
How to do
a bibliographic search
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Where do I start  ?

?

Dr S.Aziz
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Objectives

• List the  Sources of literature 

• Describe the  key databases 

• To use the key databases for literature 

search and literature review
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Sources of literature 
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Bibliographic references are 
the “basement” of a paper 

• The references provide the scientific 
background that justifies the research 
project and the methods that are used

• A thorough literature search and the 
reading of the most important papers 
identified should be the first step of every 
research project
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Bibliographic search

MANUAL SEARCH

Index medicus

ELECTRONIC SEARCH

Bibliographic web database sources

(select the one that fits your needs better)
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Bibliographic electronic search

HUGE AMOUNT OF INFORMATION

Clear ideas and experience are needed
to get what you need, save time and
optimize the accuracy of your search
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Where to start
when you need information

• A quick review of a topic
– UpToDate
– Emedicine

• Drugs
– Micromedex          MDConsult
– UpToDate Drugs@FDA.gov

• Extensive review
– Cochrane Library 

• Everything else
– Start with PubMed/Embase

8



Medline
Medical Literature Analysis and

Retrieval System Online

• Medline is the electronic database of indexed 
citations and abstracts of the US National 
Library of Medicine (NLM)

• It includes bibliographic information for 
articles and abstracts covering medicine, 
nursing, pharmacy, dentistry, veterinary 
medicine, and health care, and preclinical 
sciences journal articles

• It contains >21 million records from 
approximately 5,000 selected publications 
from 1950 to the present. 9



EMBASE
Excerpta Medica Database

• Produced by Elsevier science

• > 24 million indexed records and > 
7,600 indexed peer-reviewed journals

• 1974 to present

• Includes ≈ 30% of Medline records

• > European emphasis vs Pubmed

• Useful to search for non English 
language publications
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EMBASE
Excerpta Medica Database

Core strengths:

• coverage and in-depth indexing of the drug-
related clinical literature, with a particular 
focus on adverse drug reactions

• emphasis on Evidence Based Medicine (EBM) 
indexing including systematic reviews

• coverage and indexing of journals and 
articles relevant to the development and use 
of medical devices
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WEB OF SCIENCE
• Online academic citation index provided by 

Thomson Reuters®

• Can be accessed through ISI Web of 
knowledge®

• Provides access to 7 electronic databases

• Has indexing coverage from the year 1900 to 
present

• Encompasses 11,261 journals selected on the 
basis of impact evaluations and 46.1 million 
records (incl. conference proceedings)

• All titles are translated in English 12



Cochrane library

• Important for clinical searches and 
especially for clinical trials or systematic 
reviews

• The core is the database of systematic 
reviews

• Includes also the Cochrane central 
register of controlled Trials and the 
Cochrane methodology register 13



CINAHL
Cumulative Index to Nursing and 

Allied Health Literature

• Most important database for nursing 
sciences

• Includes >1800 journals from 1982 + 
book chapters, audiovisuals, softwares, 
conference proceedings 

• Emphasis also on biomedicine, 
behavioral sciences, education, etc

• No free version
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Other electronic databases
• Allied  and Complimentary Medicine Datbase 

(AMED)

• Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts 
(ASSIA)

• British Nursing Index (BNI)

• Digital Dissertations

• Health Management Information Consortium 
Databases (HMIC)

• National Research Register (NRR)

• Popline (Population database)

• PsycINFO (database of abstracts on 
psychology/psychiatry)

• Toxline (bibliographic toxycology database) 15



You can access electronic databases
through

electronic interfaces

PubMed

OVID

EBSCO, Dialog
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OVID

• Commercial organization (Ovid Technologies) 
that provide access to several bibliographic 
databases, including Medline and Embase.

