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Writing a Literature Review (that won’t make your professor cry)
You’re going to have to write a few literature reviews over the course of your studies at Cambridge College.  The good news is that this guide will help clarify what a literature review is (and isn’t) and how to go about writing one.  Using a sample literature review (Appendix A) written by an actual Cambridge student, we will discuss the research process, organization of the main ideas, paragraph structure, and how to conclude your masterpiece.  

A literature review surveys a segment of published body of knowledge regarding a particular issue, area of research, or theory.  A literature review may constitute a chapter of a thesis or dissertation, or may be a self-contained review of writings on a subject. According to “How to Write a Literature Review” (2005), the literature reviews purpose is to:
· Place each work in the context of its contribution to the understanding of the subject

· Identify new ways to interpret, and shed light on any gaps in, previous research

· Resolve conflicts amongst seemingly contradictory previous studies 

· Point the way forward for further research 

· Place one's original work (in the case of theses) in the context of existing literature 

It is important to remember that the literature review itself does not report new primary scholarship. This means you are simply presenting a discussion of what’s already out there, not creating or defending new arguments.  This is a good thing!  It is a lot easier to discuss someone else’s views than to reinvent the wheel.  

Development of the literature can be broken down into four stages.  The first is problem formation.  Once you have decided on a topic, you will need to find materials relevant to the subject being explored.  I recommend using the online library as the eBook collection is extensive and eBooks are ultimately easier to quote than hard sources.  The third step is evaluating the data you have collected.  This involves determining which literature makes a significant contribution to the understanding of the topic.  Finally, you will analyze and interpret the findings and conclusions of the pertinent literature (“How to Write”, 2005).  

This last step brings us to the actual writing part of your literature review.  Cambridge College’s Independent Learning Project (ILP) Handbook recommends that you decide on the main themes that you will be presenting and how to best order them.  “For example, do you want to describe how ideas about your topic have evolved over the past few years, or do you want to compare and contrast two (or more) viewpoints?  Don’t simply summarize the literature your read”  (“Student Handbook”, 2005).  This brings up a good point; your literature review is not a book report and should not discuss the work of each author separately.

Even if the literature review is part of a larger body of work, as in the case of your ILP, it is important that a reader be able to understand the literature review on its own.  As such, your literature review should have its own introduction, body, and conclusion.  It is not necessary to separate these sections with headings, but using this structure will allow you to present the data you have collected in a meaningful and orderly fashion.

In the introduction, you should “define the general topic, issue, or area of concern, thus providing an appropriate context for reviewing the literature. Point out overall trends in what has been published about the topic” (“Review of Literature”, 2006).  This section should establish the writer's reason for reviewing the literature and explain the organization of the review. 

Looking at the sample literature review, the introduction makes up the first two paragraphs.  The first paragraph outlines why the problem is relevant, while the second paragraph outlines the sequence that will be used to examine problem:

Companies, particularly those in service industries, seek to distinguish themselves in today’s highly commoditized and competitive market through their employees.   Managing attrition is becoming increasingly important, not only because knowledge professionals are the lifeline of a service oriented industry, but also because staffing costs are one of the largest expenses regularly charged to the budget of most companies.  “When one counts salaries, benefits, bonuses, training and other personnel costs, companies invest a great deal of resources in their employees. Thus, attrition becomes a two-fold issue, one that’s cost related and the second, retaining much needed and often, experienced talent” (Nasscom, 2003).  Attrition is a challenge to address and understand as it involves people, making it a complicated and multifaceted issue. “Therefore, the reason behind the high turnover rate cannot be reduced to a single factor, but instead a combination of workplace environmental influences and personal choices that people make” (Nasscom, 2003).  
In examining the attrition problem organizations are currently facing, it is important to understand the history of attrition and how organizations have responded to this dilemma.  There are many drivers of attrition; however, this paper seeks only to examine what role managers play in retention and what managers should be doing to combat this growing concern.

