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Read, Manage, and
Synthesize

Overview
Once you have found and evaluated a collection of high-quality sources, you must process them.
This step bridges the gap between researching and writing. It involves reading efficiently, storing
your files logically, and combining different authors' ideas into a unified argument (synthesis).

Prerequisites
Before you begin reading deeply, you should have:

A shortlist of credible, evaluated sources.
A clear understanding of your research question.

1. Read Strategically
Academic articles and reports are dense. You should almost never read them from beginning to
end like a novel. Instead, use a strategic reading approach to quickly decide if a paper is worth
your time:

1. Read the Abstract: This tells you the main problem, method, and conclusion. If it does
not relate to your research question, stop reading and move on to the next source.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
https://libguides.berlin-international.de/books/the-research-process/page/evaluate-your-sources
https://libguides.berlin-international.de/books/the-research-process/page/how-to-define-a-research-question


2. Read the Introduction and Conclusion: This provides the context and the final
takeaway. You will understand the author's main argument without getting bogged down
in the data.

3. Check the Headings and Visuals: Look at the charts, graphs, or architectural plans.
What evidence are they highlighting?

4. Read the Methodology and Findings: Only read the full text if the first three steps
prove the source is highly relevant to your thesis or assignment.

2. Manage Your Sources
Do not leave a chaotic trail of downloaded PDFs named article_final_v2.pdf  on your desktop.
Disorganized research leads to "accidental plagiarism"; when you forget where a quote came from
and accidentally present it as your own idea.

Use Citation Management Software: The most important thing you can do for a thesis
is use software like Zotero. It saves your PDFs, grabs the publication data automatically,
and lets you organize sources into folders.
Establish a Naming Convention: If you must save files manually, rename them
immediately using a standard format, such as Year_Author_Title  (e.g.,
2024_Smith_FastFashionMarketing.pdf ).

3. Take Notes and Synthesize
A literature review is not a summary of Source A, followed by a summary of Source B. It is a
synthesis: a conversation between the sources, grouped by theme.

To achieve this, you must change how you take notes.

Highly Recommended: The library strongly advises using Zotero to manage your sources
and automatically generate your bibliographies. See our guide on Citation Management
Software to get started.

https://libguides.berlin-international.de/books/research-skills/page/citation-management-software
https://libguides.berlin-international.de/books/research-skills/page/citation-management-software


Group by Theme, Not by Author
Instead of taking notes source-by-source, take notes theme-by-theme. If your research is about
sustainable architecture, your themes might be Materials, Energy Efficiency, and Cost. When you
read an article, place the relevant notes directly under those thematic headings.

Create a Synthesis Matrix
For a thesis, try using a "Synthesis Matrix" (a simple spreadsheet).

List your Sources down the left-hand column.
List your Themes or Concepts across the top row.
As you read, fill in the boxes where the source and the theme intersect.

This method forces you to see where authors agree, where they disagree, and where the gaps in
the research are. When it is time to write, you simply read down the "Theme" column to see
exactly what all your sources said about that specific topic.

Paraphrase Immediately
When taking notes, write the author's ideas in your own words immediately. Only copy exact
sentences if the phrasing is so unique or impactful that it cannot be changed. This saves you from
accidentally plagiarizing when you transfer your notes into your final paper.

Using Generative AI for Synthesis
Generative AI (like ChatGPT, Claude, or specific research AIs like Elicit) can be a helpful assistant
during the reading phase, but it cannot replace your own critical thinking.

Good uses of AI in this step:

Asking an AI to summarize a highly complex, 40-page report so you can decide if it is
worth reading manually.



Pasting a dense paragraph of academic jargon into an AI and asking: "Explain this
methodology in simple terms."

Bad uses of AI in this step:

Asking an AI to write your literature review or synthesis matrix for you. AI often misses the
subtle nuance between two scholars' arguments, leading to a shallow or inaccurate paper.

Next Steps
Now that you have extracted, managed, and synthesized the data from your sources, you are
ready to outline your argument and begin writing your paper.

Continue to: Write and Cite

Academic Integrity: Never paste unpublished interview transcripts, sensitive company
data, or copyrighted book chapters into public AI tools. Always review the library's guide on
Making the most of Generative AI before proceeding.
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