


Because literature reviews may be foreign to many, this 
workshop has been designed in a very specific way.   

 
Part One:    Defining Lit Reviews 
 
Part Two:    Approaching Research 
 
Part Three: Organizing Research 
 
Part Four:   Creating MEAL for sections 
   - Social Work Sample 
   - Nursing Sample 
   - Criminal Justice Sample 
   - Management Sample 
 





 A literature review is an ESSAY that surveys, summarizes, 
links, and analyzes research (a.k.a., literature) in a given 
field. 

 

 

 Surveys: An overview of sub-topics within a topic 

 Summarizes: What the literature presents 

 Links: How the literature relates or does not 

 Analyzes: Quality/state of literature, 
comparisons/contrasts 

 



Literature reviews are organized by CATEGORIES and THEMES 

 

Themes are created inductively 

 

To find and examine specific gaps, we use deduction 



We use literature reviews in two primary ways: 
 1) justifying our research by noting what has already 

been written and to contextualize our research  
 2) to get a “snapshot” of the field independent of new 

research 
 
For the first purpose, your study/paper/thesis performs at 

least one of the following: 
 
1) Closes gaps in the research; 
2) Tests an aspect of a theory; 
3) Replicates an important study; 
4) Retests a hypothesis with a new or improved 

methodology; 
5) Resolves conflicts in the field; 
6) Creates original research (this is rare). 
 
 



1) Select a topic 
 

2) Read as much as you can 
 

3) Take notes 
 

4) Develop categories (i.e., recurring topics in lit) 
 

5) Move literature into categories 
 

6) Develop overall themes (i.e., the statement of what the literature 
in a category says overall and/or the state of the literature within 
a category) 
 

7) Write one section at a time 
 

8) Bring together into a whole 
 

9) Edit, edit, edit, edit, edit 
 
 



Thus, a literature review: 

 

1)Surveys, summarizes, links, and analyzes literature on a 

topic—it is essentially an analytical “snapshot” of a field 

2)Is divided into sub-topics organized by categories with 

themes that state 

3)Uses both inductive and deductive methods 

4)Links a current study to the literature as a whole 





Establish a general field of interest and start searching 
for literature. 

 
Start with the MOST RECENT and WORK BACKWARDS to 

the oldest.  A five-year span from the present is ideal. 
 
 
Read through abstracts to identify if an article would be 

good 
 
Read through summary materials 
 
 
Look for MAJOR figures in the field and MAJOR 

studies/articles using both Online Research and a 
Library Database Search.  Here is how… 



Let’s go to the Auraria Library website to cover Library 

usage.  Keep in mind these principles: 

 

1)Almost all fields will have field-specific search 

engines 

2)Be sure to click “Full Text” and “Peer Reviewed” 

when searching 

http://www.ucdenver.edu/student-services/Pages/Library.aspx 

 

http://www.ucdenver.edu/student-services/Pages/Library.aspx
http://www.ucdenver.edu/student-services/Pages/Library.aspx
http://www.ucdenver.edu/student-services/Pages/Library.aspx


The key aspects to this step are: 

 

1) Locate reliable research on a narrow topic 

2) Identify major figures and themes 

3) Begin to notice what questions are not asked or questions 

not investigated properly or completely 





Literature Reviews are typically organized CATEGORICALLY with THEMES 

acting as thesis statements for categories 

 

However, there are several ways to organize the themes:  

 -Chronological 

  Emphasizes changes over time and growth in field 

 

 -Methodological 

  Appropriate for empirically-oriented studies and used to 

  identify problems with extant methods and to build the case 

  for new methods 

 

 -Descriptive-Analytical (Most common in public affairs) 

  An overview of the field, usually using some organization 

  heuristic, that usually analyzes the state/quality of the lit 

   --Aspects of a theory, major types of findings 

 -Mixed 

  Some combination of the above; usually employs a “history” 

  section to detail changes/growth in a field 



Ideally, all literature reviews, both globally (the whole essay) and at the 

section level, and regardless of organizational type, should conform to a MEAL 

organization ideally structurally, functionally, or both. 