Next, you will construct the body of your literature review.  “In the body, you should group research studies and other types of literature according to common denominators such as qualitative versus quantitative approaches, specific purpose or objective, or chronology” (“Review of Literature”, 2006).  A good way to stay on track is to start with an outline in mind before hand.  By jotting down the key ideas and the order in which you plan to present them, you will have a guide that you can then fill in with the collected data.  
In the sample paper, a chronological approach is used first to review the history of the subject and outline the current problems, and then the qualitative sources are reviewed. Finally, the author of the sample literature review presents the differing opinions on the subject.  

To give the body of your literature review structure, “Provide the reader with strong ‘umbrella’ sentences at beginnings of paragraphs, ‘signposts’ throughout, and brief ‘so what’ summary sentences at intermediate points in the review to aid in understanding comparisons and analyses,” (“Review of Literature”, 2006).  This will help you avoid what one Cambridge professor calls “sentence spaghetti.”  Another point to remember is that a paragraph needs structure as well.  Each paragraph should have an anchor sentence that ties the paragraph together.  Here are some examples from the sample paper:

According to J. Leslie McKoewn, author of Retaining Top Employees, the term “employee retention” first began to appear in the early 1970s and 80s in response to a shift in the relationship between employer and employee.  Before that time, “the employer contract asked employees to work hard, be loyal, and give their all.  In return, they would have: a job for life, a home away from home, regular salary increases, and a good chance for a promotion” (Fern, 2006).  “It was not unusual for people who entered the job market as late as the 1950s and ’60s to remain with one employer for a very long time—sometimes for the duration of their working life. 
The research also found that the reasons employees stay are not the same as why they leave.  “Most organizations do not have a handle on the actual reasons why employees stay—or the actual reasons why they leave. Although many organizations attempt to capture the causes of attrition through exit interviews, such interviews barely scratch the surface of the real reasons employees leave. They inevitably fail to differentiate between factors that make the new job attractive to the departing employee and the reasons why they were prompted to consider leaving in the first place”  (Fern, 2006).  In exit interviews, departing employees often do not report negative reasons for why they are leaving, but instead report what is attractive in the new job. 

The final section of your literature review is the conclusion.  “This section should summarize major contributions of significant studies and articles to the body of knowledge under review, maintaining the focus established in the introduction,”  (“Review of Literature”, 2006).  It is important to point out major gaps in research, inconsistencies in theory and findings, and areas pertinent to future study.  If your literature review is part of a thesis or dissertation, this is where you justify the addition research you will be conducting.  

These three studies suggest that attrition is within the control of managers.  While Fern recommends making retention a business goal for managers and linking compensation to the results, little is said about what steps a manager should take to achieve these results.  McNoewn suggested that retention is best addressed by satisfying the highest level of needs of the employee, a function carried out by management rather than corporate policies such as benefit packages.  Other research indicates that leadership development programs should focus on creating employee engagement through “trust-building training, providing mentors, toolkits and a systematic approach to regular feedback sessions to help leaders connect with their employees” (Stevens-Huffman, 2006).  With the average costs of replacing defecting employees jeopardizing the profitability of many organizations, mangers need to be educated on how to create an environment where employees can thrive.  


I like to think of the literature review process as making soup.  You first decide what type of soup you are going to make (develop your topic), and then go to the store to purchase your ingredients (doing the research).  You get back home and chop up your meats and vegetables (pulling quotes and main themes from your sources) and put them in the pot to simmer (think about the information you have collected and how to order it).  From there it’s just a matter of ladling the soup into your bowl (actually writing the paper).  

