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HOW TO WRITE A  
LITERATURE REVIEW

A C A D E M I C  W R I T I N G

A literature review is a summary of research on a chosen topic. It may be written as a separate 
document or as part of the introduction to a paper. It provides background on and serves as 
justification for your paper’s focus/proposal/thesis/hypothesis by raising issues and presenting 
findings the reader will need to understand for your paper. It should represent all the major 
perspectives you have come across in your reading and research, and should be as thorough as 
the research being reviewed.

Why 
The purpose of a lit review is to explain how your research question fits into the larger realm 
of research on your topic. It also demonstrates how thoroughly you understand the topic and 
highlights gaps in understanding or research on the topic.

How
Explain what past research has been done on the issue. Do this by including short summaries 
of major articles you found, and citing sources as you mention them. Focus on the different 
ways the various sources treat the subject. Show the connections (or lack of) between/among 
sources. Group similar articles or books together and explain their similarities or explain how 
one group of articles differs from another. Show how this past work fits together to make 
your question a logical one to raise, and how you will logically enter the ongoing, written 
“conversation” about your issue. Your final page be a reference or works cited page, depending 
on the required style.

You can use your literature review to:
• Develop an original perspective about the topic.
• Discover neglected or partially explored areas.
• Apply new information/data to reevaluate an old question.
• Take a fresh approach: see the question from a new perspective or from a distance of 

time; perhaps look at less practical considerations or at new relationships or connections.

Note that, because you are not reviewing all possible sources on your subject, a literature review 
presents the writer’s particular point of view about previous work.

In Summary
A literature review should:

• Define your topic, discussing what you will include and exclude.
• Review previous literature reviews and how yours will differ from them.
• Discuss how you discovered the information you’re reviewing. What steps did you follow? 

What terms or keywords did you use? Who did you speak to? You want to show you are 
not biased in selecting your information.

• Provide your criteria for evaluating your information.
• Describe any commonalities you found.
• Support your conclusions with data.


