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§ A summary, synthesis, or critique of the 
literature on a topic

§ Distinct from a systematic review

What is a narrative review?



§ Is based on a clear purpose

§ Is well organized

§ Brings a fresh perspective

§ Benefits the reader

Characteristics of an effective review



§ Talk to the journal editor.

§ Define the purpose, audience, and scope.

§ Plan and carry out a literature search.

§ Use the literature to plan the review 
structure, then make an outline.

PLANNING THE REVIEW



§ Before you write, communicate with the 
editor.

§ For solicited reviews, the topic should be 
defined in the invitation.

§ For unsolicited reviews, ask the editor 
whether your review would be welcome.

Communicate with the journal editor



§ Purpose: discuss recent developments? 
resolve a debate? answer a question?

§ Audience: experts or non-experts? within 
or outside your field?

§ Scope: which question(s) will be 
addressed? to what depth?

Define purpose, audience, scope



Examplesof reviews with variouspurposes



Examplesof reviews with variousaudiences



§ Decide what kinds of articles you will look 
for before you start searching.

– Study designs or level of evidence
– Primary outcomes
– Databases
– Time period

§ Get help from a librarian at the Research 
Medical Library.

Plan the literature search



§ Take notes on the selected studies.

§ Organize the studies according to:
– A planned structure
– Themes
– A planned structure amended as more themes 

emerge

§ Tools for organizing studies:
– A table
– Labels or annotations in a reference manager

Use the studies to plan the review structure



§ Outline the main points.

§ Use headings and subheadings.
– Chronologic
– General to particular
– Common to rare
– Most to least important

§ Ensure that subheadings under a heading 
relate to that heading.

Make an outline



§ Introduction
§ Disease Classification
§ Genomic Landscape
§ Prognostic Classification Factors
§ Current Therapy

– Induction Therapy
– Consolidation Therapy

• Consolidation with Intensive Chemotherapy
• Allogeneic Hematopoietic-Cell Transplantation
• Transplantation Techniques
• Donor Graft and Cell Source Options
• Complications of Allotransplantation
• Relapse after Transplantation
• New Approaches to Improving Outcomes of Transplantation

– Treatment for Patients Who Are Ineligible for Intensive Therapy
– Treatment of Relapsed and Primary Refractory AML

§ New Therapies
§ Conclusion

Example of organized headings



§ Introduction

§ Main text

§ Conclusion

§ Abstract

WRITING THE REVIEW



§ Establish the rationale for the review.

§ State the purpose, which should:
– Flow logically from the rationale.
– Guide the rest of the review.

§ Keep it short.

Writing the introduction



“Sequence analysis of cell-free DNA (cfDNA) fragments that 
circulate in the blood of pregnant women, along with the 
translation of this method into screening for fetal chromosome 
abnormalities, is a success story of modern genomic medicine. 
In less than a decade, prenatal cfDNA testing has gone from 
small, proof-of-principle studies to a global transformation of 
prenatal care. As of late 2017, a total of 4 million to 6 million 
pregnant women had had DNA from their plasma analyzed to 
screen for fetal aneuploidy. The exponential growth of the test 
has been a function of the role of the biotechnology industry in its 
development and marketing. Here we review what has been 
learned from the wide-scale implementation of this testing, 
how it has changed prenatal clinical care, and what ethical 
concerns have arisen, and we speculate about what lies 
ahead.” –Bianchi et al., N Engl J Med, 2018; 379: 464-473

Example of a purpose statement



“In this Review, I focus on the body of evidence —
epidemiological, biological and genetic — that has 
accumulated, particularly over the past decade, and 
supports a causal mechanism that is selective for the 
common, or B cell precursor, subtype of childhood ALL 
(designated here as BCP-ALL). This is suggested to be a 
multifactorial mix of infectious exposure, inherited or constitutive 
genetics and chance, with patterns or timing of common infection 
in early life identified as the critical component and a potential 
route for preventive intervention.” –Greaves, Nat Rev Cancer, 
2018; 18: 471-484

Example of a purpose statement



“The foundation of researched writing is 
always the writer’s own ideas, which flow from 
point to point, supported and guided by 
research.” –Hodges’ Harbrace Handbook

Writing the main text: synthesize



§ Summarize individual studies by restating 
the main points in your own words. 

§ Paraphrase a statement from a study by 
restating the same information in your 
own words.

Writing the main text: synthesize



“In the United Kingdom National Cancer Research 

Institute (NCRI) AML17 trial, 1206 adults, most of 

whom were younger than 60 years of age, were 

randomly assigned to first induction therapy with 

daunorubicin at a dose of either 60 mg per square 

meter of body-surface area or 90 mg per square 

meter; no significant difference was shown with 

respect to the rate of complete response or the rate of 

overall survival.” –Döhner et al., N Engl J Med 2015; 

373: 1136-1152

Example of a summary



Original: “Formation of the premetastatic niche has been shown to enhance the 
establishment and growth of metastatic foci (Kaplan et al., 2005), and we have identified 
LOX as a tumor-secreted protein that is critically involved in premetastatic niche 
formation (Figure 4D). Our data show that LOX secreted by hypoxic primary tumor cells 
accumulates with fibronectin at sites of future metastasis, crosslinks collagen IV in the 
basement membrane, and increases adhesion of CD11b+ cells. Adherent CD11b+ 
cells produce MMP-2, which degrades collagen IV, increasing CD11b+ cell invasion into 
the lung tissue and releasing chemoattractive collagen IV peptides. The collagen IV 
peptides enhance further recruitment of CD11b+ cells, generating a positive feed-
forward loop for increased accumulation of BMDCs, increased extracellular matrix 
remodeling, and creation of the premetastatic niche. Importantly, formation of the 
premetastatic niche is critically dependent on the accumulation of enzymatically active 
LOX. Taken together, our data demonstrate a crucial role for LOX secreted by 
hypoxic tumor cells in formation of the premetastatic niche and in the enhancement 
of metastatic tumor growth.” –Erler et al., Nat Rev Cancer 2009; 19: 9-31

