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What is a Literature Review?

• The general term for all attempts to synthesize the results and conclusions of 
two or more publications on a given topic. 

• Depending on the method used to collect the data (publications) and how the 
data were synthesized, there are 3 main types of literature reviews:

1) Narrative review (Basic Science - Mechanisms)
2) Systematic review (Clinical Science)
3) Meta-analysis review (Clinical Science)
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Different Literature Reviews

• Narrative reviews are usually about BASIC SCIENCE topics, so review research 
about what things are, or how things work.

• Systematic reviews are reviews about a clearly formulated CLINICAL research 
question that uses a systematic method to identify, select, and critically evaluate 
the relevant clinical research, and to collect and analyse data from the studies 
that are included in the review.

• Meta-analysis:
Provides quantitative evidence.
Use of statistical methods to combine the results of various independent, 

similar CLINICAL studies.
More precise calculation of one estimate of treatment effect that could be 

achieved by any of the individual, contributing studies.
© Haavik Research 2022



What is a Narrative Review?
• Presents a (non-systematic) summary and analysis of the available literature on a 

specific topic of interest (addresses a specific research question).

• Usually the topic of interest is about mechanisms/basic science/fundamental science.

• Because it is non-systematic in nature, there are no acknowledged formal guidelines 
for writing narrative reviews and no quality assessment tools. Best assessed for 
quality by experts in the respective field of research.

• Usually done by experts in the field (at least invited narrative reviews are).

• Can cover:
• Basic science mechanisms research
• Historical perspectives
• Reviews of animal model research (basic science)
• Patient data from routine (uncontrolled) clinical practice
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Why Do We Need Narrative Reviews?
• To summarise the existing BASIC SCIENCE evidence about a particular “topic of 

interest/question”. E.g.;
• What is a vertebral subluxation? 
• How does adjusting a subluxation work? 
• Can adjusting a subluxation impact the immune system? 
• How does adjusting subluxations or spinal manipulation impact or alter neuromuscular function? 
• What is pain? 
• What happens when we experience trauma? 
• What is colic? etc

• To identify any gaps in current research in order to suggest areas for further 
investigation.

• To provide a background in order to appropriately position new research activities.

• A current narrative review is more up to date than textbooks!
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Characteristics of a Good Narrative Review

• Clearly defined topic/question.

• Well researched (most relevant published research 
on the topic is identified and discussed).

• If the topic is very large, then the most recent 
publications should be paid most attention to (other 
than seminal, landmark older papers)

• Critical evaluation of the literature has been 
performed (NOT just a summary of results).

• Logical structure – telling a story.
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Steps for Conducting a Narrative Review

1. Planning a review

 Specifying your 
research question

Developing your 
review outline

3.   Reporting a review

 Drafting the review
 Reviewing the review
 Visuals: Figures, 

Diagrams & Tables
 Proofing the review
 Submitting the 

review
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2.   Conducting a review

 Searching the literature

 Selecting relevant publications

Quality assessment of each 

 Summarising key findings

 Critically evaluating the 
findings



Planning the 
Review

• The first step of any review is 
the WHY? What question are 
you addressing? What is the 
topic of interest?

• Define the research question 
to be addressed by this 
narrative review.
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Question Examples and Best Type of Review
Research Question Basic Science or Clinical Type of Review

Does chiropractic care reduce your chances of getting 
ill?

Clinical Systematic Review 
and Meta Analysis

Can an adjustment of a subluxation impact immune 
markers?

Basic Science Narrative review

What is a vertebral subluxation? Basic Science Narrative review

Does chiropractic care improve/reduce pain? Clinical Systematic Review 
and Meta Analysis

What happens in the body when we experience 
traumatic emotional stressful situations?

Basic Science Narrative review

Does chiropractic care reduce the negative health 
effects of chronic stress?

Clinical Systematic Review 
and Meta Analysis

What occurs in the brain if you have chronic pain? Basic Science Narrative review
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Examples of Narrative Review 
Research Questions
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Examples of Narrative Review 
Research Questions

© Haavik Research 2022 (Haavik et al 2021b)



Planning: Define Objectives and Scope

• When planning a narrative review 
it is almost just as important to 
define what you will not be 
covering, as it is to define what 
you will be covering. 

© Haavik Research 2022

Set Objectives
Define your scope 

(what you will and will 
not cover)



Planning: Justification for 
review

• What are the aims and objectives of the review. You may even 
have a testable hypotheses.

