
The Literature Review 
 

 

 

 

A literature review surveys the available academic literature on a narrow area of discussion 

within an academic field, indicating the patterns of current thought on the particular subject 

under discussion. The term academic literature can be defined as everything that has been 

published on a particular topic of interest within a particular field, referring especially peer-

reviewed articles reporting on research studies. The literature review seeks to explain what is 

known about the topic and also covers the connection, or lack of connection, among the various 

works in the academic literature. 

 

In writing a literature review, the writer should gather together sources from the academic 

literature that provide information on the narrow area under discussion and look for how the 

sources talk to each other, discussing some of the same themes related to the topic under 

discussion. The writer of the literature review should then explain as explicitly as possible the 

similarities within each theme and the differences between themes. Note in particular such 

patterns as conflicts between opposing groups of scientists and other researchers. The major 

ideas you have come across should be represented in the literature review. In this manner, you 

will demonstrate to readers that you are familiar with the source material on your subject. 

 

The literature review may stand as an independent piece of writing, and literature reviews are 

frequently assigned as end-of-semester papers in a variety of undergraduate courses. A literature 

review may also be just the beginning of a much larger paper that, for instance, reports on the 

results of a research study. In these cases, the literature review will first report on what other 

research studies have been done in order to communicate what is known already and to provide 

background on why the study that is the subject of the paper was done. In some disciplines, the 

academic literature may be so technical and may require so much detailed study that simply 

gaining a grasp of it is enough of a task for any student at any one time. Thus, professors in the 

sciences and the social sciences may assign literature reviews on specific topics to familiarize 

their students with the most recent professional findings. Active scholars may also write reviews 

of the literature for professional journals to keep their colleagues informed on proliferating 

research. When the review stands as a separate piece of writing, it may be quite extensive—

upwards of twenty pages—and deal with the major sources in some detail. 

 

Even the separate literature review, in the long run, is in the service of new, original research. In 

the case of the undergraduate in a technical discipline, such original research may be postponed 

until the student gains a wider range of skills and concepts necessary to make a contribution at 

current levels of work. The literature review is a way of making the student aware of that level. 

In the case of practicing researchers, the professional literature review provides the starting point 

for future work done by themselves or their colleagues. 

 



It's also useful to know that this type of paper goes by many different names. Sometimes it's 

referred to as a term paper, a research paper, an end-of-course paper, or something else. And all 

of these names for different types of papers will mean something different depending on who 

you ask. Professors' expectations, and the expectations of particular courses, majors, and 

disciplinary areas, will vary widely. It's critically important to be clear about the specific 

expectations of the professor teaching the particular course you're enrolled in. But the general 

guidelines presented here can be transferred across many different courses and contexts, and they 

should prove a useful guide 

 

In a literature review, no matter what kind, all sources must be acknowledged in the format 

appropriate to the discipline. 

 

As with any type of writing, it's exceedingly helpful to think in terms of process—what to do 

first, second, and so on, to the end of writing a paper. That's how this article is organized, giving 

you some pointers for how to get started and where to go from there, guiding you through to the 

end of the writing process, and hopefully to a successful paper. This article will present the 

typical stages you will pass through in preparing a literature review. The purpose of these stages 

is to isolate some of the complex tasks that go into completing the assignment and to allow you 

to focus on each skill one at a time. In reality, these stages are not so clearly separable. Everyone 

has an individual way of working, and the development of each essay follows a different course. 

 

 

Finding a Direction 
 

Before you can do any research, you must set yourself a direction—a general area to investigate. 

That direction can, and probably will, change with time and knowledge. At the least, it will 

become more specific and focused. But with the first step, as the cliché goes, begins the journey. 

 

The immediate context in which you are writing the paper provides one set of clues. Literature 

reviews are often assigned as an end-of-semester paper in a variety of undergraduate classes. If 

you are writing a literature review as part of an academic course, the issues raised in class and 

the particulars of the assignment given by the professor establish the direction. If the professor 

gives a detailed sheet of instructions defining the major research assignment, these instructions 

will suggest specific kinds of topics. Regardless of how detailed or general your professor's 

instructions, however, the overall expectations tend to be similar. The idea is that you go through 

the semester attending lectures, completing readings, discussing readings, and completing 

assignments that are intended to teach you about the body of knowledge within a particular 

discipline. Hopefully, something you heard or read over the course of the semester sparked your 

interest. The literature review allows you to explore an aspect of the course in more detail 

through independent research. In the literature review, you write about that research. 