Writing your literature review may seem daunting, but following this guide can help make the process easy.  It may seem unconventional, but I actually break my researched material down to individual quotes and ideas that I can then physically order to create the body of my paper.  The sample literature review attached was constructed by laying my sources out on my dining room floor.  Start your research early and remember to turn to your professor if you need help.  Good luck! 
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Appendix A

Literature Review


Companies, particularly those in service industries, seek to distinguish themselves in today’s highly commoditized and competitive market through their employees.   Managing attrition is becoming increasingly important, not only because knowledge professionals are the lifeline of a service oriented industry, but also because staffing costs are one of the largest expenses regularly charged to the budget of most companies.  “When one counts salaries, benefits, bonuses, training and other personnel costs, companies invest a great deal of resources in their employees. Thus, attrition becomes a two-fold issue, one that’s cost related and the second, retaining much needed and often, experienced talent” (Nasscom, 2003).  Attrition is a challenge to address and understand as it involves people, making it a complicated and multifaceted issue. “Therefore, the reason behind the high turnover rate cannot be reduced to a single factor, but instead a combination of workplace environmental influences and personal choices that people make” (Nasscom, 2003).  

In examining the attrition problem organizations are currently facing, it is important to understand the history of attrition and how organizations have responded to this dilemma.  There are many drivers of attrition; however, this paper seeks only to examine what role managers play in retention and what managers should be doing to combat this growing concern.  


According to J. Leslie McKoewn, author of Retaining Top Employees, the term “employee retention” first began to appear in the early 1970s and 80s in response to a shift in the relationship between employer and employee.  Before that time, “the employer contract asked employees to work hard, be loyal, and give their all.  In return, they would have: a job for life, a home away from home, regular salary increases, and a good chance for a promotion” (Fern, 2006).  “It was not unusual for people who entered the job market as late as the 1950s and ’60s to remain with one employer for a very long time—sometimes for the duration of their working life. 

“This model began to change in the 1970s as job mobility and voluntary job changes began to increase dramatically” (McKoewn, 2002).  At the same time, the contract between employer and employee also began to change.  “The new contract is substantially different. It states that employees must now work harder, doing not only their jobs, but also the jobs of their former ‘right-sized’ coworkers. In return, job security is extinct, promotions are scarce, salary increases are modest at best, and the constant uncertainty of change is all but guaranteed” (Fern, 2006).  Because of these factors, employers found themselves with a new phenomenon to consider employee turnover.


In response to the rise of voluntary employee turnover, organizations began to develop employee retention as a management tool.  The root cause of voluntary employee turnover, increased job mobility, did not stem from a single event but many factors, such as increased information about job openings, dramatic reductions in the cost of travel and relocation, increased telecommuting opportunities, and globalization.  “Because of the complexity of the changes happening in the industrial and commercial environment, it took some time for employers to understand that, in essence, the power in the employer-employee relationship was shifting from the employer to the employee.  First attempts at employee retention, therefore, dealt primarily with hygiene factors—compensation, benefits, and the physical aspects of the working environment” (McNoewn, 2002).  


Having made the most of one-time realignments in their benefit and compensation packages by the late 1980s, employers were beginning to realize that there was more to employee retention than hygiene factors. “If employee retention was to be effective and sustainable—if it was to work in the long run and not just produce a single, temporary dip in employee turnover—there was a need for a holistic approach to the individual employee that would go beyond simply adjusting the employee’s compensation and benefits” (McNoewn, 2002).  A well-known concept in psychology known as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs made a profound impact on working life and, in particular, on the understanding of what employee retention really means. 


Often depicted in the form of a pyramid, Maslow created a model of human needs where the foundation level consists of basic biological or physiological needs, such as oxygen, water, and food.  These needs are the strongest because they must be satisfied for survival.  Needs at the next level are safety and security. “One level higher are social needs—a sense of belonging, acceptance, friendship, love. Above that level are ego needs: the need for respect, esteem, recognition, and status. Finally, at the peak: self-actualization, fulfillment, self-development” (McNoewn, 2002). Maslow showed that needs must be satisfied one level at a time, going from basic to self-actualization. “Traditional organizations are designed to provide for the first three levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs – food, shelter, and belonging.  Since these are now widely available to members of industrial society, organizations do not provide anything particularly unique to command the loyalty and commitment of people.  The ferment in management today will continue until organizations begin to address the higher order of needs: self respect and self actualization” (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994).  


