
STRATEGIES FOR WRITING THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

FIND A FOCUS 

A literature review, like a term paper, is usually organized around ideas, not the sources themselves as an 
annotated bibliography would be organized. This means that you will not just simply list your sources and go into 
detail about each one of them, one at a time. No. As you read widely but selectively in your topic area, consider 
instead what themes or issues connect your sources together. Do they present one or different solutions? Is 
there an aspect of the field that is missing? How well do they present the material and do they portray it 
according to an appropriate theory? Do they reveal a trend in the field? A raging debate? Pick one of these 
themes to focus the organization of your review.  

CONSTRUCT A WORKING THESIS STATEMENT 

Then use the focus you've found to construct a thesis statement. Yes! Literature reviews have thesis statements 
as well! However, your thesis statement will not necessarily argue for a position or an opinion; rather it will argue 
for a particular perspective on the material. Some sample thesis statements for literature reviews are as follows:  

The current trend in treatment for congestive heart failure combines surgery and medicine. 

More and more cultural studies scholars are accepting popular media as a subject worthy of academic 
consideration. 

ORGANIZING THE BODY 

To help you come up with an overall organizational framework for your review, consider the following scenario 
and then some examples of typical ways of organizing the sources into a review: 

You've decided to focus your literature review on materials dealing with sperm whales. This is because you've 
just finished reading Moby Dick, and you wonder if that whale's portrayal is really real. You start with some 
articles about the physiology of sperm whales in biology journals written in the 1980's. But these articles refer to 
some British biological studies performed on whales in the early 18th century. So you check those out. Then you 
look up a book written in 1968 with information on how sperm whales have been portrayed in other forms of art, 
such as in Alaskan poetry, in French painting, or on whale bone, as the whale hunters in the late 19th century 
used to do. This makes you wonder about American whaling methods during the time portrayed in Moby Dick, 
so you find some academic articles published in the last five years on how accurately Herman Melville portrayed 
the whaling scene in his novel. 

By Chronology 

If your review follows the chronological method, you could write about the materials above according to when 
they were published. For instance, first you would talk about the British biological studies of the 18th century, 
then about Moby Dick, published in 1851, then the book on sperm whales in other art (1968), and finally the 
biology articles (1980s) and the recent articles on American whaling of the 19th century. But there is relatively 
no continuity among subjects here. And notice that even though the sources on sperm whales in other art and 
on American whaling are written recently, they are about other subjects/objects that were created much earlier. 
Thus, the review loses its chronological focus.  

A better way to organize the above sources chronologically is to examine the sources under another trend, such 
as the history of whaling. Then your review would have subsections according to eras within this period. For 
instance, the review might examine whaling from pre-1600-1699, 1700-1799, and 1800-1899. Under this 
method, you might possibly combine the recent studies on American whaling in the 19th century with Moby Dick 
itself in the 1800-1899 category, even though the authors wrote a century apart. Or you could create another 
chronological category for more recent scholarship on the history of whaling in the 20th and 21st century.  



By Theme 

Thematic reviews of literature are organized around a topic or issue, rather than the progression of time. 
However, progression of time may still be an important factor in a thematic review. For instance, the sperm 
whale review could focus on the development of the harpoon for whale hunting. While the study focuses on one 
topic, harpoon technology, it will still be organized chronologically. The only difference here between a 
"chronological" and a "thematic" approach is what is emphasized the most: the development of the harpoon or 
the harpoon technology. 

But more authentic thematic reviews tend to break away from chronological order. For instance, a thematic 
review of material on sperm whales might examine how they are portrayed as "evil" in cultural documents. The 
subsections might include how they are personified, how their proportions are exaggerated, and their behaviors 
misunderstood. A review organized in this manner would shift between time periods within each section 
according to the point made.  

By Methodology  

A methodological approach differs from the two above in that the focusing factor usually does not have to do 
with the content of the material. Instead, it focuses on the "methods" of the researcher or writer. For the sperm 
whale project, one methodological approach would be to look at cultural differences between the portrayal of 
whales in American, British, and French art work. Or the review might focus on the economic impact of whaling 
on a community. A methodological scope will influence either the types of documents in the review or the way in 
which these documents are discussed.  

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Once you've decided on the organizational method for the body of the review, the sections you need to include 
in the paper should be easy to figure out. They should arise out of your organizational strategy. In other words, a 
chronological review would have subsections for each vital time period. A thematic review would have subtopics 
based upon factors that relate to the theme or issue. 

Sometimes, though, you might need to add additional sections that are necessary for your study, but do not fit in 
the organizational strategy of the body. What other sections you include in the body is up to you. Put in only 
what is necessary. Here are a few other sections you might want to consider: 

Current Situation: Information necessary to understand the topic or focus of the literature review. 

History: The chronological progression of the field, the literature, or an idea that is necessary to understand the 
literature review, if the body of the literature review is not already a chronology. 

Methods and/or Standards: The criteria you used to select the sources in your literature review or the way in 
which you present your information. For instance, you might explain that your review includes only peer-
reviewed articles and journals. 

Questions for Further Research: What questions about the field has the review sparked? How will you further 
your research as a result of the review? 
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