MEDLAS
How to Write a Narrative Review
A practical guide from question to publication
	Who this guide is for
Medical students and foundation year doctors who want to write their first narrative review. No prior research experience is required. This guide assumes you have never written a review article before.




1. What is a narrative review?
A narrative review — sometimes called a literature review or topic review — is a piece of research that summarises, synthesises, and critically discusses what has already been published on a particular topic.

Unlike a systematic review, a narrative review does not follow a strict, pre-registered protocol. You have more flexibility in how you search, what you include, and how you structure your argument. This flexibility is both its strength and its limitation.

	Narrative review vs systematic review — what is the difference?

	A systematic review follows a rigid, pre-planned method designed to find every relevant study and minimise bias. A narrative review is broader and more flexible — it synthesises the landscape of a topic, identifies themes, and builds an argument. Neither is better than the other; they answer different types of questions. A systematic review answers 'what does all the evidence show?'. A narrative review answers 'what do we know, where are the gaps, and where should we go next?'



When to write a narrative review
A narrative review is the right choice when:
1. Your topic is too broad or complex for a systematic review
1. The existing literature is too diverse to combine statistically
1. You want to provide a comprehensive overview of a specialty area or clinical topic
1. You want to synthesise conflicting findings from different research traditions
1. You have limited time or are working alone

	Important note on credibility

	Because narrative reviews do not follow a pre-registered protocol, they carry a higher risk of bias — the author could (consciously or not) favour studies that support their view. Being explicit about how you searched and selected papers significantly improves your review's credibility and improves your chances of publication.





2. Why write a narrative review as a student?
Narrative reviews are often the best entry point into academic publishing for medical students because:
1. You do not need a supervisor to collect clinical data or obtain ethics approval
1. They can be completed on any topic you are interested in, regardless of your clinical exposure
1. Many journals — including BMJ, Lancet, and specialty journals — actively publish student-authored review articles
1. A published narrative review demonstrates that you can read, synthesise, and write about a body of evidence — skills valued in every specialty application
1. They can be co-authored with a peer, making the workload manageable alongside your studies



3. How to write a narrative review — step by step
Step 1 — Choose your topic and define your scope
Your topic must be specific enough to be manageable but broad enough that sufficient literature exists. The most common mistake is choosing a topic that is either too vague ('the management of diabetes') or too narrow ('the effect of one specific drug on one specific biomarker in one specific population').

Before committing to a topic, ask yourself:
1. Is there enough published literature on this? Search PubMed — if you find fewer than 20 papers, the topic may be too narrow.
1. Has it already been thoroughly reviewed recently? If a comprehensive review was published in the last two years, consider a different angle.
1. Do I have a genuine interest in this? You will spend weeks reading about it — choose something that engages you.

	Defining your scope

	Once you have a topic, define its boundaries. Will you include only human studies or also animal studies? Only adults or also children? Only a certain time period? Only English-language papers? Being explicit about these decisions upfront makes your search more efficient and your methods section cleaner.



Step 2 — Search the literature
Although a narrative review does not require an exhaustive systematic search, you should still conduct a structured, documented search. This protects you from accusations of cherry-picking and improves the quality of your review.

Recommended databases to search:
1. PubMed/MEDLINE — pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov — free and comprehensive
1. Google Scholar — for broader coverage including grey literature
1. Cochrane Library — for existing systematic reviews on your topic
1. Embase — if your institution has access — particularly useful for pharmacological topics

Combine search terms using Boolean operators. For example, if your topic is the mental health effects of social media use in adolescents, your PubMed search might be: (social media OR Instagram OR TikTok OR Facebook) AND (mental health OR depression OR anxiety OR wellbeing) AND (adolescent OR teenager OR young people).

Document your search string and the date you ran it. You must report this in your methods section.

Step 3 — Select and organise your papers
You will find many more papers than you can include. The process of selection in a narrative review is guided by relevance and quality rather than a strict protocol, but you should still make deliberate decisions.

Start by:
1. Screening titles and abstracts for relevance — remove anything clearly off-topic
1. Reading the full text of remaining papers — exclude anything of poor quality, unclear methodology, or irrelevant to your specific angle
1. Organising remaining papers by theme, date, or study type using a reference manager such as Zotero (free) or Mendeley (free)

Aim to include the most important, most cited, and most recent papers on each aspect of your topic. Always include landmark studies — the papers that defined or changed the field.

	How many papers do I need?

	There is no fixed rule. A typical student narrative review includes 30 to 60 papers. Quality matters more than quantity. A review that thoughtfully synthesises 35 excellent papers is more valuable than one that lists 100 papers without analysis.



Step 4 — Structure your review
Unlike a systematic review, a narrative review has no single required structure. However, the most effective reviews follow this general framework:

1. Abstract — unstructured, 200 to 250 words. Summarise your topic, your approach, and your main findings and conclusions.
1. Introduction — 2 to 3 paragraphs. Establish why this topic matters, what is already known, where the gap or controversy is, and what your review adds.
1. Main body — the longest section. Organised by theme, subtopic, or chronology. Each subsection discusses a specific aspect of your topic with analysis and synthesis, not just summary.
1. Discussion / conclusion — summarise the key findings, identify gaps in the literature, suggest directions for future research, and state your overall conclusion.
1. References — formatted according to the target journal's requirements.