 

M: Main Point 

 -Thesis statement for whole review AND for all sections (a lit review 

 thesis statement will indicate the state of  the literature) 

E: Evidence 

 - The literature under a sub-topic (there are various organizational 

 methods for this demonstrated later) 

A: Analysis 

 - What the literature suggests, the quality/state of literature (i.e., what 

 is missing, areas of disagreement, or simply what reader needs to 

 take away from section) 

L: Linking 

 -Relates sub-section back to thesis and transitions to next section 



When using the MEAL system, the key is to start the process with 

EVIDENCE. 

 

At first, this is an inductive process in which we gather a general idea of 

the field. 

 

As we progress further and identify themes OR if we know the themes 

already, the process is largely deductive. 



1) Take basic notes 

 

2) Paraphrase/summarize-as-you-go 

 

3) Build tables 

 

The second and the third are usually the best options 



1) Select a topic 
 

2) Read as much as you can 
 

3) Take notes 
 

4) Develop categories 
 

5) Move literature into categories 
 

6) Develop overall themes 
 

7) Write one section at a time 
 

8) Bring together into a whole 
 

9) Edit, edit, edit, edit, edit 
 
 



As demonstrated in the next slides, you will do the following: 

 

1) Create the full bibliographic/works cited/references citation for the source 

2) Summarize in your own words the methods, findings, conceptual 

frameworks of the work 

3) Use a combination of different types of citations 

4) Simply write down in complete sentences anything you find useful 

5) Conduct the same process with every piece of literature you find useful 

6) Begin to identify CATEGORIES of studies (i.e., studies on similar topics) 

7) Identify THEMES once you identify the categories 

 

This helps to create up to 80-90% of the bulk of the final literature review. 



Essentially getting “raw data” and allows for cutting and pasting 
(especially since every sentence has a citation) 

 
Provides basis for MEAL 
 
Following is from listserv that demonstrates the basic process and 

deals with social capital (see the World Bank definition below) 









Very often, you will encounter the same 
concept defined in different ways by 
different researchers.   

This is especially important in research as 
how we define something determines how 
we can measure it. 

Consider building tables for definitions so 
as to keep track. 

The following is adapted from Galvan’s 
(2006) book Writing Literature Reviews, Third 
Edition (pp. 63-64): 





Here is a more complex example.  This indicates that an 

author can include as many boxes as necessary.  This is 

also good because it lends itself well to the MEAL format 

for literature review sections. 



Another approach is the Kirschner method, 

which involves using the paraphrase-as-

you-go method, writing the information 

down on cards, and laying them out on a 

table.  This allows a person to move the 

cards around physically to see how a piece 

of literature can fit into themes. 

 

Once the writer is satisfied with the 

placement, he or she can begin writing up 

the sections in MEAL formal. 

 

This works very well for tactile learners. 



All you have done at this point is to move the raw data (e.g., individual articles, 

studies, books, etc.) into labeled sections 

 

Take uncoordinated information and find the general categories of literature  

 

 --Actually iterative since we find categories through research and do  

 not do it solely after finding the literature we need 

 

Then find the THEME for each category, which is the Main Point of MEAL 

 

 

 

 



The MAIN POINT, or the theme for a section or category, is what the literature 

on the topic says overall and/or the state/quality of the literature. 

 

For each section and sub-section, indicate in a  few sentences what in total the 

literature suggests about the topic. 

 

These sentences are often written like  

 

 “The literature suggests…”  

 

 “Studies indicate…” 

 

 “Scholars have argued…” 

 

 “Most literature on X has noted Y and Z” 

 

 …and many other varieties 



We have to use INDUCTION to find what the overall themes are, which could 

include: 

 

1) What findings seem to occur the most and variations on those findings 

 

2) What scholars (mostly) agree upon and areas of disagreement 

 

3) The state/quality of the literature 

 

4) How scholars have studied the phenomenon under investigation 

 

5) Simply the aspects of what has been studied (e.g., Scholars have studied X 

by looking at A and B) 

 

6) …or some combination of two or more of these 



The next step is to decide how to create the “E” of MEAL, or how to organize 

the “Evidence” within a section. 