 

In addition to the stated expectations of the professor, you should also consider the intended 

audience as part of the context. In some courses, the professor is the only reader; that professor, 

already well informed about the topic you choose, may read your paper to judge your 

understanding of the material. At other times, the professor, still the only audience, may request 



papers on topics with which he or she has only limited familiarity. In another class, the professor 

may ask you to imagine yourself a practicing scholar writing for a well-informed professional 

community; your classmates may in fact be your primary audience—the community to which 

you report back your findings. Careful consideration of which topics might interest each of these 

audiences may help you choose an initial direction. 

 

You can also look into yourself and into the materials for help in choosing a general area of 

research. If you choose an area in which you already have some background knowledge, you will 

have some insight into the meaning and importance of the new materials you find. Prior 

acquaintance with a subject will also give you a head start in identifying useful sources. Even 

more important, if you already have an interest in the subject, you will have more motivation to 

learn and understand the subject in depth. If your interest in the subject makes you feel your 

questions are worth answering, that conviction will carry across to your readers. On the other 

hand, if you pick a subject that is tedious to you from the start, not only will you probably drag 

your feet in doing the research, you will also have a hard time convincing your readers that 

reading your paper is worth their time. 

 

 

Conducting Library Research 
 

It's important to understand, first, that academic literature is generally, and most would say 

unfortunately, not available on the open internet, and it therefore isn't accessible through Google 

and other search engines. To be clear, you might be able to pull up the title of an article that is 

part of the academic literature of a field, and maybe even a summary of a few sentences, but you 

won't be able to read the source itself, which you'll need to write a paper of this length and scope.  

 

Most any college or university library will provide enrolled students with access to a sufficient 

store of academic literature for just about any literature review you might be writing on any 

academic topic, and it's likely that you'll be able to find everything you need online through the 

library's website. College and university libraries provide students and faculty with access to 

online tools called databases. A database is essentially a search engine, very similar to Google, 

but its results are usually confined only to the academic literature of certain fields of study. Most 

databases are only accessible with a subscription, and the college or university library pays the 

subscription fees on behalf of its students. Libraries make it easy for students to access the 

databases they subscribe to, and there are many of them. Some are specialized for certain fields, 

while others provide literature for a range of fields. But the following three databases that are 

likely to work well for literature reviews in nearly any area of study, and the vast majority of 

college and university libraries carry subscriptions to them: 

 JSTOR 

 Academic OneFile 

 ScienceDirect 

 

In addition to including information from the formal academic literature of a field, it may also be 

acceptable to include sources from less formal publications, such as major national newspapers 

and major national news magazines, which often include articles about research in various fields 



of study. The advantage in using these articles is that they can be easier to read, and less dense 

with jargon and extraneous detail. Most of these types of sources are also only available with a 

subscription, so you'll want to access them through the library databases, as well. Articles from 

these types of publications are found in many different databases. One commonly available 

database that carries a variety of major national newspapers is US Newsstream - Major 

Newspapers. If you have difficulty locating them, consult your instructor or a research librarian. 

The following publications should be appropriate for typical literature review assignments at the 

undergraduate level: 

 The New York Times 

 The Wall Street Journal 

 The Washington Post 

 The Atlantic 

 The Economist 

 

A very important point is that the organization of material in your sources will differ from the 

new organization of facts and ideas that you will eventually achieve in your paper. 

 

Writing an essay based on academic literature takes time. You will spend time finding sources; 

you will spend additional time reading these sources and taking notes. Even more time will be 

required for your thinking to go through many stages: You will need to identify major details, 

develop a focus, and come to understand the subject. The vision of what your paper should cover 

will only gradually emerge in your mind.  

 

In terms of the number of sources you'll need, it really just depends. It depends on the length of 

the paper you're writing, the paper's purpose, how broad or narrow the topic is, and a range of 

other factors. For a literature review assigned in a typical undergraduate course, no fewer than 

five representative sources will be needed to cover a topic with any degree of detail. To provide 

background for an original research study of the kind that might be done by a graduate student or 

a student in the final year of her or his undergraduate studies, dozens of sources might be 

necessary, particularly if the student intends to publish the paper. 

 

 

Reading Closely and Taking Notes 
 

It's fair to say that nothing is more important in writing a literature review than carefully reading, 

and ideally re-reading, the sources you locate on your topic. Take your time reading your 

sources, and get to know them really, really well. The better you know your sources, the stronger 

your paper will be. 

 

You must also, of course, keep track of the relevant information you find in the sources by taking 

notes. Paraphrase, summary, and outline are good practices in preparing for this paper. You can 

record only the most relevant information, and you can focus on giving your reader the essential 

ideas from the sources. In each case, make sure your notes accurately reflect the meaning of the 

original, even though you are using your own words. In taking notes from any one source, you 



may use each of these forms of note taking—depending on how directly the passage bears on 

your subject. 

