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Overview

• Why it’s important to know how to write a 

question

• How to write clinical questions

• Practice writing questions

– As I’m reviewing please be thinking of clinical 

questions you  have in your current practice

• Review and group feedback of  some questions



• Identify the 4 components of a clinical 

question using the PICO format

• Apply PICO concepts and formulate a 

clinical question

• Constructively critique a clinical question

GOAL

you will leave here with a question you can 

take back to your work place and use!!

Objectives



Why is it important to know how 

to write a clinical question? 
• Evidence Based Practice

– Conscientious use of current best evidence in making 

decisions about patient care1

– It’s an approach that enables clinicians to provide quality 

healthcare2

• There are multiple EBP models and processes
– One common aspect is writing the clinical question

1 Sackett, Straus, Richardson, Rosenberg, & Haynes, 2000

2 Melnyk & Fineout-Overholt, 2005



Model Example



Step 1: Identify an EBP 

question



Why is it important to know how 

to write a clinical question?
• Because it is a key step in the EBP process and 

EBP is how “we” improve the care “we” 

provide to patients and families. 

• Writing a well-developed, well-structured 

question

– Drives the search strategy and narrows the focus of 

the search

– Provides focus to the project

Melnyk & Fineout-Overholt, 2005

Newhouse et al, 2007



How do you write a question?

• PICO

– P= population, patient or problem

– I= Intervention

• For questions where there is no intervention it can stand 

for area of interest

– C= Comparison 

– O= Outcome



PICO

• P=Identify the patient, population or problem 
succinctly. 

– Considerations: age, gender, setting, symptoms

• I= Intervention can be a treatment, an educational 
intervention, or administrative. It can also be an area 
of interest such as post-op surgical complications

• C= Comparison with another intervention or 
comparison with another group. This can be a 
comparison with usual care.

• O=Outcome of interest 



PICO Example

What is the duration of breast feeding in new mothers 

who have breast-related complications in the first 3 

months after giving birth compared to mothers who 

do not have complications? 

• P= new breast feeding mothers

• I (area of interest)= breast feeding complications

• C= mothers who do not have complications

• O= breast feeding duration  



Clinical Scenario
Pediatric triage nurses reported frequently responding to 
parental calls regarding febrile school-age children. 
There was no policy on whether to recommend 
acetaminophen or ibuprofen for temperatures of 100.4F 
or higher. 

PICO= In febrile school-age children with temperatures 
greater than 100.4F, which is more effective in fever 
reduction, acetaminophen or ibuprofen? 

• P= febrile school-age children with temperatures greater 
than 100.4F

• I= acetaminophen or ibuprofen

• C= which is more effective

• O= fever reduction
Neville & Horbatt, 2008



Clinical Scenario

After attending a healthcare conference on alternative 
therapies and learning about the use of acupuncture as a 
treatment of asthma in adults 2 nurses were interested in 
exploring this treatment option. 

PICO= Among adults with asthma, is acupuncture more 
effective than oral inhaled steroids in maintaining 
effective respiratory function?

• P= adults with asthma

• I= acupuncture

• C= oral inhaled steroids 

• O= effective respiratory function

Neville & Horbatt, 2008



Practice



Does the early administration of beta 

blockers improve the in-hospital 

mortality rate of patients admitted 

with acute coronary syndrome?

P= patients admitted with ACS

I= early administration of beta blockers

C= usual care? Late adminstration? No 

administration?

O= in-hospital mortality rate

Brandler, Ethan. Paladino, Lorenzo. Sinert, Richard. (2010).  Academic emergency medicine 17(1):1-10



Should family members be present 

when their child is being 

resuscitated? 

P=Children being resuscitated

I= Family members present

C= Family members not present (assumed)

O= Unknown

Potential outcomes: reduce anxiety?

What are the benefits of family members 

being present…?
BoReword to read: wden, Greenberg, & Smith. Pediatric Nursing.,35(4):254, July/August 2009



• Writing a clinical question is the first step in 

the EBP process

• The quality of the question drives the 

remainder of the process

• PICO is a standardized method of writing a 

well-structured question

Summary
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