
How to write 
a review article





Types of Journal Articles

• ORIGINAL RESEARCH ARTICLE 
• a typical scholarly, scientific journal article 

(aka PRIMARY RESEARCH ARTICLE) 

• discusses the authors’ original research

• offers thoughtful analysis of the results, 
and cites relevant papers from other 
authors that relate to the research

• is peer reviewed

• News articles
• not peer reviewed
• written by science journalists, not researchers
• may be easier to read, but since they are normally one or two steps removed from the original research, a news 

article may not be the best source for your paper or project. However, news articles can lead you to a piece of 
original research, and can help you easily stay informed about recent research developments.

• REVIEW ARTICLE 
• does not report on original 

research

• outlines the current state of 
research in a particular field, 
citing the appropriate literature 
and connecting the various 
pieces of research together

• generally peer reviewed

https://undergraduatesciencelibrarian.org/a-very-brief-introduction-to-the-scientific-literature/



Structure of the original research article

• Title – subject and what aspect of the subject was studied.
• Abstract – summary of paper: The main reason for the study, the primary 

results, the main conclusions
• Introduction – why the study was undertaken
• Methods and Materials – how the study was undertaken
• Results – what was found 
• Discussion – why these results could be significant (what the reasons might 

be for the patterns found or not found)
There are many ways to approach the writing of a scientific paper, and no one 
way is right. Many people, however, find that drafting chunks in this order 
works best: Results, Discussion, Introduction, Materials & Methods, Abstract, 
and, finally, Title.

Emily Wortman-Wunder and Kate Kiefer.. (1994 - 2012). Writing the Scientific Paper. Writing@CSU. Colorado State University. 
Available at http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/guide.cfm?guideid=83



Guidelines for writing a Review Article

• What is a review article?
• A critical, constructive analysis of 

the literature in a specific field 
through summary, classification, 
analysis, comparison.

• A scientific text relying on 
previously published literature or 
data. New data from the author’s 
experiments are not presented 
(with exceptions: some reviews 
contain new data).

• What is the function of a review 
article?
• to organize literature

• to evaluate literature

• to identify patterns and trends in 
the literature

• to synthesize literature

• to identify research gaps and 
recommend new research areas

This resource was written 2009 by: Philip Mayer, Zurich -Basel Plant Science Center 
http://www.plantscience.ethz.ch/education/Masters/courses/Scientific_Writing



Guidelines for writing a Review Article

ABSTRACT

• Function 
• Informs about the main objectives and result of the review article (informative 

abstract) or indicates the text structure (descriptive abstract). 

• Descriptive abstract – for narrative reviews 
• Elements: Description of subjects covered without specific details. A descriptive 

abstract is like a table of contents in paragraph form.

• Informative abstract – for systematic and best evidence reviews
• Elements: 1) Objectives 2)Material and methods 3) Results 4)Conclusions

• Citations: usually none

This resource was written 2009 by: Philip Mayer, Zurich -Basel Plant Science Center 
http://www.plantscience.ethz.ch/education/Masters/courses/Scientific_Writing



Guidelines for writing a Review Article

INTRODUCTION

• Function
• Provides information about the context, indicates the motivation for the review, defines the focus, 

the research question and explains the text structure.

• Elements
• Elements of a three paragraph introduction (afterAnonymous2003).
1) Subject background. The general topic, issue, or area of concern is given to illustrate the context.
2) “Problem”. Trends, new perspectives, gaps, conflicts, or a single problem is indicated.
3) Motivation/justification. The author’s reason for reviewing the literature, the approach and the 
organization of the text are described. 

• Citations: many

• Make sure to have a narrow focus and an explicit research question. Indicate these two 
points clearly in the introduction. Give theoretical or practical justifications for the need 
for a review.

This resource was written 2009 by: Philip Mayer, Zurich -Basel Plant Science Center 
http://www.plantscience.ethz.ch/education/Masters/courses/Scientific_Writing



Guidelines for writing a Review Article

• Body: Main Part of the Review Article
• Section structure

• A coherent structuring  of the topic is necessary to develop the section structure (Bem 1995). 
Subheadings reflect the organization of the topic and indicate the content of the various sections.

• Paragraph structure
• Cover one idea, aspect or topic per paragraph.

• Avoid referring to only one study per paragraph; consider several studies per paragraph instead

• Links
• Frequently link the discussed research findings to the research question stated in the 

introduction. These links create a thread of coherence in your review article.

• Link the studies to one another. Compare and discuss these relationships.

• Make sure to organise the different pieces of information into a line of argument. An appropriate 
organization of information is all-important for the quality of a review (Day & Gastel 2006).

This resource was written 2009 by: Philip Mayer, Zurich -Basel Plant Science Center 
http://www.plantscience.ethz.ch/education/Masters/courses/Scientific_Writing



Guidelines for writing a Review Article

Conclusions

• Function
• Answer the research question set in the introduction

• Elements
• implications of the findings
• interpretations by the authors (kept separate from factual information)
• identification of unresolved questions

• Citations: few or none

• Make sure to have a clear take home message that integrates the points 
discussed in the review. Make sure your conclusions are not simply a repeat 
of the abstract!

This resource was written 2009 by: Philip Mayer, Zurich -Basel Plant Science Center 
http://www.plantscience.ethz.ch/education/Masters/courses/Scientific_Writing



• Accurate and clear expression of your thoughts and research information should be the 
primary goal of scientific writing.1 Remember that accuracy and clarity are even more 
important when trying to get complicated ideas across. Contain your literature review, 
ideas, and discussions to your topic, theme, model, review, commentary, or case. Avoid 
vague terminology and too much prose. Use short rather than long sentences. If jargon 
has to be utilized keep it to a minimum and explain the terms you do use clearly.2

• Avoid Plagiarism and inadvertent lack of citations. Finally, use citations to your benefit. 
Cite frequently in order to avoid any plagiarism. The bottom line: If it is not your original 
idea, give credit where credit is due. When using direct quotations, provide not only the 
number of the citation, but the page where the quote was found. All citations should 
appear in text as a superscripted number followed by punctuation. It is the authors' 
responsibility to fully ensure all references are cited in completed form, in an accurate 
location. Please carefully follow the instructions for citations and check that all 
references in your reference list are cited in the paper and that all citations in the paper 
appear correctly in the reference list. 

1     Eriksson P, Altermann W, Catuneanu O. Editorial: Some general advice for writing a scientific paper. J African Earth Sci. 
2005;41:285‐288
2 Scientific writing 101. Editorial. Nature Structural Molecular Bio. 2010;17(2):139
3 HOOGENBOOM, Barbara J.; MANSKE, Robert C. How to write a scientific article. International journal of sports physical 

therapy, 2012, 7.5: 512.
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