 

In the early stages of your research, before you have a specific idea of your final topic, you 

should record a wide range of information—even though you will not use all of it. In this way, 

you will not have to return to the source to pick up useful data or detail that you ignored the first 

time around. As your topic gains focus, you may become more selective. In the last stages of 

research, you may simply be interested in a single fact to fill a gap in your information. 

Whatever form your notes take, be sure to keep an accurate record of where each piece of 

information comes from.  

 

The process of understanding the relationships among the many ideas that you read requires that 

you make sense of each bit of information as you discover it. You should read and annotate the 

material at the time you find it. By staying on top of the source reading, you will think about the 

material at the proper time, and you will have complete, well-organized notes when you are 

ready to gather together all your information for the paper. 

 

Closing in on the Subject 
 

After reading on a subject for a time, you become familiar with both the subject itself and what 

the academic literature has to say about the subject. Both types of knowledge should help you 

define your specific approach to further research. Knowledge of the subject itself lets you know 

what information exists and what information is important. While becoming increasingly 

familiar with your subject, you gain substantive material on which to base your thinking. 

Simultaneously, your knowledge of the prior writing on the subject lets you know what has been 

fully discussed and what has not in the literature of the discipline. In addition to helping you 

evaluate the early information you have come across, a study of the literature helps you sort out 

what kinds of data are available and what areas of agreement and disagreement exist between 

sources. 

 

Organizing the Literature Review 
 

For shorter, less complex papers, a few organizational notes may be enough to fix the structure 

of the literature review in your mind before you begin writing, but literature reviews are usually 

too long and too complex to organize by haphazard methods. An essay of anywhere from five to 

twenty or more pages incorporating a range of information from many sources requires 

conscious, careful planning. Preparing a full outline will let you think over your plans and revise 

them accordingly. 

 

The outline places in schematic form the main topic and issues you will discuss in the paper and 

arranges the subtopics and specifics underneath the major statements. It is the bare bones, the 

skeleton, of the paper you will write. As such, you should neither take it lightly nor arrange the 

material in a mechanical, automatic fashion. Rather you should consider the essentials of what 

the most effective arrangement of the material will be. 



 

The outline is your way of putting the subject together. Your major statements and the 

arrangement of them, although built out of your reading of sources, should not resemble the 

pattern of any source. If you borrow the skeleton of someone else's work, it will resemble that 

person's work, no matter how you flesh it out. But because you have consulted many sources—

and compared, evaluated, and synthesized them—your vision of the subject will not resemble 

anyone else's: your original outline will be the result of a long line of original inquiry. 

 

Actually, you may want to prepare an outline at any one of several stages of the research project. 

At each stage, the outline serves a different function. Toward the end of the research period, you 

can make an idealized outline to help you determine whether your research material is adequate 

to the argument you have in mind. If not, you can opt to supplement your research. 

 

After you complete the research, but before you write a first draft, you should prepare a working 

outline to figure out the order and relationship of all the material. Then, as you actually write the 

paper, you can modify the working outline to solve problems, to take advantage of opportunities, 

or to identify gaps that you discover in the process of writing. If the organization of your paper 

changes significantly as you write a first draft, you may wish to make a draft outline to make 

sure that the paper hangs together. Finally, you can make a formal outline of the completed 

paper. 

 

Usually you do not need to write all these levels of outlines for any one project. You can choose 

among them, depending on the nature of the project and your personal preferences. You should, 

however, outline the paper at least once in the course of your writing to ensure it is well-

organized and coherent. 

 

You are probably familiar with the mechanics of an outline. At the top is a thesis statement, 

Listed underneath the thesis are the major statements that support or subdivide that thesis; these 

major statements are identified by Roman numerals. In turn, each major statement is supported 

or subdivided into secondary statements, which are listed beneath it and identified by uppercase 

(capital) letters. This subdivision continues as long as the material warrants, the smaller units 

being marked successively by Arabic numerals, lower-case letters, numerals in parentheses, and 

letters in parentheses. Successive indentations visually separate the main points from the minor 

ones. 

 

Although the requirements of a literature review vary widely, as stated previously, the following 

four parts are generally expected: 

 Background 

 Thesis Statement 

 Report on the Literature 

 References Section 

 

The background portion comes at the beginning of the paper. It should be one or two paragraphs, 

and it should introduce the topic, communicate the topic’s importance, and reflect the writer’s 

interest in the topic.  

