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                          Literature Searching Tips 

 

Scoping search 

It is often worth doing a scoping search for your research question or topic before 

you start a more systematic search of the literature. It can be useful to provide 

background knowledge on your search topic, to find definitions, to pick up different 

terms and spelling mistakes.  

 

Suggested Resources for Scoping search 

 Medical /Nursing dictionary 

 Patient.co.uk 

 NHS Choices 

 Google (use with caution) 

 Evidence search 

 UpToDate 

 

Searching Resources 

Suggested, but not exclusive, resources for your search. 

It is unlikely that you will find universal agreement on the use/order of individual 

resources to conduct a search. Where you start your search will be a matter of 

personal preference and the resources will depend on the most appropriate to 

answer your research question. If you are undertaking a university course, you will 

have access to all their online resources. You will need to register for an NHS Open 

Athens account to access your ELHT/NHS online resources. 

For clinical questions, using the PICO framework [Appendix 1] to break the question 

down into individual elements can help you to build a focused question. 

 

Cochrane Library: www.cochrane.library.uk The Cochrane Library is a premier 

resource for information on the effectiveness of healthcare interventions. You should 

search the Cochrane Library when you are looking for information about the 

effectiveness of treatments and healthcare interventions. e.g.: 

 What is the best treatment for epilepsy? 

 Are stroke units effective? 

 Is feather bedding better than non-feather bedding for asthma sufferers? 

http://www.cochrane.library.uk/
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The Cochrane Library is not so useful for general healthcare questions e.g.: 
 

 Primary research other than RCTs and controlled clinical trials (CCTs) 

 Causal, prognosis, epidemiology, etc. 

 Statistics (prevalence and incidence) or current research 

Healthcare Database Advanced Search (HDAS): www.evidence.nhs.uk provides 

access to an extensive set of journals and bibliographic databases. These are 
purchased by NICE on behalf of the NHS. Open Athens username and password 
required 

NICE Evidence Services: www.evidence.nhs.uk a suite of services that provide 

internet access to high quality authoritative evidence and best practice. The services 

cover health, social care and public health evidence.  Evidence Services aim to help 

professionals make better and quicker evidence based decisions.  NICE Evidence 

Services includes the following resources:    

 Evidence Search: provides free open access to a unique index of selected 

and authoritative health and social care evidence-based information. A-Z 

topics particularly useful. 

 Healthcare Database Advanced Search (see above) 

NICE Guidance: http://guidance.nice.org.uk NHS Guidelines 

NICE Pathways: http://pathways.nice.org.uk NICE Pathways is an online tool for 

health and social care professionals that brings together all related NICE guidance 

and associated products in a set of interactive topic-based diagrams. 

Grey Literature: A body of publications produced by government, academia, or 

business and industry, in print and/or electronic forms, which is not published in 

easily accessible journals and may not appear in databases or through web 

searches e.g. conference proceedings, abstracts of the research presented at 

conferences, unpublished theses, dissertations, government reports, technical 

reports, standards and specifications, translations, or other types of documentation. 

 

Google Scholar: http://scholar.google.co.uk/ 

 

 Google Advanced search: www.google.co.uk Google can be useful in identifying 

local guidelines published on NHS Trust websites: search by site or domain 

e.g.nhs.uk 

 

TRIP: www.tripdatabase.com  Trip is a clinical search engine designed to allow 

users to quickly and easily find and use high-quality research evidence to support 

their practice and/or care and filter the results. Allows searching across other content 

http://www.library.nhs.uk/hdas/simple
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.library.nhs.uk/hdas/simple
http://guidance.nice.org.uk/
http://pathways.nice.org.uk/
http://scholar.google.co.uk/
http://www.google.co.uk/
http://www.tripdatabase.com/
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types including images, videos, patient information leaflets, educational courses and 

news. 

 

UpToDate: http://www.uptodate.com provides an overview of a topic and so is useful 

for general search questions, e.g. “Can you find me all the evidence on the diagnosis 

and treatment of disc herniation?”  You can access this resource through the library 

Intranet or by logging in with your Athens account. 

 

Searching Techniques 

Searching the Databases [Appendix 2] 

It is generally accepted that using a combination of free text and thesaurus ( subject 

headings) searching is the most effective way to conduct a thorough search and 

ensures you don’t miss any relevant results. 

Each database is different; some databases have a thesaurus and others don’t.  

Where no thesaurus is available a free text search alone is acceptable.  Additionally, 

if no thesaurus term is available for your search topic you may decide to perform a 

free text only search.  If you’re searching for a very specific term (e.g. a brand 

name), then obviously a thesaurus search would not be appropriate either. 

Combining Terms 

Commonly the Boolean operators ‘AND’ ‘OR’ or ‘NOT’are available in databases to 

combine search terms.  Use ‘OR’ to combine terms that mean the same thing (e.g. 

