
 

 

Research Literacy: Demystifying the basics of research 

Research literacy is defined as being sufficiently familiar with, and able to, understand basic research 

concepts. This includes a general understanding of how research is conducted, how to read and 

evaluate research findings, and understanding the importance of evidence-based information. 

The information in this factsheet introduces you to the basics, with links to videos and further information if 

you wish to learn more. 

 

 

What is research? 

A systematic process of investigating questions, problems, or topics to discover new information, reach 

new understandings, or develop new theories. Research is a process of steps used to collect and analyse 

information and interpret data to increase our understanding of a topic or issue. 

The two common types of research are basic and applied. 

• Basic research advances fundamental knowledge about the world, often called lab-based or 

discovery research, i.e. understanding how a specific gene in the heart functions. 

• Applied research focuses on analysing and solving real-world problems, i.e. discovering the 

effectiveness of a specific medication for a specific disease. 

 

The main steps in the research process are: 

1. Conduct a literature review to 

uncover knowledge gaps in a 

certain area 

2. Apply for and receive ethical 

approval from appropriate ethics 

committees 

3. Data is collected and analysed to 

produce results 

4. Results are interpreted with a 

conclusion reached, ideally 

leading to new ideas or translation 

to clinical care. 

 

 

What is consumer and community involvement in research (CCIR)? 

Consumer and community involvement in research refers to the active partnership between 

researchers, health professionals and those affected by or who may benefit from the research or  

 



 

 

 

 

healthcare improvement. CCIR is when projects are carried out with or by consumers and community 

members rather than to, about or for them. 
 

For more information, visit understandingresearch.ca/what-is-research. Please note, this website refers to 

patient-oriented research as it is a Canadian website. Although the terms differ, the concept is similar to 

consumer and community involvement in research. 

 

Research ethics – what does this mean? 

Ethics constitute norms of conduct that distinguish and define behaviours that are acceptable, and 

those that are not. Different disciplines, professions and organisations have norms of conduct that 

correspond to their needs and objectives. 

Research ethics corresponds to the principles and standards that prevent misconduct (i.e. fabrication, 

falsification or misrepresentation of research data) and protect the research participants. 

A key step to ensure the ethical acceptability of a research project is to have an independent review 

(by the appropriate jurisdictional ethics committee). Those reviewing the research ethics applications 

are not involved in the project or conflicted in ways that would bias their assessment of the application. 

 

For more information, visit understandingresearch.ca/research-ethics. 

 

Literature Review 

Research is based on existing knowledge and is expected to fill knowledge gaps. Therefore, any 

research project begins with or is based on a literature review. A literature review aims to summarise, 

combine, analyse, comment or critique existing publications on a given topic.  

Literature reviews represent a large portion of published scientific articles, which are consulted by the 

scientific and non-scientific communities. Literature reviews vary in their detail and rigour. Common 

types of reviews are traditional reviews, systematic reviews, rapid reviews or scoping review. 

 

For more information, visit understandingresearch.ca/literature-review. 

 

How to read a research article 

The volume of research articles is growing and can be overwhelming and difficult to navigate. They can 

be categorised into three big groups: 

• Primary research – original studies 

• Secondary research – literature reviews, secondary analysis 

• Other – editorials and guidelines 

https://www.understandingresearch.ca/what-is-research/
https://www.understandingresearch.ca/research-ethics/
https://www.understandingresearch.ca/literature-review/


 

 

Reading an article may take a very long time at first and require reading it many times. As you read, 

take notes, look up certain terms and read critically – do not assume the authors are always correct.  

There are different approaches to reading research articles. Some say do not read the abstract; others 

say to read the title, abstract, and conclusions first. Try different approaches and see what works for 

you. 

 

Components of a research article 

• Title: What the article is about 

• Authors: Who wrote the article and their institutions 

• Name of the journal: Allows you to verify if the journal is peer-reviewed 

• Date of publication: Allows you to understand how recently the research occurred 

• Abstract: Summary of the article and helps you to determine if you need to read the entire 

article or not 

• Keywords: Terms that describe the article – you can use these to search for specific topics 

• Introduction: Describes the problem the authors are trying to solve 

• Methods: Describes how the authors undertook their research: study design, how they collected 

data etc 

• Results: Describes what the results are and not what they mean 

• Discussion: Includes the interpretation of the results (what they mean) and implications of the 

study. 

• Conclusion: Closes the article and provides overall conclusions and ideas for future research 

• References: Citations of sources used by the authors to help you identify related studies 

• Funding information: Identifies who funded the study and may identify potential conflicts of 

interest 

 

For further information visit understandingresearch.ca/how-to-read-a-research-article. 

 

 

 

 

With thanks 

The content for this resource comes from the Understanding Research website with approval received 

from the authors. This platform was co-designed between patient partners, the Canada Research Chair 

on Partnership with Patients and the Public, the Centre of Excellence on Partnership with Patients and 

the Public, and the University of Montreal.  

 

To delve deeper, please visit the website for more topics. 

https://www.understandingresearch.ca/how-to-read-a-research-article/
https://www.understandingresearch.ca/
https://www.chairepartenariat.ca/?lang=en
https://www.chairepartenariat.ca/?lang=en
https://ceppp.ca/en/
https://ceppp.ca/en/
https://readaptation.umontreal.ca/en/research/researchers/quan-nha-hong-ph-d/
https://www.understandingresearch.ca/