 



The thesis statement should come after the background. It should be a single sentence that 

reflects the content of the paper and the strength of the research. It should define the topic 

narrowly and be specific, but not too detailed and wordy, as in the following example, taken 

from an example literature review about the social phenomenon known as helicopter parenting, 

which is found at the end of this article: 

Parenting styles have shifted dramatically in recent decades, moving from a more 

permissive to a more restrictive approach, yielding both positive and negative effects for 

both adult children and their parents, particularly as children emerge into young 

adulthood. 

 

The vast majority of your paper will be a report on the information from your sources containing, 

at a minimum, at least 6 paragraphs. Here you only report information from your sources. 

Throughout the paper, you must use entirely different words. DO NOT COPY the words 

directly from the sources. If you fail to do either of these things, then you have committed 

plagiarism, and the penalties for doing so, as you likely know already, are quite severe at any 

college or university.  

 

You must also cite your sources within the text, giving credit to the authors of the sources. There 

are very specific requirements for this. Most popular academic disciplines these days, including 

many of the natural sciences, the social sciences, the medical fields, and business, require APA 

style in-text citations. The complete guidelines for in-text citation go beyond this article, but they 

are generally covered in first-year composition courses, and they are widely available through 

college libraries and other sources. In general, though, APA style in-text citations require that 

you include both the name of the author or authors of the source and the year of publication. This 

information can be formatted in one of two ways. One is called a parenthetical citation, in which 

the author and the year of publication are named in parentheses at the end of the information 

from the source. The other form is called a narrative citation, in which the author is named 

within a sentence where information from the source is used. The year of publication must still 

appear in parentheses after the name of the author. The following examples of both forms of in-

text citation are also taken from the example literature review that appears at the end of this 

article:  

 

 



Your literature review should be organized around the themes you identified when reading your 

sources. Write at least one paragraph about each theme. Make each paragraph distinct from every 

other paragraph. Every paragraph should contribute something different. Your goal here is to 

choose information that is not commonly known. You also must synthesize the information from 

your sources in this part of your paper, bringing together information from different sources in 

each paragraph to develop the theme of that paragraph. Each paragraph must draw on and cite at 

least two different sources. 

 

Finally, a correctly formatted references page is critical for a literature review. Doing quality 

research is central to the purpose of a literature review, and the references page makes clear what 

sources were used. Like with in-text citation, mentioned above, the references page must be 

formatted according to very specific guidelines which, in most cases, will be APA guidelines. 

The complete guidelines for the references page go beyond this article, but they are generally 

covered in first-year composition courses, and they are widely available through college libraries 

and other sources. 

 

Writing the Literature Review 
 

An outline can serve only as a partial guide—a stage in your thinking. Even having a complete 

first draft does not complete the active consideration of your subject because the refinement of 

language through revision will lead you to make changes to your approach. 

 

Because the literature review rests on such a variety of source materials and requires such an 

extended development, step-by-step organization of your thoughts as they appear in the final 

paper is exceedingly important. You do not want your reader to get lost in the mass of 

information. Beyond preventing confusion, you also need the reader to see the subject from the 

perspective that you have finally gained by reading the academic literature on the particular area 

that is the focus of your literature review. The pattern of your organization should reflect a 

pattern you have discovered in the material. 

 

Once you have come to an organizational logic for your paper, you need to make that logic 

explicit for the readers so that they know what you are trying to do. The longer and more 

complex the paper is, the more you need transitions—bridging phrases and sentences—to show 

the connection between one idea and the next. 

 

Because the research paper is a structure of your own thought built upon the written statements 

of others, you need to be aware of the most effective method of presenting the material from 

each source and the proper ways of giving credit to the sources you use. Again, as discussed 

above, it is absolutely critical that you put all of the information into your own words and that 

you carefully and accurately cite your sources. If you fail to do either of these things, then you 

have committed plagiarism. 

 

The last stage of preparing your paper is the creation of a final manuscript that adheres to all of 

the appropriate formatting conventions of the discipline. In most cases, that will be APA style. 

Absolutely essential is a careful proofreading of the final manuscript. These elements of 



formality and care are in themselves signs that you are making a well-considered public 

statement on a subject on which you have become highly knowledgeable through your own 

careful study and hard work. Your thoughts deserve the best possible presentation. 

 

 

A Complete Example Literature Review 
 

On the pages that follow, you will find a complete literature review that would likely meet many, 

if not all, of the requirements of a typical literature review assignment in a typical undergraduate 

college course. The paper is visually formatted according to the guidelines found in the 

Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, 7th Edition, which are the 

guidelines followed in the vast majority of undergraduate college classes and degree programs. 

Annotations in the margins reference content provided in this article, including organizing the 

paper according to themes and synthesizing sources within the body of the essay. 

  



 
 

 

 



  





  





  



 


