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I N S I G H T S

Reviewing the Literature
by Perry Norton

Do you have a computer? Of
course you do, or somebody you
know quite well has one. And in 
no time you can log on to all sorts of web
pages to read the words of planners, and
transportation engineers, and ethicists,
and what have you – all sharing the wis-
dom of the moment. Good stuff? Sure.
These people aren’t scribbling. But after
they have written, you have to interpret
what’s been said and what it might mean
for you, for the work of the Commission,
and for the community you serve.

Did I say interpret? What does the
word mean?
• to conceive the significance of …
• to present or conceptualize the mean-

ing of … 
• to explain the reason for …

This is what you do when you inter-
pret. Something you’ve read strikes a
note or two and you “present or concep-
tualize” what that means as far as the
community task is concerned.

The difficulty is that the article you’ve
read is different from the task at hand.
Sometimes the difference is microscopic
and the meaning to you and the task
before you is so small that the article is a
winner. But this is rare. Usually the con-
tent, or findings, of the piece you’ve read
give you a bit to go on. And usually
another Commission member has read a
piece that needs some interpretation. Or
sometimes the difference is so big that
the article you’ve read is merely “present-
ed” as something that is interesting –
next year. 

There’s one more question you must
face. How do you sort through the hun-
dreds or thousands of pages of written
material dealing with, say, solid waste
disposal? How do you choose between
Animal Wastes and The Journal of Agri-
cultural Economics, or Dog Bins in RV
Parks and Animal Rights, or Earth Sci-
ences and Cattle Control? From the 

many pages of internet offerings how do
you decide whether you look in some
encyclopedia, of which there may be
thirty or forty, or some trade journal, of
which there are almost too many to
write? 

THE FACT IS THAT SOME
OF US SPEND MORE TIME

REVIEWING THE
LITERATURE THAN

CONCENTRATING ON HOW
TO RESOLVE THE LOCAL

ISSUE WE’RE FACING.

and how to get to a result that will pass
muster.

The ideas you read will give you a ful-
some notion of how other towns have
dealt with problems similar to yours. But
they won’t tell you how your town
should do it. That’s the job you and your
colleagues on the Commission need to
be sure you have the time for. �
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And you thought canvassing the web-
page literature and interpreting what
you’ve read would be a simple job! No,
not at all. But if you take the time to
think through the task, as it applies to
your local agenda, you’ll have a good idea
of the assignment ahead. It might be that
three or four magazine articles on the
subject may suffice. Or maybe some
study of an encyclopedic nature is
required. In either case advanced prepa-
ration is the key.

And this leads to the main point of
this essay – don’t spend more time with
the decision of other writers than you
think necessary to arrive at a decision of
yours, with regard to the situation at
hand. (Except for cases in which you are
reading for the pleasure of it!)

As a planner-turned-writer it is some-
times difficult to arrive at this conclu-
sion. But the fact is that some of us spend
more time reviewing the literature than
concentrating on how to resolve the local
issue we’re facing. The literature is not
unimportant, but it is not important at
the expense of the hard and often time-
consuming work of finding out what
your community wants, what’s feasible,




