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Writing clinical articles:  
A step-by-step guide  
for nurses 

Focus on your audience and narrow your topic. 

By Rhoda Redulla, DNP, RN, NPD-BC, FAAN

STRICTLY CLINICAL
Dissemination 101 

Editor’s note: Dissemination 101 is a series de-
signed to help nurses share their expertise. To read 
other articles in the series, visit myamerican 
nurse.com/category/dissemination-101. 
 
ARE YOU THINKING about writing a clinical 
article for publication? You can write for a gen-
eral interest nursing journal that addresses a 
broad audience or a specialty journal that caters 

to nurses focused on caring for a specific patient 
population (for example, oncology or wound 
care). Most clinical articles published in general 
interest journals aim to help nurses understand 
the clinical presentation and progression of a 
disease or health issue and the subsequent care 
for a specific patient population.  

To increase your chances of article accept-

ance for publication, take a step-by-step ap-
proach, as recommended by Mee. 

 
Start with what you know 
Write about what you’re most familiar with. 
Are you working on a hemodialysis unit and re-
cently managed a patient who experienced a 
cardiovascular event? Then consider writing 
about managing cardiovascular emergencies in 

this patient population. Are you an en-
doscopy nurse who works with patients 
receiving endoscopic retrograde cho -
lan giopancreatography? Focus your ar-
ticle on the nursing implications of car-
ing for patients after this test. 

Strive to keep your topic focused so 
you can control manuscript length and 
ensure you deliver relevant content to 
the reader. For example, an article 
about caring for patients with pancreat-
ic disorders is too broad. A narrower-
focus article might cover cystic fibrosis, 
specifically on the impact of this condi-
tion on health-related quality of life. 
You can narrow the topic further by a 
concentrating on adolescents. 

 
Solo vs. team writing 
Are you going to write alone or with a 
team? Pros and cons exist for each. 
When writing alone, you may have bet-
ter control of your timeline and con-

tent. However, compared to writing with a 
team, you might miss an opportunity to pres-
ent a more diverse perspective of the topic. An-
other advantage of writing with a team includes 
having more access to resources, including a 
network of colleagues to interview. With a 
team, you can distribute the work among the 
authors and even have more proofreaders. 

LIFE AT WORK
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However, delays may arise if one team member 
lags behind schedule or conflict emerges within 
the group. When writing with a team, establish 
authorship early in the process. The Interna-
tional Committee of Medical Journal Editors 
developed a set of four criteria to establish au-
thorship: authors should make substantial con-
tributions to the manuscript, draft or revise it, 
have final approval of the published version, 
and agree to be accountable for all aspects of 
the work.  

 
Journal selection 
Before selecting a journal, establish your in-
tended audience. For example, are you writing 
for staff nurses, clinical nurse specialists, nurse 
practitioners, or nurse midwives? Write for the 
selected audience, keeping in mind what they 
already know about the topic. 

Now you can narrow your journal choices 
to those that are a good match for your topic 
and intended audience. You can expect imme-
diate rejection if your manuscript doesn’t 
match a journal’s purpose and readership. Read 
at least three to four issues, and explore the 
table of contents for similar articles related to 
your topic. An article on a disease or condition 
similar to your topic doesn’t necessarily make 
yours ineligible for publication. Your topic 
may have a different focus.  

After you select the target journal, carefully 
read the author guidelines, which usually can 
be found on the journal’s website. Follow di-
rections for formatting the manuscript, and 
comply with page or word limitations. Consid-
er querying the journal editor before submit-
ting your manuscript (in fact, many journals 
require this step). Querying can help ensure 
your topic is appropriate for the journal. In ad-
dition, the editor may provide feedback to 
help you focus the manuscript accordingly be-
fore submission.  

 
Article type 
The various formats of clinical articles include 
case studies, how-to articles, and clinical re-
views. (See Elements of a clinical review article).  

 
Case studies 
Most nurses are familiar with case studies, first 
from learning how to write them in nursing 
school and then in clinical practice when reading 
progress notes. If you’re a novice writer, you’ll 
find reading case studies in journals to be helpful.  

Published case studies can evolve from real 
case reports or be a simulated, fictional case. If 
you choose to write about a real case, obtain 
permission from the patient and your organi-
zation. Although the patient’s identity will be 
concealed in your article, you may run the risk 
of readers identifying the patient. Also, don’t 
choose a case that’s so rare that the reader may 
never encounter such a situation. 

