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Literature Reviews 
 
A Literature Review is basically a summary discussion of research that has been published related to a specific 

academic subject or field of study. NOTE: While literature reviews often appear as a section of a longer research 
paper, they may also exist independently as a stand-alone (i.e. separate) course assignment – this can impact the 
content of the review. This Essentials Guide covers the basics of literature review format and organization. 
 

Purpose 
 
The purpose of literature reviews can be summarized 
as follows:  

• To highlight scholarly literature related to your topic; 

• To highlight the focal point of your own research;  

• To show how your research is related to other, past 
research; 

• To demonstrate your ability to critically evaluate 
relevant sources and incorporate them into your 
work. 
 

Standard Format  
 
Literature reviews look like academic essays, and as 
such they follow the same format rules: 

• Rules regarding font size and style, line spacing, 
page margins, referencing and citations, etc. are 
the same as for standard academic/research 
writing. 

• Literature reviews are often organized into sections, 
each with their own headings and sub-headings.  

• As a section of a longer paper, the literature review 
will simply be titled “Literature Review”. When 
written as a stand-alone assignment, it may be 
given a title indicating the subject and focus of the 
review. 

• Literature reviews contain in-text citations and full 
references for reviewed sources. 

 

Getting Started 
 
Before you actually begin to write a literature review… 

• Define the subject of your research; establish clear 
and manageable research questions; determine the 
scope of your research (i.e. what it will focus on and 
what it will not focus on).  

• Identify sources that are suitable and relevant to 
your research needs.  NOTE: This will take time and 
you may have to consider many sources before 
making your final selection. 

• Read, analyze, and interpret the sources you 
selected in terms of how they relate you your own 
research and writing needs 

 

Structure 
 
Certain components of a literature review may vary 
depending on whether it is a “stand-alone” graded 
assignment, or part of a longer assignment (like a term 
paper). In any case, literature reviews usually contain 
the following:  

• Introduction: The introduction provides a context 
for the literature review. It may discuss the topic or 
focus of the review, the general research area, the 
importance of the research, the central theme, or 
the organizational pattern that will be used. As a 
stand-alone assignment it may be given the 
heading: “Introduction”; as part of a longer 
assignment it may be titled: “Literature Review” 

• Body: This is the main part of the literature review. 
It contains your discussion of sources and can be 
organized in a number of ways: chronologically, 
thematically, methodologically, etc. (see below for 
more information on each). It typically uses 
subheadings to indicate various focal points 
throughout the review. 

• Conclusion: As a stand-alone assignment, the 
conclusion may provide a summary of your review 
findings, or it may provide a direction or 
recommendation for future research. As part of a 
longer research paper, the conclusion will explain 
the link between the review and your own research 
focus or thesis.   

 

Organizational Strategies 
 
There are several ways to organize the body of a 
literature review. Sometimes, the literature on a 
subject clearly forms a pattern or can be naturally 
divided into categories; other times you might choose 
an organization strategy that suits the purpose or main 
point of your own writing assignment. The following are 
some common organizational strategies used in 
literature reviews.   
 
CHRONOLOGICAL:  
This is a common approach, especially for topics that 
have been talked about for a long time and have 
changed over their history. Organize it in stages of 
how the topic has changed: the first definitions of it, 
then major periods of change as researchers talked 
about it, then how it is thought about today. 
 
COMPARISON TO YOUR HYPOTHESIS:  
If your literature review is part of an empirical article or 
meta-analysis, where you intend to present a 
hypothesis and come to a conclusion, you can 
organize the literature review to show the articles that 
share or support your hypothesis, and those that 
disagree with it. This gives a chance to show the 
strengths of the supporting research, discuss any 
validity/methodology issues with past research that 
disagrees with your findings, and explain how the past 
research leads up to and supports yours. 
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PROMINENT AUTHORS:  
If a certain researcher started a field, and there are 
several famous people who developed it more, a good 
approach can be grouping the famous 
author/researchers and what each is known to have 
said about the topic. You can then organize other 
authors into groups by which famous authors' ideas 
they are following. With this organization it can help to 
look at the citations your articles list in them, to see if 
there is one author that appears over and over. 
 
MAJOR MODELS or MAJOR THEORIES:  
When there are multiple models or prominent theories, 
it is a good idea to outline the theories or models that 
are applied the most in your articles. That way you can 
group the articles you read by the theoretical 
framework that each prefers, to get a good overview of 
the prominent approaches to your concept. 
 
CONTRASTING SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT:  
If a dominant argument comes up in your research, 
with researchers taking two sides and talking about 
how the other is wrong, you may want to group your 
literature review by those schools of thought and 
contrast the differences in their approaches and ideas. 
 
PROBLEM – SOLUTION:  
This approach groups quotations from articles first that 
introduce and describe the problem or problems being 
addressed in your research. Then group articles by 
types of solutions that are proposed in the articles. 
 
PROCESS FLOW:  
If your literature review centers on part of a process, 
you may want to describe the stages in that process 
and group your citations by different stages or steps in 
that process. Remember, a single article may have 
several quotes from different sections, each going with 
a different part of the process! That way you can use 
many articles' descriptions of your process, or 
compare and contrast different approaches to it. 
 
 

Remember: 

 
Drafting a Literature Review takes a great deal of time 
and effort since it involves a process of researching 
your topic, synthesizing sources, writing, and revising 
your review. Unless you already have a clear 
organizational strategy in mind, it may take time and 
several revisions before a suitable/logical strategy 
presents itself.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
To Get Help  
 
Make an appointment in the SSH Writing Center: 
 

• Go to www.nazarbayev.mywconline.com.  

• Create an account and schedule a time to meet with 
a WCP writing tutor. 
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