• Describe the novel aspects your review will bring to the 
existing body of knowledge under consideration. 

• You should also explain how your work will fill existing gaps 
within the literature, and why it is important to identify and fill 
those gaps.

• Also, of relevance here is a comment upon when this topic was 
last reviewed (if ever).
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Planning: Narrative Review Outline

• Writing a narrative review usually 
requires a bit of prior knowledge 
on the topic, so you already know 
what types of studies will benefit 
your narrative review.

• Good to have a team discussion 
around an appropriate outline 
and agree to that skeleton outline 
up front.

• From this come up with key 
search terms.
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Including content that helps you 
answer your research question

Plan a clear outline up front



Planning: 
Methods and 
Search Strategy

When it comes to a narrative review 
you may or may not outline your 
search and selection strategy. 
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Example: Outline, Objectives and Scope
1. Abstract: Short summary of entire review

2. Introduction: Objectives, scope, question, clarify topic of interest

3. Materials and Methods: (optional) search strategy, key search terms

4. Results: Summary of papers identified

a) Research Investigating a Link between HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrusts and 
Immune Function

• Effect of HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrusts on Immune Mediators

• Effects of HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrust on the Autonomic Nervous 
System

b) Potential Mechanisms that Link HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrusts with 
Immune Function

• The Link between HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrust and the Central Nervous 
System

• The Link between the Central Nervous System and the Immune System
5. Discussion: Critical evaluation of these papers, Implications, limitations, and 

Recommendations for Future Research
6. Conclusions: What is known based on this evidence, what should be done next
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a) The Neuroendocrine System
b) HPA Axis
c) The ANS
d) The SNS
e) The PNS
f) The Sensory System and the 

Meningeal Lymphatic System
g) Stress Negatively Impacts 

Immune Function and 
Vertebral Motor Control

h) Summary of the Neuroimmune 
Link



Conducting: Identification of Research
• This is a very important step of the narrative review. You need to identify as many relevant 

papers as possible. And as you could see in the example I just showed you, there may be 
multiple different topics and searches you need to conduct. 

• E.g. Neuroimmune Narrative Review

• Research Investigating a Link between HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrusts and Immune Function

• Effect of HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrusts on Immune Mediators

• Effects of HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrust on the Autonomic Nervous System

• Potential Mechanisms That Link HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrusts with Immune Function

• The Link between HVLA Controlled Vertebral Thrust and the Central Nervous System

• The Link between the Central Nervous System and the Immune System
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Conducting: 
Quality Assessment

• Just because a narrative review is not 
conducted in a systematic manner, you 
still need to asses the quality of every 
single paper you identify and select to 
include in your narrative review.

• This is much harder than for clinical 
research, as no quality assessment 
checklists are available for basic science 
research. You have to be a topic expert to 
assess the quality of each study selected.

• This is again why it is so important your 
team is comprehensive (cover all areas 
you are discussing) and highly qualified (it 
takes many, many years of practice to 
become topic experts!).
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Conducting: Summarise Key findings

• Once you have 
selected papers and 
assessed their 
quality, you need to 
summarise the key 
findings.
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Topic by topic 
provide 
summary of 
key findings 
from literature 
you have 
identified as 
relevant and 
assessed to be 
of decent 
quality



Conducting: Critically evaluate the findings

© Haavik Research 2022

• After summarising your sections you still need to synthesise the evidence 
you have found, you need to critically evaluate the findings you have 
summaries:

• What do these findings mean?

• What are the most likely mechanisms that are congruent with the 
known literature and will allow for the connections you have found?

• What are the gaps in this knowledge?

• What are the limitations of this review?

• What do you recommend gets done next?



Please NOTE that narrative reviews are reviews of 
mainly basic science research (NOT CLINICAL research)

• There are no simple quality checklists for 
basic science studies.

• Clinical research answers questions about 
efficacy and safety of interventions to help 
with a particular health condition or health 
outcome.

• Basic science studies answer questions 
about mechanisms or what phenomena 
are.
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Why Basic Science Research 
is More difficult to Quality Assess for Clinicians!
• It’s far more tricky to find simple international guidelines/checklists when it 

comes to basic science research. 

• Basic scientists need to be an expert in the exact field(s) to ensure they have 
the latest, most up to date, accurate methodology knowledge/awareness. 

• So, how on earth are clinicians expected to know what is good or bad?

• For example, how can practicing chiropractors assess papers using 
transcranial magnetic brain stimulation (TMS), electromyography (EMG), 
transcutaneous electrical stimulation, somatosensory evoked potentials 
(SEPs), or electroencephalography (EEG), unless they are experts? 

