources to discuss a topic, identify themes, and
highlight gaps, rather than just describing each source separately.

Q: Should I include every source I read in my
literature review?

A: No, you should not include every source you read. A literature review
should only incorporate sources that are highly relevant to your research
question, contribute significantly to your argument, and are of high academic
quality. The goal is to provide a focused, critical analysis of key
scholarship, not an exhaustive list of everything ever written on your topic.

Q: How do I identify a research gap when writing a
literature review example?

A: Identifying a research gap involves noticing where current research is
insufficient, inconsistent, or has limitations. Look for areas where:

Previous studies have not fully explored a particular aspect of your
topic.



There are contradictory findings that need reconciliation.

A specific methodology, population, or context has been overlooked.

Existing theories do not fully explain a phenomenon.

Critical analysis and synthesis of the literature will naturally reveal these
absences or inconsistencies.

Q: What citation style should I use for my literature
review?

A: The citation style you should use (e.g., APA, MLA, Chicago, Harvard, IEEE)
depends on your academic discipline, institution, or the specific
journal/publisher to which you are submitting your work. It is crucial to
check the guidelines provided by your professor, department, or target
publication and adhere to that style consistently throughout your entire
literature review.

Q: Can a literature review be quantitative or
qualitative?

A: While a literature review itself is a form of qualitative analysis (as it
involves interpreting and synthesizing textual data), the studies it reviews
can be either quantitative or qualitative. You might review a body of purely
quantitative studies, purely qualitative studies, or a mix of both, depending
on your research question and the existing scholarship in your field.

Q: Is it acceptable to use secondary sources in a
literature review?

A: Yes, it is acceptable and often necessary to use secondary sources, such
as review articles or theoretical essays, in a literature review. These
sources can provide valuable overviews, historical context, or conceptual
frameworks. However, prioritize primary sources (original research studies)
where possible, and always critically evaluate the secondary sources to
ensure their accuracy and relevance.
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write toの意味・使い方・読み方 | Weblio英和辞書 write toの意味や使い方 便り；申し送る；書き送る；申越す；言い送る - 約487万語ある英和辞典・和英辞典。
発音・イディオムも分かる英語辞書。
「書く」の英語・英語例文・英語表現 - Weblio和英辞書 ｢書く｣は英語でどう表現する？ 【単語】write【例文】Do you have some paper to write
on?【その他の表現】compose - 1000万語以上収録！ 英訳・英文・英単語の使い分けな
英語「write-up」の意味・使い方・読み方 | Weblio英和辞書 「write-up」の意味・翻訳・日本語 - (新聞・雑誌などの)記事、論評、ほめたてた記事、 (資産の)評
価増し｜Weblio英和・和英辞書
I want something to write with.の意味・使い方・読み方 | Weblio I want something to write with.の意味や使い方 何か
書くものが欲しいな。 - 約487万語ある英和辞典・和英辞典。 発音・イディオムも分かる英語辞書。
「write」に関連した英語例文の一覧と使い方 - Weblio write a composition 例文帳に追加 作文を書く. - 研究社 新英和中辞典
please write down your name here.の意味・使い方・読み方 please write down your name here.の意味や使い方 こちらに
ご記名をお願いします。 - 約486万語ある英和辞典・和英辞典。 発音・イディオムも分かる英語辞書。
written languageの意味・使い方・読み方 | Weblio英和辞書 written languageの意味や使い方 書記言語; 書き言葉; 文語 - 約487万語ある英和
辞典・和英辞典。発音・イディオムも分かる英語辞書。
Write Enableの意味・使い方・読み方 | Weblio英和辞書 Write Enableの意味や使い方 書込みイネーブル - 約487万語ある英和辞典・和英辞典。 発音・
イディオムも分かる英語辞書。
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CHS 211 literature review (unr.edu5y) What is a literature review? A literature review is a
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Writing a Literature Review (Brandeis University3y) This handout is available for download in
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collects key sources on a topic and discusses those sources in
Writing a Literature Review (Brandeis University3y) This handout is available for download in
DOCX format and PDF format. A literature review is a document or section of a document that
collects key sources on a topic and discusses those sources in
Literature review basics (unr.edu1y) A literature review synthesizes and analyzes previous
research in a field to inform an audience and establish background knowledge. Literature reviews
are most often part of a larger work, like a
Literature review basics (unr.edu1y) A literature review synthesizes and analyzes previous
research in a field to inform an audience and establish background knowledge. Literature reviews
are most often part of a larger work, like a
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