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Planning a Search

Considering your topic and appropriate search terms

Before searching, take time to consider the exact information you need. If possible try to
rephrase your topic as a question, breaking your topic into its key concepts. For example, a
search for articles on the effect of postnatal depression on the family has two concepts:
postnatal depression and family. Listing any alternative words for these terms is also
useful to broaden your search, for example, postpartum depression or puerperal
depression are alternative phrases for postnatal depression.

Writing a search plan
Use this short form to plan your search terms

1. Write down your research question in the box below. It may help to think about

a. what kinds of patients you are interested in, for example: ethnicity, age,
gender and disease or condition

b. what intervention or treatment are you concerned with, for example:
diagnostic test, drug therapy or surgical procedure?

c. what are the expected outcomes you are looking for, for example: improved
quality of life, less morbidity, improvement in function, complications

2. List the two (or three) major concepts for your topic

1 2 3

3. Are there any alternative words (synonyms, broader or narrower terms) you might use for
any of these concepts?

1 2 3
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Search Tips

Linking terms
Linking terms let you combine your search times in different ways:

AND- will find documents where both terms appear, for example stress AND anxiety will
find documents that discuss both. If you type more than one term into the search box this
will be the default implied linking term, just like Google. (This will limit your search and give
you fewer results)

OR- will find documents where either term appear, for example stress OR anxiety. (This will
broaden your search and give you more results)

You can use brackets to use both AND and OR in the same search string- (stress OR
anxiety) AND pregnancy will find articles talking about pregnancy and either stress or
anxiety

EXACT PHRASE - by putting a phrase in “speech marks” you will search for the phrase as
you type it

You can use a wild card (*) to search on groups of terms e.g. nurs* will find nurses or
nursing- but beware it will also find nursery or nurseries

See p17 for more search tips.

Thesaurus searching/Subject heading searching
Databases such as Medline use a thesaurus of controlled terms to index articles. Each
article will have a number of terms assigned to it which describe what the article is about. In
Medline these terms are known as MeSH headings (Medical Subject Headings), but
different databases may use different terms which come from their own thesaurus.

Searching using a thesaurus term should only retrieve material relevant to that concept.

As you will see further on in this guide there is method of discovering the thesaurus or
subject headings terms used by different healthcare databases in the Advanced Search
mode, called “Map to Thesaurus”.

Textword/keyword searching
If you don’t find any relevant thesaurus heading for your term, carry out a textword search
where the database looks for your terms in the abstract, title or other fields. This method will
not always guarantee accurate retrieval of on-topic articles. For example a textword search
on the word “back” will not be able to distinguish between human back or any other context
of the word back. Consequently you may retrieve a lot of irrelevant material. However, if
there are no thesaurus terms for your topic, time is limited or you need to do an exhaustive
search on your topic, then a textword search may be a useful strategy. The above tips are
particularly important when carrying out textword searches.

Limits
It’s useful to think in advance how you want to limit your search such as age, language, date
range or type of document. These limits can be added at the end of your search.
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NLH Search 2.0 Advanced Search

Accessing the databases

Open your internet connection as normal using Internet Explorer or any other web browser.
In the address box type the following address and press the Return/Enter key:

http://www.library.nhs.uk

2. Click on Books, Journals and Healthcare Databases under the Resources section
in the middle of the screen. You will be taken to the simple search page.

3. Select Healthcare Databases Advanced Search

4. Click on the name of the database you want to search, or select the databases you wish

to search and scroll down and click in the bottom right-hand corner

In this guide we will be searching the Medline database.

Top Tip 1! You can also access databases by choosing National Library for Health from
MyAthens http://www.athens.nhs.uk or by visiting the library’s database homepage at:
http://www.sgul.ac.uk/depts/library.

Top Tip 2! Using the Advanced Search screens is the optimal way of searching healthcare
databases. However, if you have limited time, are logged-in and need some quick results, it
is possible to search multiple databases and use the simple title or title and text search
facility on the opening page, before you click Healthcare Databases Advanced Search.
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Textword/keyword searching

The following is a suggested way of doing a very basic one-line search for the following
information in Medline:

Query example: Find some articles in Medline which discuss the use of steroids for
children with asthma

1. Enter steroid children asthma in the text box. Search 2.0 will look for articles where
all these words appear together- this search string will give the same results as
typing: steroid AND children AND asthma

2. Select Title and Abstract from the ‘in’ drop-down and click

3. You will then be taken to your Search History showing the search number, database
you searched, search terms and hits (results).

Top Tip 4! It’s recommended you search the title and abstract fields to broaden your search
rather than the default, title field- journal article titles are not always very informative and you
may miss many useful papers limiting your search to title only.

This is a very basic search and may have missed some useful papers. If you’d like to
know how to improve your searches further, try the tips in the next section, Improving
your Keyword Searches or go to Managing Your Results (p15) to learn how to view,
print, email or save your references.
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Improving your textword/keyword search

You instructed the database to search on three terms, steroid children asthma, but some
terms could be covered by similar or alternative terms, plurals or variants. For example you
may also want to search on corticosteroid, children or asthmatic.

Use the tips below to expand your basic keyword search- see pages 6 and 17 for more
information about how these work.

Using the above tips, in Medline, your search could then look like this:

You could tell the database to search for alternative or similar terms by using
OR: (steroid or corticosteroid)

You could use brackets to group your OR and AND search terms together:
(steroid or corticosteroid) asthma children

You could the * wildcard to search for plurals or various word endings
(steroid* or corticosteroid*) asthma* child*

Finally, once you are happy you have captured everything, you can add limits to
your search by such as date range and language. More information on adding
limits is available in the Limiting Your Results section, p. 13




