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What is the Cochrane Library? 
 
 
The Cochrane Library is a database of systematic reviews  and other good quality evidence 
based healthcare information.  A review is an attempt to synthesise the results and conclusions 
of two or more publications on a subject. A systematic review is a review which aims at a 
comprehensive overview of all the literature on a subject.  It will pull together the results and 
conclusions of any studies in the field that satisfy certain standards of scientific rigour and 
technique. 
 
The Cochrane Library is described as the best single source of reliable information on the 
effects of interventions in health care.  It is designed to provide information and evidence to 
support decisions taken in health care and to inform those receiving care 
 
 
When to use the Cochrane Library 
 
The whole of the Cochrane Library is concerned with the effectiveness of interventions for a 
given health care problem or in a particular health care situation. 
 

The Cochrane Library is useful  for answering the following types of queries: 
 

·  What is the effectiveness of treatment X in conditi on Y? 
 What is the effectiveness of aspirin in vascular dementia? 
 
·  Is treatment A better than treatment B? 
 Is there any evidence that clozapine is more effective in the treatment of schizophrenia 

than standard anti-psychotics? 
 
·  What is an effective intervention to achieve outcom e Z? 
 What are the most effective strategies for stopping smoking? 

 
The Cochrane Library is not useful  for these types of questions: 

 
·  General health care information 
 Are there any new drugs for manic depression? 
 
·  Statistical information 
 What is the teenage pregnancy rate? 
 
·  Cause, prognosis, epidemiology or risk factors for an illness 
 What are the health effects of unemployment? 
 
·  Guidelines 
 
·  Current research  (apart from systematic reviews and randomised controlled trials) 
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The Databases 
 
The Cochrane Library consists of 7 databases. 
 
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews (Cochrane R eviews) 
A systematic review identifies an intervention for a specific disease or other problem in health 
care, and determines whether or not this intervention works. To do this authors locate, appraise 
and summarise evidence from as many relevant scientific studies as possible. They summarise 
conclusions about effectiveness, and provide a unique collation of the known evidence on a 
given topic. 
 
Systematic reviews differ from other types of review in that they adhere to a strict design in 
order to make them more comprehensive, thus minimising the chance of bias, and ensuring 
their reliability. Rather than reflecting the views of the authors, or being based on a partial 
selection of the literature, (as is the case with many articles and reviews that are not explicitly 
systematic), they contain all known references to randomized and other controlled trials and 
other types of evidence on a particular intervention and a comprehensive summary of the 
available evidence. The reviews are therefore also valuable sources of information for those 
receiving care, as well as for doctors, decision makers and researchers. 
 
Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effects (Other Reviews) 
DARE includes structured abstracts of systematic reviews from around the world which have 
been evaluated by the reviewers at the NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination (NHS CRD) 
at the University of York.  Only reviews that meet minimum quality criteria are included in DARE.  
These reviews cover topics that have yet to be addressed by a Cochrane review. 
 
Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials (Cli nical Trials) 
CENTRAL includes details of published articles taken from bibliographic databases (notably 
Medline and Embase), and other published and unpublished sources. CENTRAL records 
include the title of the article, information on where it was published (bibliographic details) and, 
in many cases, a summary of the article. They do not contain the full text of the article. 
 
Cochrane Database of Methodology Reviews (Methods R eviews) 
Cochrane Methodology Reviews are full-text systematic reviews of methodological studies, 
prepared by the Cochrane Collaboration.   
 
Cochrane Methodology Register (Methods Studies) 
This is a bibliography of publications which report on methods used when conducting controlled 
trials.  It includes journal articles, books, and conference proceedings.  These articles are taken 
from the Medline database and from hand searches.   It does not contain the full text of articles.  
 
Health Technology Assessment Database (Technology A ssessments) 
This database contains information on healthcare technology assessments (defined as 
prevention and rehabilitation, vaccines, pharmaceuticals and devices, medical and surgical 
procedures and the systems within which health is protected and maintained). The database 
contains details of ongoing projects and completed publications from health technology 
assessment organisations.  
 
NHS Economic Evaluation Database (Economic Evaluati ons) 
This database contains structured abstracts of articles describing economic evaluations of 
health care interventions. The articles are identified by searching through key medical journals, 
bibliographic databases and less widely available literature. A paper will be included if it 
provides a comparison of treatments and examines both the costs and outcomes of the 
alternatives.   
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Accessing the Cochrane Library 
 
The Cochrane Library is available on the web without any usernames and passwords. 
 
