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What is Synthesis?
“The act of combining different ideas or things to make a whole that is new and different from the items considered 
separately.”

Synthesis is analysis that connects multiple pieces of evidence from different sources to compare, contrast, and 
draw conclusions.

A synthesis is not a summary, in that it does not just restate the ideas in each source. Instead, a synthesis aims 
to make new knowledge that roots in but is different from original sources. In academic writing, you AREN’T 
simply reporting what others said on a topic. You present new ideas based on interpretations of other evidence 
or arguments. You are arguing something about a topic. You are combining individual pieces of evidence across 
sources, so your readers can understand how the individual pieces work together.

Why does your paper, article, dissertation, or thesis need synthesis? An effective source synthesis helps you:
● Gain a greater and deeper understanding of a particular topic
● Demonstrate how you join the current academic conversations and scholarship
● Showcase how you build on/expand/extend/connect to prior work and add your ideas, perspectives, and/or 

insights to the existing knowledge



How Synthesis Works
Synthesis involves:

● quoting, summarizing, and/or paraphrasing the important ideas that are relevant to your 
research focus from multiple sources;

● organizing, interpreting, and analyzing them to present the connections (e.g., similar, 
overlapping, or different ideas/findings) between these sources;

● incorporating these quotations, summaries, and/or the paraphrasing of the sources into your 
work and adding your ideas and/or perspectives.

To synthesize is to  summarize, quote, and/or paraphrase the work of others  in a way that connects 
to your research; add your analysis, interpretation, and/or evaluation of that information; and 
then concludes by providing your new idea or perspective. Synthesis encompasses interpreting 
sources and establishing a connection between the writer’s and the sources’ ideas.





Synthesis Starts with Reading and 
Note-Taking
When you are reading, make sure to note down common themes that you remember 
seeing in other papers and sources you have read. Organize your papers according to 
those themes.

If you have research questions already in mind, read with those questions close at hand, 
so that when something relevant comes up, you will recognize it immediately and be able 
to store it for later.

Summarize the reading that you do so that you have a quick, handy way of remembering 
what each source is about.



Making a Synthesis Matrix
A synthesis matrix puts all of your sources in conversation with each other in a visual way.

You can choose the topics you would like to compare with a synthesis matrix. Some options include:

● Research Questions, Methodology and/or Context
● Themes that you notice are shared among the literature
● Ideas that you are interested in exploring, not led by the literature itself
● How the literature interacts with your research questions

Here is an example of a synthesis matrix that focuses on ideas that the student is interested in 
exploring.

In order to create this matrix easily, I used a Google Form that was designed to record the necessary 
information for a synthesis matrix. Feel free to make a copy of the form and use it yourself! You will find 
it here.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vWo8v9umz--3iA3T28BLyyrwI6wPBPqv/view?usp=drive_link
https://forms.gle/vyCfnckBSZbPBJYA9


Using a Synthesis Matrix
When making your synthesis matrix, you will likely begin to see more clearly the connections, 
agreements, contradictions, and shared themes that exist between the sources you are 
working with.

Having a visualization of how your sources interact with each other and with the questions 
you have will give you pathways into writing about them as interacting texts, rather than as 
separate, discrete projects.

From there, you can develop your analysis, interpretation, and/or evaluation of the sources as 
part of the conversation your own work is having with those sources. You can then use your 
part of the conversation to bring in your new idea, perspective, or conclusion about the 
subject.



Synthesis Don’ts
When synthesizing sources, DON’T:

● construct the body of your literature review out of a series of 
summaries.

● list your sources one after another.
● bombard your readers with undifferentiated masses of facts, examples, 

and quotations.
● begin/end your paragraphs by presenting quotations or facts from your 

sources.