 

Based upon your understanding the literature, think of the best way to 

organize the evidence. 

 

In the next few slides, we will discuss the most common models.  They are: 

 

1)Historical 

2)Descriptive  

3)Descriptive Analytical 

4)Big studies small studies  big studies 

5)Similar methodologies mini-analysis  other methodologies mini-

analysis 

6)Big Camps 

 



This “E” organization is great for literature reviews that want to chart 

changes in a theme over time. For instance, if we are examining the 

development of public sector employee wellness programs, a historically-

organized “E” will be able to chart changes. This is mostly a descriptive 

literature review organized chronologically. 

 

  

Theme/Concept 

Earlier Time Later Time 

Analysis 

What we should take away 

from section 



Descriptive literature reviews or sections are primarily extended definitions of 

a concept.  For example, if we are reviewing the concept of “administrative 

discretion,” we would be presenting different scholars’ 

definitions/understandings of this topic.  A MASTER ANALYSIS provides a wrap-

up of important things to take away. 

Scholar One Scholar Two 
Scholar 

Three MASTER ANALYSIS 



Descriptive literature reviews or sections are primarily extended definitions of 

a concept.  For example, if we are reviewing the concept of “administrative 

discretion,” we would be presenting different scholars’ 

definitions/understandings of this topic with analysis-along-the-way to indicate 

similarities/differences in these definitions.  A MASTER ANALYSIS provides a 

wrap-up of important things to take away. 

Scholar One Scholar Two 
Scholar 

Three 

Similarities and Differences  

MASTER ANALYSIS 



This style is very amenable to empirically oriented literature reviews or 

section. In this style, an author will start with larger, wide-ranging studies, 

present smaller and smaller studies, and then branch out again.  A MASTER 

ANALYSIS will end the section. 

Increasingly smaller 

studies 

Largest studies 

A branch out to 

larger studies again 

ANALYSIS AT END 

MAIN POINT 



In this organization, you will be grouping studies within sections based upon 

similar methodologies.  There will be mini-analysis-along-the-way so that 

readers can understand the points.  A MASTER ANALYSIS will end the section. 

Methodology One 

Mini-Analysis 

Methodology Two 

Mini-Analysis 

MASTER ANALYSIS 



“Big Camps” will organize information based upon a collection of studies or 

scholars who support a particular interpretation of a body of data that are 

different from other camps.  This requires a summary of the individual camps 

with some analysis to indicate points of similarity or contention.  A lit review 

could organize these by a) individual themes or b) by camps. 

Individual Theme 1  

Camp One says 

this… 

Camp Two says 

this… 

Individual Theme 2  

Camp One says 

this… 

Camp One says 

this… 

Analysis of Camps 

Camp One 
Theme One 

Theme Two 

Camp Two 
Theme One 

Theme Two 

Analysis of Camps 



 

 

The “A”, or Analysis, can occur either at the end of each section or throughout 

 

It consists of re-establishing the overall theme and then identifying the 

state/quality of the literature, usually by focusing on: 

 

 What is missing 

 

 The implications of what is missing 

 

Literature reviews for empirical work usually include: 

 

 Why something is missing (e.g., scholars have paid too much attention 

  to X versus Y because of Z) 

 

 Ways to address what is missing 

 

 Hypotheses (i.e., relationships to be tested later) 

 

  



 

 

The “L” of MEAL, or “Linking” consists of: 

 

 1) Transitioning to the next section  

  

  --Using headings and sub-headings 

 

  --Employing transitions between paragraphs 

 

 2) Relating a category to the whole literature 

 

  





1) Select a topic 
 

2) Read as much as you can 
 

3) Take notes 
 

4) Develop categories 
 

5) Move literature into categories 
 

6) Develop overall themes 
 

7) Write one section at a time 
 

8) Bring together into a whole 
 

9) Edit, edit, edit, edit, edit 
 
 



The good literature review will start with 
a good introduction. 
 