Case studies typically begin with the pa-
tient’s health history followed by a discussion 
of the common clinical presentation, patho-
physiology, nursing process, psychosocial con-
siderations, and treatments. Keep in mind that 
you’re using the case to teach readers, not 
merely reporting what you experienced. 

 
How-to articles 
How-to articles focus on teaching a skill, proce-
dure, or intervention. For example, caring for 
patients with a colostomy, proning patients with 
COVID-19 who haven’t been intubated, or at-
tending to patients after cardiac catheterization. 
When writing a how-to article, focus on what’s 
most meaningful to nurses who provide direct 
care, such as patient and family education, and 
cite evidence-based recommendations.  

Elements of a clinical review article 
    
Clinical review articles typically include the following sections: 

• Etiology. The cause or origin of the disease.  

• Pathophysiology. The pathologic and physiologic processes associ-
ated with the disease.  

• Epidemiology. Discussion of disease frequency (number of new 
cases in a given population) or prevalence (number of cases present 
at a point in time).  

• Clinical presentation. What are the signs and symptoms of the 
disease? 

• Diagnostics. This includes relevant tests and normal and abnormal 
laboratory values.  

• Treatment and interventions. Depending on the journal guide-
lines, this section might include medications, medical and nursing 
procedures, and key nursing considerations.  

• Patient education. This section focuses on key points for patient 
education. If your article discusses best practices in your setting, 
consider including a patient education handout that can be incor-
porated into any organization. 

• Nursing implications. Includes the nursing process from assess-
ment to interventions and outcomes. Some journals want a separate 
section devoted to nursing implications.
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Do your research 
A fundamental motto for writing is “Read. 
Read. Read. Write. Write. Write.” In other 
words, do your research. When you read a 
wide range of literature on your topic, includ-
ing relevant nursing models or theories, and 
access key databases, you’ll soon be ready to 
write. Organize your notes (paper or digital) 
and maintain a complete and accurate ac-
count of your references, which should be as 
current as possible. 

 
Create an outline 
Use an outline to organize your thoughts and 
help you stick to one main focus or purpose 
that’s appropriate for the intended audience. 
At this stage, you’ll also want to consider 
what information can be best covered in ta-
bles or figures rather than in text. For exam-
ple, you can create a table that lists signs and 
symptoms in column one and related patho-
physiology in column two. Such a table can 
effectively present a large amount of informa-
tion that doesn’t need to be repeated in the 
text of the article. 

 
Writing and editing 
Knowing where to start can be daunting. Con-
sider starting on the section you know best or 
one for which you have the most information 
to help build your confidence and spur devel-
opment of other sections. Other writing tips 
that can enhance the chances your article will 
be accepted for publication and engage readers 
include the following: 
• Use active voice. Writing in an active voice 

helps to clarify and simplify your writing 
for readers. Avoid complicated sentence 
structures.  
• Passive: The patient’s medications were 

reviewed by the nurse before discharge. 
• Active: The nurse reviewed the medica-

tions with the patient before discharge.  
• Cite relevant references. Support statistics 

and practice guidelines with appropriate re-
cent references. Follow the journal’s author 
guidelines for number of references and style. 
After completing your manuscript, let a day 

or two pass and then read it again and start ed-
iting. Note that your overall goal during edit-
ing is to make the manuscript concise and 
meaningful for the reader. Check that it aligns 
with the journal’s author guidelines and re-
quirements. Ask colleagues (including an ex-

pert, novice, or someone who’s not familiar 
with your topic) to read your manuscript, and 
request their honest feedback. Review tables, 
figures, and other graphics to ensure they pro-
vide relevant information and that they adhere 
to the journal’s author guidelines. Consider in-
cluding a box with key points, such as nursing 
implications.  

 
Submission 
Follow the journal’s article submission guide-
lines. Some journals request submission 
through an author portal that requires you to 
create an author account, while others prefer to 
receive submissions via email. Most journals 
require that you attach a cover letter, sign copy-
right release and conflict-of-interest forms, and 
submit information about all authors.  

 
Advance nursing practice and science 
When you publish, you contribute to nursing 
practice and help build nursing and healthcare 
knowledge by providing guidance for practi-
tioners and future researchers. Regardless of 
the type of article, include implications for 
nursing practice and, when appropriate, edu-
cation, policy, and research. Writing involves 
hard work, but it’s rewarding and a great way 
to build your credentials.                                   AN 
 
Rhoda Redulla is director of nursing excellence and Magnet Recog- 
nition at NewYork-Presbyterian in New York, New York, associate 
editor of Gastroenterology Nursing Journal, and author of Fast Facts 
for Making the Most of Your Career in Nursing. 
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