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Reading the Literature



Why review the literature? 
• Critically summarize the research literature
• Contextualize the research problem
• Identify gaps in previous studies
• Justify a new investigation
• Avoid duplication
• Provide a conceptual framework
• Assess feasibility
• Find methodological suggestions
• Show that you know the literature in the field



Conducting a literature review
1. Start by stating your research question as clearly as possible
• PICO format:
• People/population/problem: What are the population characteristics? What is the 

condition or disease?
• Intervention: What do you want to do with this patient/community? i.e., treat, diagnose, 

quality improvement
• Comparisons: [not always included] What is the alternative to this intervention? i.e., 

placebo, different drug, surgery
• Outcomes: What are the potential outcomes? i.e., morbidity, death, complications, 

improvements

• Iterative process - mentors, peers, librarians can be useful resources
2. Find and read articles related to your topic
3. Organize your literature review



Organizing your literature review



Real example 

Example #1



Example #2



Types of articles

•Original research 
•Concise communications 

and short reports 
•Research letters
•Case reports



Types of articles: Reviews

• Systematic reviews

• Meta-analyses and meta-syntheses

• Scientific/expert reviews 



Types of articles: Thought pieces

•Editorials
•Commentaries
• Introductions and 
responses to articles



Types of articles: Preprints 

• A recent trend in publication

• Not yet peer reviewed 
manuscripts are publicly 
shared

• Encouraged by NIH

• Interpret findings with caution



Getting started reading
•Note the…
• Journal
• Authors
• Date of publication

• Scan the title and abstract to determine relevance
•Be prepared to read the article several times
• Research articles do not read like other media
• Very dense writing
• Your understanding will increase with each reading



Introduction section

• Usually, the easiest part to understand
• 3 objectives: 
• Highlight why readers should care about the study
• Demonstrate a knowledge gap in existing literature (and why this 

gap is important to address)
• State the study’s aim and hypothesis

• Contextualizes the research, both regionally and globally; 
typically, from broad to specific
• There are lots of references – use this section to identify 

additional articles 



Methods section
• Sample size
• Study design
• Study population
• Methods and timing of data collection
• Variables defined (outcome, exposure, covariates)
• Statistical methods
• Ethical considerations

Be aware of bias, inappropriate methods, and other internal and 
external influences on study findings



Results section

• Do the results align with the study aims
• Results/data should be presented with little 

discussion/interpretation
• Check the confidence intervals
• Don’t overlook tables and figures!
• Be aware of biases, inconsistencies, and confounders

If you cite this article, you’ll likely pull information from this 
section



Discussion section
• Interprets, contextualizes, and discusses impact of the results

• How does the current study impact your research?

• Connects current findings to broader body of literature
• Compares findings to other, previous research
• This is another place to identify articles 

• Are the authors’ conclusions appropriate?
• What is the generalizability of results?

• Strengths and limitations of the study
• Directions for future research

• How could you improve on the study or expand upon it?



Publishing your Research 



Establish authorship expectations early
• Authorship criteria: International Committee of Medical Journal 

Editors (ICMJE)
• Substantial contributions to the conception or design of the work; or the 

acquisition, analysis, or interpretation of data for the work; AND
• Drafting the work or reviewing it critically for important intellectual content; 
AND

• Final approval of the version to be published; AND
• Agreement to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that 

questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are 
appropriately investigated and resolved.

• Author order varies by discipline
• Medicine: first listed = first/primary author; last listed = mentor / “senior” author

https://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-authors-and-contributors.html 

https://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-authors-and-contributors.html


Know reporting expectations 
before you start
• Randomized trial: CONSORT 

statement
http://www.consort-statement.org/

• Systematic review and meta-
analysis: PRISMA checklist

http://prisma-statement.org/

• Qualitative data: COREQ checklist
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-
guidelines/coreq/

https://www.equator-network.org//reporting-guidelines 

https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines


Considerations when selecting a journal

• Journal scope: should align with 
your study aims
• Special issues
• Specific sections or types of articles

• Journal’s reach/impact
• Publication fees: 

waivers/reductions for LMIC 
authors?

Science; Nature

Lancet; JAMA; 
NEJM

AIDS; 
Pediatrics

AIDS and 
Behavior



Impact factor



Every paper has a home: Tools to find journals 

•VUMC’s SPI-Hub spi-hub.app.vumc.org

• Journal Table of Contents “TOCs” journaltocs.hw.ac.uk  

• Journal/Author Name Estimator “JANE” 
jane.biosemantics.org

Be aware of predatory journals

https://spi-hub.app.vumc.org/
http://www.journaltocs.hw.ac.uk/
https://jane.biosemantics.org/


Writing for publication
• Carefully review journal guidelines!
• Word count, citation style, number of tables, heading style

•Write the easiest sections first
• Methods: What did you do and how did you do it?
• Results: What did you find? Present without interpretation
• Introduction: Why did you do what you did? What have others 

already done?
• Discussion: What did you learn? How do your results fit with what 

others have shown?



Submitting an article

•Double check guidelines and format
•Pre-submission inquiry (maybe)
•Cover letter to editor



You’ve submitted! Now what?
•Wait! Timing of response depends on decision and 

journal
• After sending your submission, you may hear back within 

1 week to 6+ months
•Manuscript journey

1. Journal editor makes first decision (sometimes based on 
abstract and cover letter)

2. Sent to topic-area editor for review
3. Sent to 2-3 reviewers for review and comments



Congratulations! Time for revisions
• Very few papers are accepted without a revision cycle
• If revision is recommended, track changes in your manuscript and address 

each comment point-by-point in a response letter

• You can respectfully disagree with points but provide your rationale
• Revision is often time-sensitive



Acceptance! 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Germany_players_celebrate_winning_the_2014_FIFA_World_Cup.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Reviewing Manuscripts 



Criteria for manuscripts to be published

Differ by journal, but in general:
• Innovation/novel approach
• Technical soundness of the work 
• Rigor of the analysis
• Adherence to data sharing standards
• Clarity of the English language usage

• Some journals copy edit, others don’t

• Adherence to standards for research ethics and dual publication



Reviewing manuscripts for publication
• Consider previous studies and originality of current work

• Does it fill a research gap?

• Methods must make sense
• Was the study design appropriate for the research question
• Was the sample size sufficient to answer the question and impact the 

literature
• Potential biases, confounding and methodological errors
• Are conclusions appropriate based on the study design and results
• Generalizability of results
• Limitations

• Contribution to field and connection to previous/future research



Reviewer decision
• Journal provides specific form to complete with text boxes

• OK to write comments in Word document and attach

• Decision Options
qDecline
qMajor revision
qMinor revision
qAccept

• Don’t be afraid to reject!
• It’s not your job as a reviewer to make substantial edits and suggestions



Questions?

elizabeth.rose@vumc.org

Thanks to Kate Clouse for much of the content

mailto:elizabeth.rose@vumc.org