	Chronological vs thematic organisation

	If your topic has evolved significantly over time, a chronological structure works well — track how understanding has developed from early studies to the present. If your topic has distinct subtopics, a thematic structure is clearer — devote a section to each theme. Most reviews combine both: a brief chronological introduction followed by thematic main sections.



Step 5 — Write analytically, not descriptively
The single most important distinction between a good narrative review and a poor one is this: a good review analyses — a poor one merely summarises.

Descriptive (weak): 'Smith et al. (2022) found that exercise reduced depression scores by 20%. Jones et al. (2021) found that exercise reduced anxiety scores by 15%.'

Analytical (strong): 'Multiple studies demonstrate consistent improvements in both depression and anxiety following structured exercise interventions, with effect sizes ranging from 15 to 25 percent. However, these findings must be interpreted cautiously, as most studies rely on self-reported outcome measures and lack long-term follow-up beyond 12 weeks.'

The difference is critical thinking — compare studies, identify patterns, note contradictions, question methodology, and offer your own interpretation supported by evidence.



4. Writing tips — academic style for reviews
1. Use hedging language: 'evidence suggests', 'studies indicate', 'findings imply' — avoid overconfident claims
1. Cite as you write — never write a factual statement without a reference
1. Use transition phrases to connect ideas: 'In contrast', 'Building on this', 'However', 'Similarly'
1. Write in third person — avoid 'I believe' or 'I think'
1. Avoid long quotations — paraphrase and cite instead
1. Keep paragraphs focused — one main idea per paragraph
1. Read your review aloud — if a sentence is hard to read, it needs rewriting

5. Common mistakes to avoid
	Mistake
	How to avoid it

	Summarising papers one by one without synthesis
	Group papers by theme and analyse them together — what do they collectively show?

	Not being critical
	Every paper has limitations. Point them out. A reviewer who accepts all findings at face value lacks analytical depth.

	Including outdated studies as primary evidence
	Prioritise recent literature. Older landmark studies can be referenced as historical context.

	No clear conclusion
	Your review must answer a question or make an argument. State it clearly at the end.

	Poor referencing
	Use a reference manager from the start. Zotero is free and excellent.

	Too broad a scope
	A review of 'the management of cancer' cannot be done well. A review of 'immunotherapy outcomes in stage III melanoma' can.

	No methods section
	Even in a narrative review, briefly describe how you searched and selected your papers. It significantly improves credibility.





6. Template — narrative review structure
Use this template as a scaffold for your narrative review. Replace each bracketed section with your own content.

Title: [Your title here — should clearly state the topic and ideally the angle. Example: 'Social Media Use and Adolescent Mental Health: A Narrative Review']
Abstract (200–250 words, unstructured): [Background: 2–3 sentences on the topic and why it matters.]
[Aim: one sentence stating the purpose of your review.]
[Methods: one sentence on how you searched and selected papers.]
[Findings: 2–3 sentences on your main conclusions.]
[Conclusion: one sentence on the implications.]
Introduction: [Paragraph 1: Establish the clinical or scientific significance of the topic. Use statistics or landmark findings to justify why this matters.]
[Paragraph 2: Briefly summarise what is currently known — what the existing literature shows.]
[Paragraph 3: Identify the gap, controversy, or unanswered question your review addresses. End with a clear statement of your aim.]
Methods (search strategy): [State which databases you searched: e.g. PubMed, Google Scholar, Cochrane Library.]
[State your search terms and Boolean operators.]
[State the date you ran the search.]
[State your inclusion criteria: e.g. English language, human studies, published 2010–2025.]
[State your exclusion criteria.]
[State approximately how many papers you retrieved and how many you included.]
Main body — suggested subheadings: [Subheading 1: Background / Definitions — define key terms and provide context]
[Subheading 2: Theme or subtopic 1 — discuss, compare, and analyse the literature]
[Subheading 3: Theme or subtopic 2]
[Subheading 4: Theme or subtopic 3]
[Subheading 5: Gaps, controversies, and future directions]
Discussion / Conclusion: [Summarise the key findings of your review in 2–3 sentences.]
[Identify the main limitations of the existing literature.]
[State what future research is needed.]
[Provide a clear, direct answer to the question your review addressed.]
[Finish with a sentence on the clinical or research implications.]
References: [Use the referencing style required by your target journal. Vancouver (numbered) is standard in medicine. Use Zotero or Mendeley to manage and format references automatically.]



7. Quick reference checklist
☐  My topic is specific and focused — not too broad or too narrow
☐  I have confirmed sufficient literature exists (>20 papers on PubMed)
☐  I have confirmed no recent, comprehensive review has already covered my exact angle
☐  I have conducted a structured search of at least PubMed and Google Scholar
☐  I have documented my search string and the date
☐  I have stated my inclusion and exclusion criteria
☐  I have organised my papers by theme using a reference manager
☐  My review analyses and synthesises — not just summarises — the literature
☐  I have a clear introduction that establishes the gap my review addresses
☐  My main body is organised into clear thematic sections
☐  I have identified limitations of the existing literature
☐  I have made concrete suggestions for future research
☐  My conclusion directly answers the question my review set out to address
☐  Every factual statement is cited
☐  I have identified a target journal and read its instructions for authors
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