
Masoud Mohammadi 

Health information specialist  

Mohammadi.msd84@gmail.com 

 

Search Strategy  



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Ease of use Outdated  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 

5. Select a Source 



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 

 Accuracy 

 Authority 

 Objectivity 

 Currency 

 Coverage 

 

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 

10. Apply –Answer the question. 