Let’s Look at the “Latino Youth” sample to 
extrapolate some elements of a good 
introduction 
 



Our First Sample 



An ideal first paragraph for a 

literature review will begin with: 

a) A general statement of 

importance 

b) A narrowing of scope to the 

particular issue 

c) A clear problem definition 



Somewhere in the introduction and 

clearly located, should be: 

1) The thesis statement(s) that 

indicate(s) the overall state of the 

literature 

2) The major sub-topics of the 

review 



Last, there should be: 

1) Some indication of the 

purpose of the literature 

review 

2) Any information necessary to 

understand literature order, 

context, and so forth 



As seen in the “Latino Youth” sample, at a minimum, you will have: 
 

1) An introduction that establishes the importance of the topic and the 
problem definition; 

2) A master thesis statement that indicates the overall state of the literature 
(i.e., what the literature as a whole suggests/says); 

3) An indication of the sub-topics in the review 
 



As indicated previously, all sections should correspond to MEAL as closely 

as possible. 

 

 

 

Let’s examine the first major section and sub-section in the “Latino Youth” 

sample, namely “Status of Latino Youth—Mental Health.” 

 

It is available from the UCD Writing Center website here: 

http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/CLAS/Centers/writing/Docu

ments/Latino_youth_litreview.pdf 

 

Or you can look it up in the Auraria Library databases: 

 

Chapman, M.V., & Perreira, K.M. (2005). The well-being of immigrant Latino 

youth: A framework to inform practice.  Families in Society, 86(1), 104-111. 

 

http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/CLAS/Centers/writing/Documents/Latino_youth_litreview.pdf
http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/CLAS/Centers/writing/Documents/Latino_youth_litreview.pdf


Ideally, each section should have: 

1)A mini-thesis statement about the 

state of the literature for JUST that 

sub-topic 

2)Any qualifying information readers 

should know 

 



There should be a logical flow 

of information using one of the 

models mentioned in Part 

Three of this PowerPoint. 

 

This corresponds to the large-

to-small-to-large model 



Also, in this paragraph, the 

authors essentially use one 

sentence per study/finding. 

 

This is perfectly acceptable for 

findings that may not be linked 

together.  The “Nursing” sample 

found later in this presentation 

demonstrates a more complex 

sentence-level style. 



Go ahead and turn to page two, pictured here… 



Notice how even short sections still 

have main point that comment on 

the state and/or quality of the 

literature.  A statement of the 

quality of the literature is important 

for aspects of the literature that 

have problems in terms of 

coverage, methodology, findings, 

and so forth. 



This is an analytical 

paragraph found at the end 

of this major section.  It 

does the following: 

1) Indicates the overall 

points readers should 

take away; 

2) Problems with current 

studies 

3) The implications of 

these problems. 

 

Not all literature reviews will 

have these types of 

assessments, but many 

publications and professors 

prefer this style.  At a 

minimum, this section 

should have a review of the 

major points. 



We can identify a few ideal principles of introductions: 

1) A main point (thesis statement) that indicates the main point of the section, 

namely the state/quality of the literature 

2) A presentation of the evidence/data that corresponds to and compliments 

the type of information being presented 

3) Some type of analysis indicating the major points and/or problems with 

the literature 



Let’s look at the “Nursing” sample.  Keep an eye out for: 
1) Introductions, conclusions, and summaries; 
2) Major categories; 
3) Citations; 
4) Problems with the research 
 
It is available from the UCD Writing Center website here:  

http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/CLAS/Centers/writing/D
ocuments/Nursing_litreview.pdf 

 
Or, through the databases: 
 
Bonsall, K., & Cheater, F.M. (2008). What is the impact of advanced primary 

care nursing roles on patients, nurses and their colleagues? A literature 
review. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 45, 1090-1102. 

