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Why Search Strategy is Important? 

• Health care includes the provision of information to 
consumers or professionals (reliable, accurate, up-to-date) 
 

• Information explosion- billions of documents in the 
WWW; hard to find the ‘needle in the hay stack’ and know 
which source is best for a specific situation;  
 

• Evidence-Based Practice - clinicians are not using enough 
evidence in practice 
 

• Systematic search strategy should be adopted when 
dealing with clinical questions to avoid ‘information 
malpractice’ 

 

 

 

 

 





Example (Steps 1-4) 

1. Ask: What health problems are associated with water pollution?  

2. Need: scholarly primary research  

3. Main Concepts: health, water, pollution 

4. Select terms: 

– Broader terms: ‘health’, environmental degradation’,           
‘agricultural management’,  

– Synonyms:  
health, illness, disease, etc. 

 water, rivers, lakes, sea, domestic water, etc. 

 pollution, ‘oil spills’, chemical, biological, toxicity, etc 

– Alternative spellings: none 

– Plurals: river(s), lake(s), disease(s) 

– Capitals: e.g. name of a specific lake, disease, region  

 



1. Ask: Focusing your Question 
• What am I looking for exactly? Question before you search! 

• Test search to find out how much information is available 

– If you are finding little information - broaden the question 

– If you are finding lots of information - narrow the question 

  
 2. Define Your Need 
 

•How much information do I need? 

•What kind of information do I need? 

 
 



3. Identify Main Concepts 
Concept: ‘Antibiotic’ 

Concept: ‘Heart  Attack’ 

 4. Select Terms 
•  Use professional standard thesauri/controlled vocabularies 

–MESH (Medical Subject Headings): 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/MBrowser.html 

 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/MBrowser.html




5. Select a Source 



Tertiary Sources 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

Easy access Lag Time 

Ease of use Outdated  

Concise Incomplete information 

Relatively inexpensive Incorrect interpretation 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

Rapid access to the primary literature Lag time 

Generally high standard journals Command language varies 

Ability to perform complex searches Proficient search skills are needed 

Routine updates on selected topics 
(alerts) 

Can be expensive 

Secondary Sources 

 Primary Sources 
ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

Original data Large volume data 

Unbiased information Time consuming 



6. Search 



7. Revise 

Review and refine you search 

•    be prepared to review/revise your search 

•    keep your search terms  in concept  

      sets/zones but remember to explore subtopics 

•    try new sources of information  

•    save the search and citations for future use 

•    promote use of high-quality resources 

 



8. Manage Results 

9. Evaluate-Who? What? When? Where? Why? 

• Download, print, save, e-mail results & search history 

• Cite using a biomedical citation style 

• Save search, set up alerts 

• Accuracy 

• Authority 

• Objectivity 

• Currency 

• Coverage 

 

10. Apply –Answer the question. 





Exercise 

• Performance of a light fluorescence device for 
the detection of microbial plaque and gingival 
inflammation 

• Studies of Automatic Dental Cavity Detection 
System as an Auxiliary Tool for Diagnosis of 
Dental Caries in Digital X-ray Image 

• A Measure of Clinical Outcomes in Dental 
Implant Surgery Flapless Surgery versus Flap 
Technique in Posterior Maxilla of Post 
Menopause Women 



Boolean (Search) Operators 

• Connect terms and locate records containing 
matching terms  

• Inserted in a search box – AND, OR, NOT 

• Must be in UPPERCASE when used 

• AND, NOT operators are processed in a left- to 
right sequence. These are processed first 
before the OR operators 

• OR operators are also processed from left-to-
right 



AND Operator  
(to combine two concepts and narrow 

a search) 

the AND operator is used to combine two concepts e.g. hip 

AND fracture – in the shaded area; retrieves items containing 

all the search terms  



Boolean AND example 



Boolean example AND results 



AND Operator  
(to combine three concepts) 

the AND operator is used to combine three concepts e.g. hip 

AND fracture AND elderly – in the shaded area. 

  



AND 3 terms results 



OR Operator  
(info containing one or other term; will 

broaden a search) 

renal OR kidney – in the shaded area with the overlap in the 

middle having both search terms; retrieves items containing 

either search term or both search terms  



Renal OR Kidney results 

` 



NOT Operator 
 (in one term or the other - will narrow a 

search) 
 

pig NOT guinea – in the shaded area; eliminates items in 2nd 

term (guinea) or both terms  

 

 



Other search engine functions 

• Phrase or proximity searching:  “…” or (…) 
–  allows you to search for an exact phrase “information 

literacy” 
   prevention and (malaria parasite) 
• Truncation/wildcards: *  

– allow you to search alternative spellings 
    child* for child OR childs OR children 
    parasite* for parasite OR parasites 
• Alternate spellings: ? 

– can be used to substitute for characters anywhere in a 
word 

    wom?n would search for “woman” and “women” 



Africa AND (malaria OR tuberculosis) 
 

malaria tuberculosis 

africa 

Africa AND (malaria or tuberculosis) – in the shaded area  

The (OR) operator retains items in each term and the AND 

operator is used to combine two concepts  

 



Nesting Concept Sets and Boolean Logic 

Set 1: (child$ OR  
       p?diatric$)  

                  AND  

Set 2: (otitis media   
        OR middle ear  
        infection$)  

                    AND  

Set 3: (antibiotic$ OR  
      antibacterial 

          agent$) 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Set 1 

Set 2 Set 3 



More Search Techniques 
 

• Field Specific Searching 

– author, title, journal, date, url, etc.  

• Language Restrictions, Humans or Animals, Gender and other 
limits  

(to be discussed in Module 4.2 – PubMed LIMITS) 

• Relevancy Ranking  

– a grading that gives extra weight to a document when the 
search terms appear in the headline or are capitalized 

– every found document is calculated as 100% multiply by 
the angle formed by weights vector for request and 
weights vector for document found  
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