
3Introduction

THE PURPOSE OF A LITERATURE REVIEW

As you begin, ask yourself, “Am I trying to present a position, a thesis, that 
defines the current state of knowledge about a topic, or am I using the cur-
rent knowledge about a topic as the basis for arguing a thesis that defines 
a research problem for further study?”

Literature reviews have different purposes depending on the nature 
of the inquiry. If the purpose of the inquiry is to argue a position about 
the current state of knowledge on a topic, then you are doing a simple 
literature review. If the purpose of the inquiry is to review the literature 
to uncover a research problem for further study, then you are doing a 
complex literature review.

The simple literature review (Figure I.1) documents, analyzes, and 
draws conclusions about what is known about a particular topic. Its purpose 
is to produce a position on the state of that knowledge; this is the thesis 
statement.

 Figure I.1  The Simple Literature Review
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The simple literature review begins by selecting and identifying a 
research interest for inquiry. This is the preliminary study question. As you 
proceed, you will narrow and refine this interest into a research topic, 
based on an initial exploration of the literature. The research topic must be 
a clear and concise statement that defines and describes what will be 
researched. Its definition identifies and frames the scope of the literature 
review. The literature review canvasses the literature, documenting and 