Summary: “Following extravasation, several mechanisms within the pre-metastatic niche 
facilitate DTC colonization. Hypoxia in the primary breast tumour induced by elevated 
levels of HIF1α triggers expression of lysyl oxidases, which systemically crosslinks 
collagen in the lungs, increasing the adhesion of myeloid cells to generate niches 
that support colonization.” –Altorki et al., Cancer Cell 2018; 15: 35-44 

Example of a summary



Original: “. . . non-transformed MCF10A mammary epithelial 
cells were used as an in vitro culture system, and were 
subjected to a starvation protocol, thereafter simply referred to 
as ‘starvation', that deprived them simultaneously of serum 
and growth factors (EGF, insulin) for 24 h (Supplementary 
Table 1). This starvation protocol resulted in decreased uptake 
of nutrients, including glucose and glutamine from the media 
. . .” –Muranen et al., Nat Commun 2017; 8: 13989

Paraphrase: “Indeed, uptake of glucose and glutamine was
reduced in MCF10A cells when serum and growth factors 
were withdrawn.” –Finicle et al., Nat Rev Cancer 2018; 18: 619-
633

Example of a paraphrase



§ Use transitions to signal similarities, 
contrasts, or other relationships between 
studies. (Examples: however, in contrast, 
likewise, similarly, furthermore, moreover)

§ Interpret each group of findings as a 
whole. 

§ Identify areas where more research is 
needed.

Writing the main text: synthesize



“In 1988, two hypotheses were presented that suggested a new 
perspective on this problem. The two models are sometimes 
considered as alternative or competing explanations. I 
believe they portray the same picture through different 
lenses. Both propose that childhood leukaemia may arise as a 
consequence of an abnormal immune response to common 
infection(s). One model advanced by epidemiologist Leo Kinlen
was based on transient and localized increases in the incidence 
of childhood leukaemia that could be ascribed, epidemiologically, 
to population mixing.

“The other model that I proposed was dubbed the ‘delayed 
infection’ hypothesis, the focus of this article, and was more 
biological than epidemiological in its origins and was applied 
specifically to BCP-ALL.” 

–Greaves et al., Nat Rev Cancer 2018; 18: 471-484

Example of interpretation and synthesis



§ End with a conclusion that corresponds to 
the purpose of the review and is based on 
the presented material. 

§ The conclusion may be followed by a few 
sentences that emphasize areas where 
more research is needed.

Writing the conclusion



§ The abstract of a review is typically 
unstructured but should contain these 
elements:

– Background and rationale
– Purpose

§ Can also include:
– Key points made
– Conclusion

Writing the abstract



“Although we have come a long way in our understanding of the 
signals that drive cancer growth, and how these signals can be 
targeted, effective control of this disease remains a key 
scientific and medical challenge. The therapy resistance and 
relapse that are commonly seen are driven in large part by the 
inherent heterogeneity within cancers that allows drugs to 
effectively eliminate some, but not all, malignant cells. Here, we 
focus on the fundamental drivers of this heterogeneity by 
examining emerging evidence that shows that these traits are 
often controlled by the disruption of normal cell fate and 
aberrant adoption of stem cell signals. We discuss how 
undifferentiated cells are preferentially primed for transformation 
and often serve as the cell of origin for cancers. We also consider 
evidence showing that activation of stem cell programmes in 
cancers can lead to progression, therapy resistance and metastatic 
growth and that targeting these attributes may enable better control 
over a difficult disease.” –Lytle et al., Nat Rev Cancer 2018; 18: 
669-680

Example of an abstract



§ Pautasso M. Ten simple rules for writing a literature review. 
PLoS Computational Biology. 2013;9:e1003149.

§ Daldrup-Link HE. Writing a review article – Are you making 
these mistakes? Nanotheranostics. 2018;2:197-200.

§ Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis. 
“Literature review: synthesizing multiple sources.” 
https://liberalarts.iupui.edu/uwc/files/documents/Lit_Review
_Synthesis.pdf

§ Scientific Publications. “Avoiding Plagiarism” [webinar]. 
http://inside.mdanderson.org/departments/scipub/avoiding-
plagiarism-and-self-plagiarism.pdf

§ Research Medical Library Research Services. 
http://www3.mdanderson.org/library/research-
services/team.html

Resources for writing a review

https://liberalarts.iupui.edu/uwc/files/documents/Lit_Review_Synthesis.pdf
http://inside.mdanderson.org/departments/scipub/avoiding-plagiarism-and-self-plagiarism.pdf
http://www3.mdanderson.org/library/research-services/team.html


§ http://inside.mdanderson.org/departments
/scipub/index.html

§ Tel.: 713-792-3305

§ E-mail: 
scientificpublications@mdanderson.org

§ Location: Mid-Campus Building, 16th floor

Scientific Publications contact details

http://inside.mdanderson.org/departments/scipub/index.html
mailto:scientificpublications@mdanderson.org

