
Literature Review of Research Paper Sample: How to
Write It Step by Step

A literature review summarizes, analyzes, and compares existing research on a topic.
It shows what is already known and where gaps still exist.
A strong review is structured around themes, not just summaries of sources.
It connects studies, highlighting agreements, contradictions, and trends.
Clear organization and critical thinking matter more than the number of sources.
Using examples and templates helps avoid common mistakes.

What a Literature Review Actually Is (Beyond the Definition)

A literature review is not just a collection of summaries. That’s one of the biggest misunderstandings. Instead, it is a
structured evaluation of existing research that builds a foundation for your own study.

Think of it as a conversation between researchers. Each study adds a voice, and your job is to organize those voices into a
meaningful narrative.

A weak review lists articles one by one. A strong review connects them:

How do different authors approach the same problem?
Where do their findings overlap?
Where do they disagree?
What is still missing?

This is what separates an average paper from one that feels authoritative.

Literature Review Sample (Full Example)

Below is a simplified but realistic sample to illustrate structure and depth.

Sample Topic: The impact of social media on academic performance

Literature Review Example:

Research on the relationship between social media use and academic performance has produced mixed results. Some
studies suggest a negative correlation, while others highlight potential benefits when platforms are used for educational
purposes.

For example, Smith (2020) found that excessive use of social networking sites was associated with lower GPA scores
among university students. The study emphasized distraction and reduced study time as key factors.

In contrast, Johnson (2021) argued that social media can enhance collaborative learning. Students who used online
groups for academic discussions reported improved understanding of course material.



Further research by Lee (2022) introduced a more nuanced perspective, suggesting that the impact depends on usage
patterns rather than time spent online. Passive scrolling was linked to negative outcomes, while active engagement in
academic communities showed positive effects.

Despite these findings, there is limited research focusing on long-term academic outcomes. Most studies rely on short-
term data, which makes it difficult to draw definitive conclusions.

This example works because it does more than summarize. It compares, contrasts, and identifies gaps.

How to Structure a Literature Review Properly

1. Introduction

Start by defining the scope. What area are you reviewing? Why does it matter?

2. Thematic Body

Group studies by themes, not authors. For example:

Negative effects
Positive effects
Mixed or conditional outcomes

3. Critical Analysis

Evaluate the quality of studies. Are the methods reliable? Are the conclusions justified?

4. Research Gaps

Highlight what is missing. This is where your research becomes relevant.

5. Conclusion

Summarize the main insights and connect them to your research direction.

What Most Students Get Wrong

Writing summaries instead of analysis
Listing sources without connections
Ignoring contradictions between studies
Using outdated or irrelevant sources
Forgetting to highlight research gaps

These mistakes make the review look shallow, even if it includes many references.

What Actually Matters (Prioritized)

Clarity of structure — readers should follow your logic easily
Critical thinking — not all sources are equal



Relevance — every study must support your topic
Connections — show relationships between studies
Gaps — explain what still needs research

Template You Can Use

Literature Review Template:

Research on [topic] has evolved significantly over the past decade. Early studies focused on [aspect], while recent work
has expanded into [new aspect].

Several researchers have identified [key finding]. For instance, [Author] found that [result]. Similarly, [Author]
demonstrated that [result].

However, other studies present conflicting evidence. [Author] argues that [contradiction], suggesting that [interpretation].

A common limitation across these studies is [gap]. Most research relies on [method limitation], which restricts
understanding of [issue].

Therefore, further investigation is needed to explore [your research focus].

What Others Don’t Tell You

You don’t need dozens of sources — you need the right ones
A shorter, deeper review is stronger than a long, shallow one
Contradictions are valuable — they show complexity
Your voice matters — don’t hide behind citations

Practical Tips That Save Time

Take notes while reading — don’t rely on memory
Group sources immediately by theme
Write rough drafts early — refinement comes later
Focus on clarity before perfection

Need help with your literature review?

If you're short on time or want expert support, you can request professional assistance here:

Get Writing Help

Common Anti-Patterns to Avoid

Copy-pasting summaries without synthesis

https://quote.paperhelp.vip/quote.php


Overusing quotes instead of paraphrasing
Ignoring methodology differences
Writing without a clear structure
Trying to sound complex instead of clear

FAQ

What is the ideal length of a literature review?

The length depends on the type of paper and academic level. For a standard research paper, a literature review usually
ranges between 1,000 and 3,000 words. However, the key factor is not length but depth. A concise review that critically
analyzes 10 strong sources is far more effective than a long section that simply summarizes 30 weak or irrelevant studies.
The goal is to demonstrate understanding, not volume. Always prioritize relevance, clarity, and critical insight over word
count.

How many sources should I include?

There is no fixed number, but most strong literature reviews include between 8 and 20 sources. The exact number depends
on the complexity of your topic. More important than quantity is diversity and relevance. Include a mix of foundational studies
and recent research. Avoid relying too heavily on a single author or perspective. Each source should contribute something
unique to your argument, whether it supports, contradicts, or expands on existing ideas.

Can I use older sources in my literature review?

Yes, but selectively. Older sources are valuable when they represent foundational theories or landmark studies in your field.
However, relying only on outdated research can weaken your review. Aim for a balance between classic works and recent
publications. This shows that you understand both the historical development of the topic and its current state. If newer
studies challenge older conclusions, make sure to highlight that evolution clearly.

How do I make my literature review more critical?

To make your review more critical, move beyond describing what each study says. Instead, evaluate how and why the
research was conducted. Look at methodology, sample size, limitations, and potential bias. Compare studies with each
other. Do they reach similar conclusions? If not, why? Point out strengths and weaknesses. This level of analysis
demonstrates deeper understanding and makes your work more convincing.

What is the biggest mistake in writing a literature review?

The most common mistake is treating the literature review as a list of summaries. This approach lacks structure and does not
show relationships between studies. Another major issue is ignoring contradictions. Some writers only include sources that
support their argument, which creates a biased and incomplete picture. A strong literature review acknowledges complexity,
highlights debates, and shows where knowledge is still evolving.

How do I know if my literature review is good enough?

A strong literature review feels coherent and purposeful. Readers should be able to follow your reasoning without confusion.
Each paragraph should connect to the next, building a clear narrative. You should also be able to answer key questions: What
do we already know? What do researchers disagree on? What is still missing? If your review answers these questions clearly
and supports your research direction, it is likely on the right track.
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