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Description

A well-executed literature review can determine whether a thesis is persuasive, publishable, and
defensible. Recent guidance emphasizes that review types and reporting standards have evolved.
Systematic reporting standards were updated in PRISMA 2020 and researchers must make deliberate
choices about how much breadth (coverage across a field) and depth (close, critical analysis of
selected studies) to include. These choices influence the review’s function, the thesis’ framing, and
examiners’ expectations. This article defines the depth—breadth trade-off, explains when to prioritize
each approach, and provides practical steps and a concise checkilist to structure a thesis literature
review that serves both rigor and relevance.

What depth and breadth mean in a thesis literature review

Breadth refers to the scope: how many topics, subfields, methodologies, populations, or time periods
the review surveys. A broad review typical of scoping or narrative reviews maps the landscape and
identifies gaps, trends, and terminologies. Depth means focused, critical engagement: close reading of
influential studies, method appraisal, synthesis of evidence, and interpretation of how findings relate to
the research question. Scoping reviews intentionally prioritize breadth; systematic or integrative
reviews prioritize depth and reproducibility. Choosing the balance requires aligning the review’s
purpose with the thesis question and design.

Why balancing depth and breadth matters

A literature review should do more than catalogue sources; it must justify the thesis, show command of
the field, and position the original contribution. Excessive breadth can dilute argument and overwhelm
readers, while excessive depth can give the impression of tunnel vision and miss important contextual
debates. The right balance clarifies the problem space, identifies a defensible gap, and supports
methodological choices in the methods and discussion chapters. Institutional and disciplinary
expectations (for example, humanities versus laboratory sciences) will also shape the acceptable
balance.

When to prioritize breadth, and when to prioritize depth
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¢ Prioritize breadth when the field is new or fragmented, when the aim is to map evidence (scoping
review), or when the thesis justifies why many perspectives matter. In such cases, the review
establishes context and shows how varied approaches have treated the problem.

¢ Prioritize depth when the thesis addresses a narrowly framed question, uses a specific method
that needs methodological justification, or when evaluating the quality, limitations, and
comparability of evidence is crucial (e.g., theory testing, meta-analysis). Deep critique is essential
when methodological differences could change interpretation of evidence.

How to structure the review to balance depth and breadth

Start with an explicit scope statement that tells readers what the review covers and why. This acts as a
contract: it explains selection criteria (time period, populations, study designs), and clarifies whether
the review is primarily exploratory, critical, or integrative.

Use a layered or “funnel” structure: begin with a concise overview (breadth), then progressively focus
on the most relevant subtopics (depth). Each layer narrows the literature toward the focal debate that
underpins the thesis question. This approach keeps the narrative coherent and prevents unnecessary
detail early on. Practical subsections might include: background/context, major theoretical frameworks,
methodological approaches across studies, focused critique of high-impact or directly relevant studies,
and identified gaps that lead to the present study.

Practical steps and a short checklist

Follow these sequential steps to achieve a defensible balance:

1. Define purpose and scope: state whether the review is scoping, narrative, integrative, or
systematic, and why that approach suits the thesis question.

2. Create inclusion/exclusion rules: time span, languages, populations, and study designs. These
rules reduce bias and constrain breadth. (systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com)

3. Build a tiered reading list: assemble three tiers — (A) seminal/foundational works to analyze in
depth, (B) contemporary empirical studies for synthesis, and (C) peripheral or disciplinary-context
sources for breadth.

4. Synthesize thematically rather than summarizing study by study. Themes enable breadth
while allowing depth within each theme.

5. Critically appraise high-impact sources: assess design, sampling, analytic choices, and
limitations — this is the heart of depth. (systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com)

6. Use visual tools: concept maps, timelines, and evidence matrices to track scope and identify
oversights.

7. Revisit scope after initial drafting: trimming or expanding sections based on coherence with
the thesis argument.

Common mistakes and points to note

e Including everything found (“kitchen sink” approach) rather than prioritizing relevance. This
inflates breadth and buries argument.
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e Treating literature review as summary, not synthesis. Synthesis requires interpretation and
linkage to the gap the thesis addresses.

¢ Failing to state scope or selection criteria clearly. Examiners expect transparent boundaries.

e Overemphasizing only one methodological tradition when the question requires interdisciplinary
context. Discipline norms vary; consult supervisors and recent publications in the same field.

Examples and a short case illustration

Consider a social-science thesis on teachers’ classroom technology use. A breadth-first (scoping) start
maps educational technology literature, policy documents, and measurement instruments across
decades. After mapping, the review narrows to three themes: implementation barriers, teacher beliefs,
and student outcomes, and then critically analyzes the five most-cited longitudinal or randomized
studies under each theme. The result is a review that shows field-wide patterns (breadth) but also
interrogates the most influential evidence that shapes the thesis hypotheses (depth). Comparable
structures and selective deep-dives have been recommended by publishing guides and academic
editors for thesis writing.

How standards and reporting expectations affect choices

Where reviews adhere to formal reporting standards such as systematic reviews researchers must
follow checklists (PRISMA 2020 provides a 27-item checklist and updated flow diagram). When a
thesis incorporates a systematic component, follow the applicable reporting guidance and document
search strategies and appraisal methods in appendices to preserve thesis readability while
demonstrating reproducibility. For scoping or narrative reviews, best practice remains transparent
methods and clear rationale for choices. (systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com)

Tips and “tricks” to keep the balance manageable

Timebox searches: set defined search windows to avoid perpetual breadth creep.

Use a reference manager and evidence-mapping spreadsheet to tag each citation by theme and
importance.

Prioritize recent high-quality studies and classic theoretical works this controls excessive breadth
while preserving historical grounding.

Ask peers or supervisors to skim the outline for balance before drafting the full text.

Conclusion and next steps

Balancing depth and breadth in a thesis literature review is a strategic decision tied to purpose,
discipline, and research design. Begin with an explicit scope, use a layered structure to move from
breadth to depth, and apply transparent selection criteria. Implement the checklist above to keep the
review coherent and defensible. When reproducibility is expected (for systematic elements), follow
reporting standards such as PRISMA 2020 and provide methodological appendices.

For researchers who want support such as optimizing structure, verifying inclusion criteria, or
complying with reporting standards professional manuscript and thesis editing can help refine
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argument flow and clarity. Enago provides thesis- and manuscript-editing services and Al-assisted
literature-review tools that can help streamline initial searches and summarization; consider these
options as assistance to improve clarity and reduce revision cycles rather than as a substitute for
scholarly judgment.
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