 
You may however want to register with the site to create a personal login- this will allow you to 
save search strategies for repeat visits. To register at a later date click Log In  at the top right of 
your screen and follow the on-screen instructions to Register Now  
 
Activity 1- Access the Cochrane Library and Registe ring  
 
1. Go directly to the Cochrane Library at : 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
2. If you have time register with the Cochrane Library so that you can save search strategies for 
future reference. 
 

·  Click Log In at the top right hand side of the screen 
·  Click Register now and follow the on-screen instructions to enter your personal details 

 
Your registration details will be sent to the email address you supply. 
 
To logon once registered at http://www.thecochranelibrary.com  : 
 

·  Click on My Profile (top right of the screen) and login with your personal login details. 
 
 

 
http://www.thecochranelibrary.com /  
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The Homepage 
 
From the Cochrane Library home page you will find links to Browse  and Search  options and 
links to more information about The Cochrane Collaboration   
   
 

 
 
 
 

 
Search Scenario 

 
Ear infection  is common in children , but can occur at any age. The main 
symptoms are earache and feeling unwell. Painkillers are the main treatment. 
Antibiotics are not usually needed but are prescribed in some cases. The infection, 
which is present in the middle ear,  usually clears within a few days. 
 
In this worksheet we are looking for information on the effectiveness of antibiotics 
for children with ear infections  (also known as otitis media  or acute otitis media ).
 
Does the research evidence base suggest that childr en who are prescribed 
antibiotics for otitis media benefit from this trea tment? 
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Browsing the Cochrane Library 
 
 
There are several ways of finding relevant material in the Cochrane Library.  In the next activity 
we are going to browse for information on our topic. 
 
 
Activity 2 - Browsing by Topic 
 
The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews can be browsed by Topic. This is the simplest 
way to look for relevant items, produced by different review groups. 
 

·  Click the By Topic  link on the top left of screen. 
 
 

 
 
A list by topic is displayed. The numbers in brackets besides each topic heading indicate the 
number of records within that category. 
 
 

1. Click on Ear, Nose and Throat Disorders. 
 

2. Click on Non-Malignant Diseases  and follow the path to Ear, Middle Ear  and Mastoid  
to see if you can find any relevant reviews on Antibiotics for Otitis Media . 
 

3. Click on By Topics  link again. This time look for relevant reviews on Antibiotics for Otitis 
Media using the Acute Respiratory Infections heading. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note the cross-references between these two topics. If searching by browsing, bear 
in mind how the studies may be categorised in order that you don’t miss anything. 
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Searching the Cochrane Library 
 
Activity 3 - Basic Search 
 

 
 

1. Go to the basic search option at the top right side of the screen, as shown above. 
 
2. Enter “free-text” terms (the  words that you think of to describe your topic) and click Go   
For example, antibiotic* and “otitis media” and child*  
 
NB. You must use double-quotes  
 
 

Search Tips 
 

·  Use this truncation symbol: *  to search on the stem of a word, for example 
antibiotic*  will find antibiotic or antibiotics 

·  Use double-quotes to search for phrases, for example “otitis media”  will look for 
those two words next to each other 

·  Use AND to narrow your search to ones where all terms appear 
·  Use OR to broaden your search to include either terms, for example “ear infection* or 

“otitis media” 
·  Use the drop down menu on the right to specify where you want to search, for 

example Record title  will search for the terms in review titles only. 
 
3. The number of records found will be listed, with Cochrane Reviews being listed first.   
 

 
 
4. Browse the results and click Record  to see the full-text of any useful review.  
 

 
 
Reviews are indicated by the image  and protocols for reviews (reviews in progress) 

are indicated by the image   
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Advanced Search 
 
 Advanced Search allows you to do multiple searches and gives you more control over refining 
results.  
 
 
Activity 4 - Using Advanced Search 
 
1. Click on the Advanced Search  link on the top right of the screen.  The following screen will 
appear: 
 

 
 

 
This search form gives you more flexibility in formulating your search, as shown in this example 
above. 
 

·  AND appears between all three search boxes 
·  OR searches in boxes 1 and 3 have been included in one box- this is the best way to 

perform an OR search on the advanced search screens 
·  You can use the drop-down menus to limit your search terms to different fields, for 

example, the Record title.   
 
2. Type your search terms again but this time limit the results to ones where your terms 

appear in the Record title , using the drop-down menu next to Title, abstract or 
keywords. 

 
 

3. Lower down this page, you can apply various 
restrictions (ie limits) including databases 
searched, record status and years. 

 
4. Limit  the search to date of publication range, such as 2000 - <current year>. 
 
 
Once you’ve completed the form, click Search  button. 
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Further search tips 
 
• Some alternative spellings are automatically searched (e.g. tumor/tumour), but to be certain 

of catching them, use internal truncation, e.g. isch*mic to find ischaemic or ischemic. 
 