• Where are the quality assessment checklists or guidelines?
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Non-invasive Brain Stimulation 
IFCN Recommendations

(Fried et al 2021)© Haavik Research 2021



EMG Instrumentation Standards

(Tankisi et al 2020)© Haavik Research 2021



EMG Quantification Standards

(Stålberg et al 2021)© Haavik Research 2021



Non-invasive Electrical and 
Magnetic Brain Stimulation 
IFCN Recommendations

(Rossini et al 2015)© Haavik Research 2021



Resting State EEG
Recommendations

(Babiloni et al 2020)© Haavik Research 2021



EEG Connectivity Analysis

(Rossini et al 2019)© Haavik Research 2021



Recommendations for 
Somatosensory Evoked 
Potentials (SEPs)

(Nuwer et al 1994; Nuwer1998)© Haavik Research 2021



Tips for 
Clinicians to 
Quality 
Assess Basic 
Science

• Good impact factor journal

• Unbiased (non-chiropractic) Collaborators 

• Number of studies showing similar findings

• Different groups finding similar findings

• Invited narrative reviews (authors of these 
are considered the experts in the field)
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Reporting: Drafting and Revising the Review

• Main author drafts review

• Revision, revisions, revision

• Send it round the team, so everyone 
can read, edit, and comment
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Reporting: Visuals – Figures and Diagrams

• Once you have summarised the 
findings after critically evaluating the 
selected publications you need to try 
to link the evidence, especially if your 
aim of your narrative review is about 
mechanisms. 

• What appears to affect what?
• And in what way?
• Under what circumstances?
• etc
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Example: Visuals – Figures and Diagrams
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Example: Visuals – Figures and Diagrams
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Reporting: Visuals – Tables
• Tables summarising the 

key publications of 
interest for your 
narrative review are also 
a really good tool to 
display your topic of 
interest.

• These can be great 
teaching aids for 
students.

• Good summaries are 
useful for researchers 
also.
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Reporting: Proofing, Submitting and 
Responding to Reviewers Comments

• Proofing the review:
• Double checking the spelling and grammar of the entire manuscript
• Double checking that we do not have duplicate references in the reference list
• Double checking we have followed exactly the directions from the journal (format, 

layout, etc)

• Submitting the review

• Revising according to journal reviewers feedback
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What Kind of Evidence 
Can You Claim 

From a Narrative Review?

• Depends on what you covered in 
your narrative review. Usually, it is a 
basic science review, so the type of 
evidence you can claims from a basic 
science narrative review is about  
what something is and how 
something works.

• Mechanisms evidence.

• What you CANNOT claim from 
narrative reviews:

• Efficacy of treatment for health care 
outcomes

© Haavik Research 2022



© Haavik Research 2022



What Can You Claim From Different Reviews?

© Haavik Research 2022

Clinical science 
systematic reviews 

(and meta analyses) 

If an intervention is effective at 
improving a health outcome

Basic Science 
narrative reviews How something works



Types of Reviews and What You Can Claim
Research Question Basic Science or Clinical Type of Review

Does chiropractic care reduce your chances of getting 
ill?

Clinical Systematic Review 
and Meta Analysis

Can an adjustment of a subluxation impact immune 
markers?

Basic Science Narrative review

What is a vertebral subluxation? Basic Science Narrative review

Does chiropractic care improve/reduce pain? Clinical Systematic Review 
and Meta Analysis

What happens in the body when we experience 
traumatic emotional stressful situations?

Basic Science Narrative review

Does chiropractic care reduce the negative health 
effects of chronic stress?

Clinical Systematic Review 
and Meta Analysis

What occurs in the brain if you have chronic pain? Basic Science Narrative review
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Summary and Take-home Messages
• There are three main types of literature reviews:

1) A systematic review (clinical science)
2) A meta-analysis (clinical science)
3) A Narrative review (basic science)

• Narrative reviews presents a (non-systematic) summary and analysis of the available literature on a specific topic 
of interest (addresses a specific research question).

• Usually, the topic of interest is about mechanisms/basic science/fundamental science, addressing what 
something is or how something works.

• Because it is non-systematic in nature, there are no acknowledged formal guidelines for writing narrative reviews 
and no quality assessment tools. 

• Narrative reviews are best assessed for quality by experts in the respective field of research.

• Narrative reviews are usually written by experts in the field (at least invited narrative reviews are).
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