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Creating a literature 
review



Context: scholarly conversation



What is it & what does it do?

• Review of the scholarly conversation

• Shows you know about your topic

• Demonstrates your skills in
• locating key resources 

• critically appraising them 

• Puts your work in context & justifies it
• What has/hasn’t been done

• Key debates & perspectives

• Identifies gap



Format & structure

GOOD BAD

Thematic: 
Synthesizes into themes and 
patterns

Sequential: 
Annotated bibliography or 
list

Analysis: 
Critical evaluation

Description: 
Summary 

Focused:
Related to your question

Vague:
On your general topic



Example: review article

2022.25:131-53



Process & steps

Themes

SearchRead

Topic

Question

Organize 
and 

write



Topic/Research question

• Choose & focus your topic

• Create a research question

• Affects entire research project

• Can’t do lit review before question



Literature search

• Search strategically

• Experiment 

• Find commonly used terms & variations

• Example: Indigenous self-governance

• Indigenous OR Aboriginal OR native

• self-governance OR self-determination OR self-rule



Ask your librarian



There’s nothing on my topic…

Equal pay for 
female vs 
male 
politicians

Your 
topic/question

Area 
3

Area 
2

Area 
1



How much is enough?

• Depends on your topic & requirements

• Selective: choose the best

• Include the key people/studies

• Use Works Cited/Bibliographies

• Stop when you keep seeing the same references



Track your sources

• Keep track as you go along

• Saves lots of time later

• Use a citation management/research organization tool



Zotero: organization tool



Analytical reading

• Read strategically:
• How does this relate to my topic/question?

• How is it useful?

• What are the main findings, arguments, etc?

• What is the theory & framework?

• What are the strengths & weaknesses?

• How does it relate to other studies?



Keep notes

Source 1 Source 2 Source 3 Source 4

Key arguments

Themes

Method

Theory or 
approach

Weaknesses

Relationship to 
other studies



Synthesis & Analysis

• Group into themes, patterns

• Code or annotate

• Think about:
• Most significant findings, themes

• What areas have researchers focused on (or not)?  

• What theories/methods are used?

• Changes/developments over time?

• Relationship to my research?



Synthesis strategies

• Note cards or sticky notes 

• Searchable notes (e.g. Zotero)
• Use controlled vocabulary 

• Matrix/chart

• Concept map



Concept map



Organize & write

• Provides rationale for your study

• How do you build on/depart from existing 
work?



Typical organization

Main area

Themes

Gap



Writeonline.ca



Questions?

Joanne Oud

joud@wlu.ca