‘heart attack’ or ‘myocardial infarction’) ; use ‘AND’ to combine two different elements 

of your search (e.g. ‘common cold’ and ‘vitamin c’). 

At this point it is useful to have your search strategy (e.g. PICO framework) handy to 

refer to. 

Limits 

Different databases have different limits available that you can apply to your search.  

As a general rule, apply limits as the final step in your search.  Commonly available 

limits include: date limit, language limit, human/animal studies limit etc.   

 A date limit is most useful in narrowing down the number of results you retrieve, but 

be careful that you don’t eliminate any relevant research just because it is over 5 

years old. 

 

 

http://www.uptodate.com/
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Troubleshooting 

How long should a search take? 

The amount of time it takes for you to complete a search will vary according to the 

search topic, the scope of the search and your own experience.  A search could take 

anything from one hour to one day.   

 

When do I stop searching? 

Lack of confidence or lack of familiarity with resources can often make you uncertain 

of when you should stop searching.  If you’ve found enough evidence to provide a 

reasonable answer to the search question then you’ve probably found enough and 

can stop searching.  If you’re unsure speak to a colleague or contact the Clinical 

Outreach Librarian. 

What if I can’t find anything? 

Think about different terms and synonyms that may be being used. Remember 

different spellings and terminology between UK and USA. Speak to a colleague or 

use the Clinical Outreach Librarian for suggestions of other resources you could try. 

If you’re having difficulty finding any relevant results it may be because there is very 

little evidence on the subject. Knowing that there is little or no evidence on a topic 

can still be a useful answer. 

What if I’m getting too many results? 

The search topic is likely to be too broad. Alternatively, you can concentrate on 

searching for high level evidence (e.g. guidelines, systematic reviews). 

 

 

Find out more about Information Skills Training available through ELHT library 

http://www.ehub.elht.nhs.uk/find-out-about-information-skills-training.html 
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Appendix 1: PICO framework 
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Appendix 2: Healthcare Databases supplied via Evidence search 
 

 
Resource 
 

 
Description 

 
URL 

 
Allied and Complementary 
Medicine (AMED)  
1985 – date  

 
Covers occupational therapy, 
physiotherapy, rehabilitation, plus 
alternative medicine: acupuncture, 
chiropractic, homeopathy, yoga, 
hypnosis, etc. Indexes over 400 
English and European journals. 
 

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk  

 
British Nursing Index (BNI)  
1985 – date  

 
This UK focused database covers 
A&E, neonatal, cancer, theatres, 
orthopaedic nursing, etc. Details of 
articles from over 250 key English 
language nursing and midwifery 
journals. 
 

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

 
Cumulative Index of Nursing 
& Allied Health (CINAHL)  
1981 – date  

 
A US database covering all aspects 
of nursing and allied health. 
Subjects covered include 
optometry, radiologic technology, 
speech and language pathology, 
nutrition. Contains materials from 
over 1,200 journals, theses and 
pamphlets. 
 

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

 
EMBASE  
1974 – date  
 

 
With particular emphasis on 
European sources, this database 
covers the whole field of medicine. 
Drugs, pharmacology and substance 
abuse are particularly well covered 
using 5,000 journals about 1,500 not 
used in Medline.  
  

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

 
Health Business Elite  

 
Health Business Elite provides 
journal content on all aspects of 
health care administration and 
other non-clinical aspects of health 
care management. It contains full 
text content from 480+ journals 
such as H&HN: Hospitals & Health 
Networks, Harvard Business Review 
(available back to 1922), Health 
Facilities Management and many 
more. 
 

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

 
HMIC  
1979 – date  

 
Comprises DH Data and Kings Fund 
databases, both covering UK NHS 
health services management, policy 
& standards and social care. DH 
Data includes planning - financial,  

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
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building and equipment; public 
health; toxicity studies. DH Data 
records are mainly from 1983 
onwards, although departmental 
materials date back to 1919. 
 
 Kings Fund’s focus is on 
improvements in health and health 
care, covering health inequalities, 
partnership working and workforce 
development (1979 to date). 
 

 
MEDLINE  
1950 – date  
 

 
This is a large US database of 
medical information. Other subjects 
covered include dentistry, 
veterinary medicine, medical 
psychology, genetics and advanced 
nursing practice. The database 
covers over 5,000 journals from 70 
countries. 
 

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

 
PsycINFO  
1805 – date (1887 date for 
Journals. Note: other texts 
date from 1806)  
 

 
Subjects covered relate to clinical, 
social and biological areas of 
psychology. These include 
addiction, pharmacology, 
anthropology and law. Published by 
the American Psychological 
Association, material is included 
from 2,000 international 
periodicals. 
 

 
Hosted on Evidence Search 
www.evidence.nhs.uk 

 

 

 

 

http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/