Managers have a critical role in satisfying these needs for employees; therefore, the relationship between an employee and his or her manager is the key relationship in retention.  “People join and stay with companies where they feel they serve their customers and make a difference in the organization.  Poorly prepared management can potentially communicate an undesirable message of apathy and frustration to employees, which can be detrimental to the health of the services being offered” (Nasscom, 2003). In his book, McNoewn seeks to identify the aspects of this relationship that most positively promote retention.  After acclimating employees to corporate culture, managers must set goals for employees that create awareness that their work is relevant.  “Managers are responsible for providing growth and development opportunities for all of (their) employees. …Survey after survey has shown that such opportunities are essential for retaining top employees. There are three factors to consider in providing growth and development opportunities for employees, particularly top performers:  make the opportunities specific to the individual, provide associated training and experience, and present the opportunities in a way that will maximize the chance that the employees will take advantage of them” (McNoewn, 2002).  Managers must act as buffers between their employees and the organization, sheltering employees from internal politics and providing them with the resources they need to do their jobs.  


“Evaluating performance of employees, and rewarding high performers, is an imperative managerial task that is critical to the success or failure of a service centric company. Managers can also involve agents in the design of the evaluation form, and solicit agent input when revising evaluation criteria” (Nasscom, 2003).  Managers must also act as leaders for their employees.  To act as a leader, managers must encourage employees to set stretch goals, consult employees in decisions that affect them, and help them learn to see a decision from all angles, not just the ‘performance perspective.’  It is also important to support their decisions. The more you support quality decisions and reinforce good decision-making behavior, the more your top performers will develop the habit of making ‘good’ decisions” (McNoewn, 2002). 



A study of 1,000 CEOs and 1,000 mid-to senior managers identified manager/ staff retention initiatives as a key CEO concern.  “Human capital issues have reached the top of board and senior management agenda items and are likely to remain there for the next five to ten years, driven by an increasingly tight market for talent,” said John Colvin, MD of Hamilton James & Bruce, which conducted the study.  The most effective means of increasing morale to retain staff included hiring high quality, like-minded people, good communication strategies, and teaching managers to create a better working environment for staff.  The study found a “discrepancy in the understanding of employee retention, with 89 percent of CEOs placing a high priority upon it compared to only 61 percent of managers” (Donaldson, 2005).  Colvin stated that this means that there has not been sufficient communication from CEOs to mid-to-senior management about initiatives required to improve retention across all levels of business.   “While the study found that communication from the top was also an important way of empowering managers and staff and retaining them, only 27 percent of managers believe CEOs communicate effectively and regularly regarding important company information” (Donaldson, 2005). 

In a survey of 391 companies conducted by TalentKeepers, a consulting firm specializing in employee retention based in Maitland, Florida, nearly 70 percent of executives say that they view talent retention as important or extremely important.  “With unemployment at less than 6 percent, many organizations are struggling to find and keep valued employees. Changing work force demographics, such as the shrinking of the most desirable labor pool (25- to 34-year-olds), and downsizing’s negative impact on employee loyalty, have corporate America searching for answers to recruiting and retaining the strategic asset of the 21st century: talented people” (Fern, 2006).  The study showed that in 2005, nearly 60 percent of the companies surveyed reported employee turnover rates of 11 percent to 40 percent. “The financial impact of employee attrition was also included in the results; more than 40 percent of the responding companies reported direct costs of $5,000 to $20,000 to replace a single employee, and 33 percent responded that the indirect costs--those business costs associated with the impact of turnover--were more than $10,000 per employee” (Stevens-Huffman, 2006).  

According to Talentkeepers CO Chris Mulligan, “most companies have traditionally relied on pay and benefits as the primary drivers of retention. However, pay and benefits alone are not effective.  …People will join companies for organizational factors such as pay, benefits, reputation, and then the job itself. Lastly they join for leaders, especially in entry-level positions, but in as few as 90 days, the order of importance flip-flops, and now trust in their leaders is the single biggest reason that people stay” (Stevens-Huffman, 2006).  Mulligan says that training first-line managers on trust-building skills such as keeping commitments, apologizing for mistakes and accepting responsibility for company policies are the first steps to create a culture of trust and employee engagement. "Hold the first-line managers accountable for turnover and empower them to make a difference as a systematic means to increase retention," he says. “Training, empowerment and accountability are vital, as most line managers in the survey said that they did not feel they had the necessary empowerment to positively affect turnover rates” (Stevens-Huffman, 2006).  


