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Literature Synthesis

This handout will help you combine ideas from multiple sources to build stronger arguments and
develop your own insights, rather than simply summarising what each author says. Literature synthesis
goes beyond summarising individual sources. It involves combining ideas from multiple sources to create
new understanding, identify patterns, and build arguments. Rather than presenting a series of "Source A
says this, Source B says that," synthesis weaves sources together to explore relationships, contradictions,
and gaps in knowledge. Think of synthesis as moderating a conversation between your sources, showing
readers how different authors' ideas connect, conflict, or complement each other.

Three levels of synthesis

1. Summary Synthesis

The most basic level involves grouping sources by topic or theme. This approach produces descriptive

writing that doesn't meet university expectations for critical analysis.

Example: Three studies examined social media's impact on teenagers. Li (2023) found increased
anxiety, while Demir (2025) reported improved social connections. Davis (2024) noted both
positive and negative effects.

2. Analytical Synthesis

At this level, you examine relationships between sources, identifying agreements, disagreements, and

patterns. You begin to evaluate the strength of different arguments and evidence.

Example: While Li (2023) and Davis (2024) both document increased anxiety among heavy social media
users, their studies differ in methodology. Li's longitudinal design provides stronger evidence
for causation than Davis's cross-sectional survey, suggesting that prolonged social media use
may indeed contribute to anxiety disorders.

3. Interpretive Synthesis

The highest level involves using sources to build new arguments, identify research gaps, and propose

novel interpretations. You position yourself as an active participant in scholarly conversation.

Example: The apparent contradiction between Li's findings of increased anxiety and Demir's evidence of
improved social connections may reflect different types of social media engagement. This
suggests researchers should distinguish between passive consumption and active interaction
when studying social media's psychological effects—a gap in current literature.

Strategies for Effective Synthesis

Before writing: create a synthesis matrix
List your sources across the top and key themes down the side. Fill in each cell with relevant
information, making connections visible at a glance.

Theme/aspect Li (2023) Demir (2025) Davis (2024) Martinez (2023)

Mental Health Increased anxiety in | No significant Mixed results: Decreased self-

Effects heavy users anxiety changes anxiety + esteem
depression

Social Connections

Reduced face-to-
face interaction

Enhanced peer
relationships

Superficial online
connections

Increased loneliness

Methodology Longitudinal study Cross-sectional Mixed methods Qualitative
(n=500) survey (n=1200) approach interviews (n=30)

Age Group 13-18 years 16-25 years 14-22 years 15-19 years

Platform Focus Instagram, TikTok Facebook, Twitter Multiple platforms Snapchat,

Instagram
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Before writing: use concept mapping

Draw connections between ideas visually. This helps identify central themes and reveals relationships
you might miss in linear note-taking. Group sources by argument, not by author. Instead of organising
notes by individual sources, group them by the positions they support or challenge.

During writing: integrate ideas
Lead with your ideas, not your sources. Start paragraphs with your analytical points, then bring in
sources as evidence. Compare these approaches:

Weak: Li (2023) argues that social media increases anxiety. Demir (2025) disagrees, finding
that it improves social connections.

Strong: Li (2023) and Demir (2025) present conflicting perspectives on social media’s impact,
highlighting ongoing debate over whether its effects on mental health are harmful or
beneficial.

During writing: use transitional phrases that show relationships

To show agreement: Similarly / Building on this idea / Consistent with this finding
To show disagreement: However / In contrast / Challenging this view
To show complexity: While X argues..., Y complicates this by / This relationship becomes more

nuanced when considering

Avoid common pitfalls

X The "shopping list" approach

Don't simply list what each source says. This may be fine in a first draft, but make sure you reorganise
your notes once your thoughts on how the sources relate to each other are clearer. Explain why these
sources matter and how they relate to each other.

X Over-reliance on direct quotation

Excessive quoting suggests you haven't fully processed the material. Aim for more paraphrase and
summary, reserving quotes for precise definitions or particularly eloquent phrasing.

X False balance

Not all sources deserve equal weight. Evaluate the quality of evidence and give more credible sources
greater emphasis in your synthesis.

X Missing your own voice

Don't disappear behind your sources. Your analysis and interpretation should drive the discussion, with
sources supporting your arguments.

Practical steps for stronger synthesis

+ Read actively, not passively

As you read each source, ask: How does this relate to what I've already read? What questions does it
raise? What gaps does it reveal?

« Write regular synthesis memos

After reading several sources, write brief reflections on emerging patterns, contradictions, or questions.
These memos often become the foundation for stronger analytical writing.

« Practice the "So what?" test

After presenting information from sources, always ask yourself: So what? Why does this matter? How
does this advance my argument?

v Seek feedback on relationships. Ask readers whether they can follow the connections you're making
between sources and whether your synthesis reveals new insights.