• The database/s available to you depends on 
the subscriber

• Less user friendly vs Pubmed, but allows 
complex searches
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PubMed
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez

• PubMed is a service of the US National Library of 
Medicine (NLM) at the National Insitute of Health (NIH)

• It was developed in 1996 by the National Center for 
Biotechnology Information (NCBI) at the National 
Library of Medicine as part of the Entrez retrieval 
system

• Provides free access to MEDLINE

• Includes additional selected life sciences journals not in 
MEDLINE
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PubMed

• PubMed contains all citations from the medical 
literature back to 1953

• PubMed is updated daily directly from publishers

• PubMed links directly to the home pages of the 
journals

• Medline is hosted on PubMed. All other vendors 
which offer Medline actually license their Medline 
from the National Library of Medicine and there is 
a significant delay
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Impact of PubMed

• PubMed contains over 21 million citations of 
medical literature

• ≈ 500,000 records are indexed yearly

• 90% of all Medline searches are done in PubMed

• Today, the number of PubMed searches ranges 
from 500,000 to over one million per day
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Why to use PubMed?

• It is the most used medical database 
platform of its kind in the world

• It is free

• It is very user friendly

• Your patients use it

• Your lawyers, drug reps, accountants 
and nursing staff use it
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How to use PubMed?
Interactive tutorials for training
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PubMed
Simple subject search

Use Boolean operators (AND – OR – NOT) 23



PubMed
Simple subject search

Automatic query translation
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• Use MeSH headings
– MeSH headings are Medical Subject Headings

How to improve the accuracy of your 
Pubmed search
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Using MeSH Headings
The MeSH controlled vocabulary is a distinctive feature of MEDLINE.

It imposes uniformity and consistency to the indexing of biomedical 
literature. MeSH terms are arranged in a hierarchical categorized manner 

called MeSH Tree Structures and are updated annually

 25000 

MeSH 

headings
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MeSH SubHeadings

1

2

3
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How to improve the accuracy of your 
Pubmed search

Set up your limits/filters
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Set up your limits/filters
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Use PubMed Advanced Search Builder 

How to improve the accuracy of your 
Pubmed search
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Use Clinical queries
under PubMed Tools

How to improve the accuracy of your 
Pubmed search
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Results of searches on this page are limited to
specific clinical research areas

You can set your category and
emphasize sensitivity or specificity
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You have a very specific question
You want a very specific answer

82 vs 413

results
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When you are happy with your search…
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When you are happy with your search…

Save this file as a .txt file to your hard drive

This allows for future editing 36



The clipboard will hold the articles on your PC for 8 hours.
At the end, click on Clipboard to collect your articles

Save your searches on the CLIPBOARD
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Save your searches on the
My NCBI Save search feature
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PubMed creates this set by comparing words 
from the title, abstract, and MeSH terms 

using a powerful word-weighted algorithm. 
Citations are displayed in rank order from 

most to least relevant

Use the RELATED ARTICLES feature
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Use SINGLE CITATION MATCHER
under PubMed Tools
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• You know the year, the words in title, 
the journal but you can’t remember 
the rest – try it here

• You know the author, the year but 
don’t know the rest 

• Use all kinds of combinations here!

Use SINGLE CITATION MATCHER
under PubMed Tools
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Store your bibliography in a 
REFERENCE MANAGER SOFTWARE

EndNote ®

Reference manager ®
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Free Full 

Text

Look for FREE FULL TEXT ARTICLES

1

3

2
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LOOK FOR
FULL TEXT ARTICLES

• Select the papers you need to read to 
write your manuscript

• If they are not available online for free, 
access your institutional library website 
(some/most journals archives will be 
available online, others in hard copy at
your library)

• If they are not available in your
institutional library, buy the paper on the 
journal website 44



Summary of key points 
How to do a bibliographic search

• Start with clear ideas of what you are looking for
– If you do not have a thorough knowledge of the topic, 

reading a couple of recent good reviews can be helpful

• Use electronic tools
– PubMed is the easiest way in most cases

– Other interfaces can be used for complex searches or 
systematic reviews

• Learn how to make your search quick and accurate
– Online tutorials

– Practice
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Summary of Key points
How to do a bibliographic search

• Identify and use the most appropriate Mesh terms

• Don’t forget to look at references of the most 
relevant papers on the topic

• Archive your bibliography

– Hard copies are difficult to manage

– Use possibly a reference manager software

• Download and print selected full text articles
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BUON LAVORO !!
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