• Use brackets to control the order in which the search executes, if you are using a 

combination of AND and OR, e.g. magnesium AND (eclampsia OR perinatal asphyxia) 
 
• NEAR can be used instead of AND to narrow your search.  e.g. smoking NEAR 

pregnancy  will find the two words within 6 words of each other in either order, so is more 
specific than using AND.  NEAR/n will find the words within n words of each other in either 
order, e.g. NEAR/4. 

 
• Hyphens are treated as valid characters.  To search a term that may be hyphenated, enter 

both alternatives, e.g. epstein-barr or Epstein barr . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Medical Subject Heading (MeSH) searching 
 
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH terms) are assigned to many records.  These are controlled 
index terms and can be very effective in searching for very precise and targeted results.   MeSH 
Thesaurus is organized hierarchically in “trees”, with the lower levels of the trees containing 
more specific terms.  
 
The MeSH search allows searching using the MeSH terms and the tree structures. These terms 
are also known as MeSH descriptors in the Cochrane Library. In this example we are just going 
to look at the Thesaurus. When searching for MeSH terms its best to search for each term 
separately and then use your search history to combine your searches together at the end with 
AND or OR 



L:\User_helpsheets\Helpsheets\The Cochrane Library v02.doc 11 

 
 
Activity 5 - MeSH Thesaurus Search 
 

1. Click on MeSH Search  from the top-right menu 
 
2. Enter otitis media  in the search box and click on Thesaurus  to see a list of subject 

heading terms and cross references to other potentially relevant terms. 
 

3. Select the appropriate term otitis media to see the thesaurus tree for this term. 
 

4. Click on View results  to see all items in the database indexed with this term. 
 

 

 
 

 
Alternatively, if you tick the Go directly to 
Search History  box before clicking View 
Results, you will get a list of your searches 
with set numbers. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Viewing your Search History  is useful because you can combine your previous search sets to 
refine your search in the Search For box that appears above your search history- note you must 
use the # symbol in front to the set numbers to combine, for example #1 and #2  
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Viewing and navigating your results 

 

Search results for other Databases 
 
As we’ve discovered search results appear with Cochrane Reviews  listed first. Click Other 
Reviews  or Clinical Trials  etc, to see the results for those databases.  
  
 

 
 
 
Navigating around your Cochrane Review.  
 
The screen will display the table of contents in the left  frame. You can also navigate between 
pages in the right frame by clicking on Next and Previous which appear at the top or bottom of 
the right frame. 
 
 
 
Activity 6 – Navigating a Review 
 
1. Click on the Plain Language Summary  to get the bottom line of any relevant review. 
 
2. Click on Search methods for identification of studies  to see how the reviewers have gone 
about finding the evidence for this review. 
 
3. Click on Results  to look at the findings. 
 
4. Click on Authors’ conclusions  to read the author’s thoughts on what the evidence is 
showing us about the effectiveness of this intervention. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The easiest way to view 
the whole document is to 
open and print the pdf file.  
(NB You need Adobe 
Reader installed to view 
pdf files.) 
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Saving your results 
 
Once you’ve found some useful references you may want to keep hold of the information you’ve 
found. To do this 
 

1) Tick into the box  to the left of   each reference of interest or scroll down and click on 
Select All  to select all results found. 

2) At the bottom of the screen click on Export Selected Citations   
3) Select your preferred format  from the options given; click Go and then select Save 

from the resulting pop-up dialogue. 
 

 
 
 

Locating a review in the Cochrane Library identifie d from a 
database search. 
 
 
If a search on a database, such as Medline, has retrieved a reference to a systematic review 
published in the Cochrane Library, for example: 

 
1. de Kroon JR, van der Lee JH, IJzerman MJ, Lankhorst GJ Therapeutic electric al 

stimulation  to improve motor control and functional abilities of the upper extremity 
after stroke: a systematic  review . Clinical Rehabilitation 2002 Jun;16(4):350-60. 

 
then visit the Cochrane Library and search on some of the main words from the title of this 
reference for example, electrical stimulation. Link to the full text systematic review. 
 

Referencing from the Cochrane Library 
Near the top of a systematic review there will be instructions stating how the review should be 
cited (referenced) in your work.  
 
For example: 
 
This record should be cited as: Pollock A, Baer G, Pomeroy V, Langhorne P. Physiotherapy 
treatment approaches for the recovery of postural control and lower limb function following 
stroke. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 2003, Issue 2 
 
Each part of the Cochrane Library has on-screen instructions on referencing its information. 
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