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The purpose of this paper is to outline the fundamentals of a literature review and how this could be
practically applied to help inform strategic priorities.
The aim of a literature review is to increase understanding through wider evidence of the main published
literature in relation to a specific topic or field. A literature review should always be guided by the aims and
objectives of the piece of work in question, be it a report or health needs assessment. Similarly local
analysis intended to compliment a literature review should be guided by the outcomes of the literature
review – e.g. a literature review that found that men are at greater risk of getting a sexually transmitted
infection than woman, would ideally include local analysis that accounted for variation between sexes.
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‘Gold Standard’ – A good literature review should
consider the hierarchy of evidence shown in Fig 1.
The top of the pyramid indicates the most robust
data sources available, with less precision and
certainty heading towards the base of the
pyramid. Often capacity and timescales do not
allow for a literature search which includes all
study designs. As such, critical appraisal of
reputable grey literature (research produced by
organisations outside of traditional academia)

Source: Adapted from: Guyatt, G.H., Sackett, D.L. Sinclair, J.C. et al. 1995. A
method for grading healthcare recommendations

quality and richness of information that it
supplies can be extremely useful in service redesign. Problems may arise when decisions are
based solely on this information as it is the voice
of a few, often opinionated and engaged
individuals, who may not be representative of the
population. A mixed method approach that
combines robust quantitative numbers with
qualitative texture is advised where possible.

and the sources referenced within is warranted.
Critical appraisal – Neither grey or academic
Mixed methods – It should be noted that

literature should be treated as FACT! Critical

although qualitative data is less robust; the

appraisal of all data sources is required
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when conducting a literature review. The

BMJ and AMA collections. Locally NHS Athens

following appraisal tools are useful for some

access is available to NHS and Public Health staff

study designs and can be applied to grey

through South Devon Healthcare Library Service.

literature as well:

Please speak to the KIT team if you are unable to

• CASP checklists (mix of study designs):

register for an Open Athens account.

http://www.casp-uk.net/#!casp-tools-checklists/c18f8

Health need/impact assessment – The literature

• CONSORT checklist (RCTs):
http://www.consort-statement.org/

review could be two-prong, including a review of

• PRISMA checklist (systematic review and metaanalyse): http://www.prisma-statement.org/

health needs (particularly in the absence of local

• STROBE checklists (observational studies) :

interventions designed to improve the health

http://www.strobe-statement.org/index.php?id=available-checklists

Grey literature search – Figure 2 outlines
examples of data sources that could be included
in a literature search. There is a health bias in this
example and other agencies may apply to your

data) as well as a review of evidence based

outcomes of a specific population. Again the
literature review should influence the analysis
and final recommendations of the assessment.
Figure 2: Minimum grey literature search

work area. Finding the original source of key
references within the grey literature is advised.

NICE

• The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence provides
evidence based national guidance and advice to improve health and
social care. NICE provides a critical assessment of the evidence using
peer reviewed research.

WHO

• The World Health Organisations has a core function to ensure
appropriate use of evidence. They have a Guidelines Review
Committee who ensures their guidelines are of high methodological
quality and are developed through transparent, evidence-based
decision making.

The idea is to start broad to provide context and
direction and then to filter the literature
search/review down to the main aims of the
piece of work. The content should influence local
quantitative and qualitative data analysis as well
as final recommendations. Fig 2 is a suggested
bare

minimum

literature

search;

a

Cochrane
review

more

comprehensive search is encouraged.
Academic literature search – NICE provide a

Kings
Fund

repository of journals and databases which are
publically available or available through NHS
Athens:

PHE

• The Kingsfund is an independent charity working to improve health
and care in England through research and analysis.

• Public Health England is an independent executive agency of the
Department of Health. It should provide evidence-based professional
and scientific advice.

https://www.nice.org.uk/about/what-

we-do/evidence-services/journals-and-databases.
NHS Open Athens gives access to Healthcare
Databases

• The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews is the leading
resource for systematic reviews in health care. The Cochrane Review
Group ensures a structured review process throughout systematic
review development and all reviews are updated with new evidence
regularly.

Advanced

Search

(HDAS)

and

Topic
sources/
Policy

• It is likely that there are organisations and charities that have
knowledgeof a specific topic area as well as relevent national and
local policy and priorities. Please use indivdual or others expert
knowledge to add this information to the literature search but be
critical of the sources robustness - particular commercial interests.

databases such as OVID, ProQuest, EBSCO and
For more information please visit our JSNA website: www.southdevonandtorbay.info or email: statistics@torbay.gov.uk
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