 

http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/CLAS/Centers/writing/Documents/Nursing_litreview.pdf
http://www.ucdenver.edu/academics/colleges/CLAS/Centers/writing/Documents/Nursing_litreview.pdf


For literature reviews with 

numerous sub-sections, this is 

a great way to introduce the 

major sections in the order that 

they appear. 



Thus, the first sub-section 

corresponds exactly to the first 

one listed here. 

For literature review sections 

that have numerous studies 

and for sections in which 

identifying methodology is 

important, the section 

indicated here is a great start 

to help readers understand 

the range of methodologies 

represented in the section. 



This is a great example of 

complex linking of different 

findings together. 



This is a great analytical 

summary for a complex 

section.  It has a few 

advantages: 

1) It indicates the major 

points readers should 

take away 

2) It provides clear 

indications of the 

problems with this aspect 

of the literature 



Criminology 

 

Harris, P.J., Baltodano, H.M., Bal, A., Jolivette, K., & Malcahy, C. (2009). Reading 

achievement of incarcerated youth in three regions. Journal of Correctional 

Education, 60(2), 120-145. 

 

 

Smith, L.J. (2003). The organizational environment and its influence on state 

criminal justice systems with the United States and the offender 

reintegration process.  Criminal Justice Studies, 16(2), 97-112.  

 



Smith (2003) is an example of a journal article that uses an extensive 

literature review, albeit mostly descriptive and descriptive-analytical 

(see Part III).  Below we see some good examples of lit review thesis 

statements that are very similar to the other samples… 



Turn to page 99 of Smith (2003).  This is the first paragraph of the review, and 

it corresponds to a primarily descriptive lit review defining “organizational 

environment.. 



In the next two paragraphs, we see more description but some 

analysis… 



In the next two paragraphs, we see more description but some 

analysis.  However, this is still mostly descriptive versus analytical. 



Turn to page 100.  Again, Smith (2003) is mostly writing 

descriptively that also includes some summary of main points 

and some analysis. 



Turn to page 100.  Again, Smith (2003) is mostly writing 

descriptively that also includes some summary of main points 

and some analysis. 



The samples demonstrate some alternative-yet-still-similar choices for 

literature reviews.  However, here are some important points for ALL samples: 

1)A literature review will ideally have an introduction that establishes the scope, 

importance and state of, and major findings of the literature (i.e., the thesis); 

2)A literature review introduction should indicate somewhere in some form 

what the major topics are; the “Nursing” sample did this overtly; 

3)The “Nursing” sample overtly identified the studies used by methodology, 

which is important for literature reviews in which mentioning methodology is 

important; 



4) Each section will have a statement on the state/quality of literature; 

5) The organization of the evidence will conform to one of the styles we 

discussed previously; 

6) The “Nursing” sample excelled in analytical summaries of each section that 

enhance readability; 

7) At a minimum, an ideal section will have a Main Point, a logical structure of 

Evidence seen in Part III, and some type of analysis. 



At a minimum, a literature review will have a 

thesis statement indicating the state of the 

literature and the sub-topics, and an ideal 

section will have a Main Point, a logical 

structure of Evidence seen in Part III, some 

type of Analysis, and a Link to the overall 

thesis, or… 

 

MEAL 



 It recommended that you: 
 1) NOT use contractions; 
 2) NOT use first person; 
 3) ONLY use acronyms AFTER you have defined their 

meaning; 
 4) Spell out numbers from 0-9 and use the numerals for all 

numbers above 9; 
 5) Avoid slang, colloquialisms, and idioms; 
 6) Make sure that every source you cite in your paper is 

included in the References page(s); 
 7) Double-space ALL lines, number ALL pages; do not futz 

around with margins; 
 8) Be consistent with verb tenses. 

 APA recommends past (discussed) or present perfect (have discussed) when 
presenting results 

 Chicago and MLA are a little more accepting of present tense 



Questions? 

 

Comments? 


