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To guide you through: 
- the different types of literature reviews, 
- the process of undertaking a literature review 
- structuring a review paper
- reporting guidelines for reviews

Workshop Aims



Some questions for you to begin – Interactive slides

➢ Have you ever written a literature review?

➢ Have you ever written a literature review for 
publication?

➢ When you read journals do you find review papers 
easier to read? Or more helpful? 



W h a t  i s  a  l i t e r a t u r e  r e v i e w ?



What is a literature review?

• A literature review is a piece of academic writing 
demonstrating knowledge and understanding of the 
academic literature on a specific topic placed in context.

• A literature review also includes a critical evaluation of the 
body of knowledge.



Why do we review the 
Literature?

• Summarising the 
literature on a topic and 
helps clinicians see at a 
glance the latest ‘state of 
the science’ on a topic.

• As a healthcare 
professional always look 
for a review on a topic 
first, and assess:  
– Recency 

– Quality

Aside from the fact you are forced to 

for an academic course !



Increase in number of literature reviews in the literature over time

• If done well, reviews make it ‘easier’ 

for clinical teams to implement 

research evidence into practice as 

the fist step is done for them 

• Trend for societies to undertake 

systematic reviews on a topic and 

develop expert consensus 

guidelines, e.g.

– Surviving sepsis (SCCM)

– Oral Care in Adult ICUs (BACCN)

– Management of Severe TBI (Brain 

Trauma Foundation)



Some more questions for you

➢ How many types of review do you know of? 

➢ Which types of review can you mention?



Different types of reviews

• Narrative review (some journals no longer publish these) 

• Scoping review

• Rapid review

• Integrative review

• Realist review

• Systematic review

• Others?

• N.B. Nomenclature may vary slightly



Narrative reviews

• Generally descriptive

• Do not involve a systematic search of the 

literature, and thereby often focus on a 

subset of studies of a certain topic chosen 

based on availability or author selection

• Some journals no longer publish narrative 

reviews as they are seen as less robust than 

other types

• Valuable in providing a broad overview of 

the literature on a topic, relieving readers 

(clinicians; students) of some of the burden 

of searching and appraising a large number 

of primary studies



Scoping reviews • Aim: to map the existing literature in a field of 
interest/topic area in terms of the volume, nature, 
and characteristics of the primary research 

• Particularly useful when the topic
– has not yet been extensively reviewed or 
– is complex or heterogeneous

• Summarize and disseminate research findings 

• Identify research gaps in the existing literature

• Determine the value, potential scope and cost of 
undertaking a full systematic review 

• May or may not report the quality/grading of the 
reviewed studies

• Report based on a recognised framework, e.g. Arksey 
& O’Malley; Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI)





This scoping review aimed to assess how gastric POCUS may be used in 

the care of acute and critically ill children



Scoping reviews often use other diagrams to show the amount of literature 
on the topic over the years 



Rapid Review (rapid evidence assessment)

• A form of knowledge synthesis that 
accelerates the process of traditional 
systematic reviews by streamlining or 
omitting various methods to produce 
evidence for stakeholders in a resource-
efficient manner

• Rapid reviews can be viewed as a 
simplified approach to systematic 
reviews. 

• A rapid review follows most of the 
principal steps of a systematic review, 
using systematic and transparent methods 
to identify, select, critically appraise and 
analyse data from relevant research



Systematic review
• Aim: to sum up the best available research on a specific question

• High level review of research that uses systematic and 

transparent methods to identify, select, appraise and synthesise

all high-quality evidence related to a focussed question

• Typically, quantitative but can be qualitative too

• Based on a protocol and clear eligibility criteria – enables 

replication

• May include a meta-analysis: statistical techniques to synthesize 

data from several studies into a single quantitative estimate or 

summary effect size 

• Meta-synthesis, meta-studies, formal grounded theory, and 
meta-ethnography methods are methods of synthesizing findings 
of individual qualitative studies into a new theory or overarching 
framework on the phenomenon of concern. 



What is a Meta-Analysis?

• Statistical technique for combining findings of independent studies

• Pooling of results limits bias and error of individual studies

• More precise estimates of the effects of interventions than those derived from the 
individual studies alone, by giving due weight due to the size of different studies included

• Validity of meta-analysis depends on the quality of the systematic review on which it is 
based

• Often, individual trials fail to show statistically significant difference between two 
treatments

• Pooling results from individual studies may make effect more evident.



Don’t be afraid of (reading) systematic review with meta-analysis 



How to interpret meta-analysis results…easily 

The line of no effect – if crossed results 

are considered non-significant

Size of the blob (square) reflects study size 

(i.e. number of patients)

The diamond shape at the bottom is the 

combined effects of all the studies 

pooled together

So overall this Rx slightly favours the Rx drug…but difference is not statistically significant because it still crosses the line of no effect

Horizontal lines reflect 95%CI, i.e. possible 

variation from calculated Odds Ratio



Results of meta-analyses are displayed graphically

Blob = OR

Size of blob = weight

Horizontal line - CI

Diamond is 

pooled analysis

Vertical line = line of 

no effect (neither 

better nor worse



What is the bottom line of this meta-analysis?