The increase in attrition that many organizations face today led Integral Training Systems, Inc., a national consulting and training firm, and Behavioral Technology, a company specializing in employee retention, to study the attrition dilemma. They substantiated their research in attrition and retention with a review of industry practices and behavioral science literature.  Among several findings, the role of the manager in attrition was found to be paramount but underplayed.   “Most managers interviewed lamented the loss of talented contributors. However, when asked to diagnose the reasons why employees leave, the average manager pointed to a variety of external organizational factors—such as compensation—and failed to take any personal responsibility. They typically did not acknowledge any factors within their control that contribute to attrition” (Fem, 2006).  While certain factors outside of a manager’s control, such as inequitable pay scales or strict policies that decrease employee autonomy, can aggravate attrition, a large number of factors that contribute to employee retention are within the manager’s power to influence.  Bruce Fern, founder and president of Performance Connections International, Inc, writes, “The bottom line is, managers need to take personal accountability in retaining top talent” (2006).  


The research also found that the reasons employees stay are not the same as why they leave.  “Most organizations do not have a handle on the actual reasons why employees stay—or the actual reasons why they leave. Although many organizations attempt to capture the causes of attrition through exit interviews, such interviews barely scratch the surface of the real reasons employees leave. They inevitably fail to differentiate between factors that make the new job attractive to the departing employee and the reasons why they were prompted to consider leaving in the first place”  (Fern, 2006).  In exit interviews, departing employees often do not report negative reasons for why they are leaving, but instead report what is attractive in the new job. 


The survey tried to determine the degree to which managers rank retention as a high ongoing priority.  Fern writes, “we were not surprised to find that the only time many managers think about retention is when they receive a resignation  …The solution lies in tying retention to critical business activities so that managers see it as integral to business success and survival” (2006).  The study found even managers of customer-contact functions, such as sales or customer service, often fail to realize the impact attrition has on their business. “When key employees leave customer-contact functions, customers often experience:  discontinuity in the relationship,  a negative impact on their own productivity, and time wasted reorienting the new employee to their operation and the way they work” (Fern, 2006).  Another change that is needed in the way managers view attrition is the misconception that attrition is inevitable.  While some level of attrition is unavoidable, and to a certain extent desirable to compensate for poor hiring decisions, human resource and senior line managers can increase retention ratios. “The attrition rate for one organization’s division was 18.5% overall and 25% in one of the most critical occupation groups. After working with (Integral Training Systems) and making retention a priority for every manager, the attrition rate dropped to 11.7% overall and 15% in the critical group” (Fern, 2006).  


Fern claims that the research consistently validated that managers play a significant role in influencing employee commitment and retention. “A number of manager retention practices increase the probability that an employee will remain committed to an organization over time.  Good retention practices focus not only on what the employee is contributing to the company but also on how the manager can create a climate that fosters employee retention and commitment. While enlightened leaders balance the needs of the organization with the needs of the employee, the truth is that such leaders are rare” (Fern, 2006). Fern recommends that organizations hold their managers personally accountable for retention.  

These three studies suggest that attrition is within the control of managers.  While Fern recommends making retention a business goal for managers and linking compensation to the results, little is said about what steps a manager should take to achieve these results.  McNoewn suggested that retention is best addressed by satisfying the highest level of needs of the employee, a function carried out by management rather than corporate policies such as benefit packages.  Other research indicates that leadership development programs should focus on creating employee engagement through “trust-building training, providing mentors, toolkits and a systematic approach to regular feedback sessions to help leaders connect with their employees” (Stevens-Huffman, 2006).  With the average costs of replacing defecting employees jeopardizing the profitability of many organizations, mangers need to be educated on how to create an environment where employees can thrive.   

