Primer on Medical Research

Being a novelist is hard work. Whether you write fiction or non-fiction, researching medical topics can be daunting if you’re unfamiliar with the topography of all things that can maim, injure, or kill the human. Today, I’m going to hand you a compass to hopefully get you started in the right direction.


I’m going to stick with a well known medical affliction, especially since February is American Heart Month. The myocardial infarction. Now, I already sense fear and loathing at the screen. She’s already using a term I don’t know! The purpose of that is that if you have a medical character, they are going to have to know the “real” medical terminology, particularly if they are speaking to another medical character. Say a physician giving report to a specialist. Myocardial infarction=heart attack.

Step One: Find the “real” medical word. Go to Google and type “heart attack”.  This link (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0001246) came up in the second spot. If you click on it, listed under heart attack are the most common medical terms used.

Step Two: Begin to Google both the common term (heart attack) and the medical term (myocardial infarction).  


The purpose of searching for the common use term first is that it will ground you in the condition, generally in terms you can understand. These sites are designed for people to learn about these conditions who have little or no medical background. Possibly, this will give you all the information you need and you can stop here. The other nice thing is that these sites are reliable ones to go back to for other conditions. WebMD, Mayo Clinic, and American Heart Association are well respected sites.  The top four searches for “heart attack” garnered the following.
1. http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/dci/Diseases/HeartAttack/HeartAttack_WhatIs.html
2. http://www.webmd.com/heart-disease/guide/heart_disease_heart_attacks
3. http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/Conditions/HeartAttack/Heart-Attack_UCM_001092_SubHomePage.jsp
4. http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/heart-attack/DS00094
If you need more detailed medical information, you’ll Google the medical term “myocardial infarction”. You may end up at some of the sites you’ve already been. That’s fine. However, likely what you’ll find are some sites that are more geared toward someone with a medical background that understands the terminology. This will be good if you’re trying to write from the perspective of a doctor, nurse or other medical professional. Listed are some good sites with a more medical perspective. In addition, they outline signs/symptoms, treatment, follow-up, etc…

1. http://www.medicinenet.com/heart_attack/article.htm
2.  http://emedicine.medscape.com/article/759321-overview
3. http://www.clevelandclinicmeded.com/medicalpubs/diseasemanagement/cardiology/acute-myocardial-infarction/
Step Three: See if you can find a protocol that manages that disease. The good thing about protocols is that, generally, everyone in the country should be doing close to the same thing. There shouldn’t be a lot of regional differences. There are protocols for most major illnesses: Heart Attack, Stroke, and Asthma. You’ll Google, “protocol for heart attack” or “protocol for myocardial infarction”.

1. http://www.babyboomercaretaker.com/senior-health/elderly-disease/heart-attack/Hospital-Heart-Attack-Protocol.html
2. http://www.bjc.org/phc_content.aspx?id=4914
3. http://mail.rainylakemedical.com/orders/STEMI.pdf
4. http://www.med.ucla.edu/champ/CLOT%20Team%20Protocol.PDF
The first two links were obtained from typing “protocol for heart attack”. Again, these have more of a general feel written for the lay public about hospital based programs. The last two links were obtained by typing “protocol for myocardial infarction”. These are good because they give you what would actually happen in the ER as far as labs, tests, procedures and patient treatment.

Hopefully, these tips will get you started on researching medical topics at Google University. This is just one approach you can use for getting background information for those medical issues in your writing.