Realist review
• A method for studying complex interventions 

in response to the perceived limitations of 
conventional systematic review methodology

• Involves identification of Contexts, 
Mechanisms and Outcomes for individual 
programs to explain differences, intended or 
unintended, between them

• Aim to determine how and why complex 
social interventions work (or do not) when 
applied in different contexts or 
circumstances, deployed by different 
stakeholders, or used for different purposes

– Pawson et al. (2005)





Integrative review
• Considered the most comprehensive 

methodological approach to 
reviewing the evidence

• Combines various forms of 
knowledge to fully understand a 
phenomenon: 
– Theoretical and empirical literature

– Quantitative and qualitative data

• Wide range of purposes: 
– definition of concepts

– review of theories and evidence

– analysis of methodological problems



So where do I start?

• First, decide and focus your question / topic 

• Is your question specific or broad? E.g.
–Specific: In mechanically ventilated children (0-17 years) in a PICU 

(population) what are the effects of using cuffed compared to uncuffed 
endotracheal tubes (exposure/intervention/comparison) on longer term 
airway outcomes (outcome)

–Broader: What is the role of GASTRIC POCUS in children?

• Check how much literature is available:
– Is there scope for a review? If yes, what type? 
– Is there scope for updating an existing review?



Decide on the type of review that is best and the time you must do it in 

• For a PhD: usually a systematic review is preferred / expected, but this 
takes time and a requires a team

• If your question is broader and on a topic where literature is limited 
→ scoping review

• For most others, an integrative review may be appropriate →
including all types of literature on the topic

• A rapid review is usually avoided for an academic piece of work

• If you chose to do a narrative review, it needs to be done very well



THINK: Do I need to register my review?

• For a systematic review → yes 

• Can also register a scoping review (but not on PROSPERO)

• Not essential for academic work, BUT some journals do not consider unregistered 
reviews

• You cannot register a review retrospectively

• In OSF (Open Science Framework) you can register reviews for free

• Use guidelines to write a review protocol (e.g. PRISMA-P: Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Protocols, 2015)





Conduct a thorough literature search

• Generate several search terms for each component of the question and consider: 
– Synonyms

– Plural / singular words 

– Abbreviations 

– Variations in spellings (e.g. UK/US)

– Hyphenation 

– MeSH terms (Medical Subject Headings)

• Search a broad range of sources:
– Start with academic databases (Medline, Scopus, CINAHL, PubMed, Cochrane, etc.) 
– Then search Google Scholar and grey literature
– Check references and citations of retrieved studies

• Refine the search: 
– If you get 100 000 results → narrow your search
– If you get 5 → broaden your search (and check search terms)

• Keep a clear audit trail of search process & outcome



Decide on what papers you will include
• Transparent inclusion / exclusion 

criteria:
– Population

– Intervention/Exposure/Comparison

– Outcome/s

– Language of publication

– Year range if applicable

– Study design

– Literature type, e.g. published only? Grey 
literature? Reports? Dissertations? 
Conference proceedings?

• Review abstracts to determine if they 
meet criteria → if unsure read full text

• Get full text of all papers to be included



All reviews should have some 
flow diagram to show readers 
how you arrived at the papers 

included in your review

PRISMA (2020) Flow 

Diagram summarising 

Search Outcome



Who / What can help you manage your review?

• Reference management software, e.g. Zotero

• Review management software, e.g. Rayyan; RevMan
– Facilitates importation / screening of search hits with 

reasons for inclusion/exclusion

– Available as app on mobile devices

• IT support

• Librarian

• Statistician



For MOST reviews, set up a data extraction form in word or Excel so that when you review each paper, you look at the 
same things

Makes it much easier to summarise them at the end 

For systematic reviews this is essential and VERY detailed, but can be much less detailed for other review types 

This is usually included as a table in the published paper anyway so save yourself work at the end





For a narrative, integrative or systematic review

There must be critical appraisal of the literature

Determine the quality of the studies: What are their strengths and limitations?  

Use a critical appraisal tool to hep you ask the right questions, e.g. CASP; JBI; RoB

Make sure you use the right tool for the study design 





Take Away Points

• Literature reviews are very useful

• Review papers are well read and cited 

• Choose carefully and be clear about your type of review

• All reviews should be performed meticulously to be useful

• Use available guidance to help you with your review



Professor Lyvonne N Tume

Edge Hill University

Lyvonne.tume@edgehill.ac.uk

@lyvonnetume

Josef Trapani

University of Malta

josef.trapani@um.edu.mt

@josef_trapani

Questions? Comments? 

mailto:Lyvonne.tume@edgehill.ac.uk


@niccjournal

Nursing in Critical Care Journal

@niccjournal

SUBMIT YOUR NEXT PAPER WITH US!

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/14785153

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/14785153
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Web-version of PRISMA Checklist





F O R  A  
N A R R A T I V E  

R E V I E W  –
D O  I T  W E L L  





Boolean Operators

– Useful for focussing the search

– Retrieves fewer documents

– Useful for broadening a search
– Concurrently searches for synonyms 

of the same concept

– Useful for narrowing the search

– Retrieves articles that contain

the first but not the second word
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PRISMA flow diagram generator (online)
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