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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

 At the end of this session interns will know:

1. What is Literature Review and its purpose

2. The role of the literature search

3. Sources of literature search

4. Search techniques 

5. Optimal search strategies

6. Evaluation of literature search  
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• “A literature search is a well thought out and 

organized search for all of the literature published 

on a topic. 

• A well-structured literature search is the most 

effective and efficient way to locate sound evidence 

on the subject you are researching. 

• Evidence may be found in books, journals, 

government documents and the internet.”

1. WHAT IS A LITERATURE SEARCH?
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DEFINATION

• The review of the literature is defined as a 

broad, comprehensive, in-depth, systematic, 

and critical review of scholarly publications, 

unpublished scholarly print materials, 

audiovisual materials, and personal 

communications
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PURPOSE

Research purposes of literature review:

• Determines an appropriate research design / 
method (instruments, data collection and analysis 
methods) for answering the research question

• Determines the need for replication of a well 
designed study or refinement of a study
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2. ROLE OF THE LITERATURE 
SEARCH

• Problem Statement and Research Questions

• Defining the ‘Gap’ 

(What others have done; what YOU will do)

• Outline of need for research, resources

• Nature and type of study, time horizon, study setting 
and unit of analysis

• Conclusion
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ROLE OF THE 
LITERATURE SEARCH

• Presentation, classification and evaluation of 

what other researchers have written on a 

particular subject

• It makes your research stand out from other 

similar research. It “locates” your work
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HOW TO START?

• There are many ways to begin literature search, generally 

we have:

• Keywords (most commonly use)

• Begin from a paper given by your mentor

• References from a given paper

• Journals in your interest of subject areas

• Authors, if you know some …

• As a beginner, we will only talk about keyword search in 

topics or titles
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3. SOURCES OF LITERATURE SEARCH

SOURCES

Reference

lists

Databases

Contact with

researchers/

practitioners
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literature
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Research
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proceedings

Citation

indexes

General
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e.g. MEDLINE

Evidence-

based

Registers

Research 

Councils

Published

copies
Indexes
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InternetDirect
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SOURCES

• Electronic databases:
• Evidence-based:

• PubMed, The Cochrane Library, Clinical 
Evidence, etc.

• Subject specific:

• ERIC, EconLit, Medline, PsycLit, Cinahl, 
British Nursing Index, AgeInfo, Biological 
Abstracts, etc.

• Related disciplines:

• LISA, ASSIA, British Humanities Index, Web of 
Science (Science, Social Sciences, Arts & 
Humanities Citation Indexes), etc.
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PUBMED

• Provides access to citations from biomedical literature.

• Limited full-text article access

• Can sort by date, author and journal

• Scroll to an article that looks relevant and click to get the abstract

• Related Links :to the right of the abstract. These are often relevant.

• Clicking an author’s name pulls up all the articles by that author.

• Iterative listing/searches by topic, Related Links and authors give a 
good overview of desired topic
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Using the 

"Limits" feature

allows you to 

preset your 

search to only 

look in certain 

selected areas

limit your search 

by: 

search field

• gender

• publication 

type

• human or 

animal

• Language

• entrez date

• Subset

• publication 

date

• age

Using the 

"Preview/Inde

x" feature

a method of 

browsing the 

index

presents a list of 

where a 

particular term 

appears 

alphabetically 

in the database 

index and the 

number of 

records in 

which that term 

appears (eg. 

Author, MeSH, 

publication 

type)

Using the 

"History" feature

automatically holds 

all your search 

strategies and 

search results (up 

to 8 hours following 

inactivity)

search statement 

numbers can be 

combined or used 

with new search 

queries
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COCHRANE LIBRARY 
DATABASE

• An international non-profit and independent 
organization

• High-quality evidence-based information and 
reviews

• Reliable evidence from Cochrane and other 
systematic reviews, clinical trials, and more.” 

• May not be useful for research, but very useful 
for diagnosis, treatment and clinical treatment 
research.
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•Evidence-based
• The Cochrane Library, Clinical Evidence, etc.

•Subject specific
• ERIC, EconLit, Medline, PsycLit, Cinahl, British 

Nursing Index, AgeInfo, Biological Abstracts, 
etc.

•Related disciplines
• LISA, ASSIA, British Humanities Index, Web of 

Science (Science, Social Sciences, Arts & 
Humanities Citation Indexes), etc.
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From: Etext on Health Technology 

Assessment (HTA) Information 

Resources. Chapter 4: Searching 

MEDLINE/PubMed for Health 

Technology Assessment 

Information by Viveka Alton and 

Ione Auston. 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/nichsr/eht

a/chapter4.html

4. Search 

techniques 
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5. AN OPTIMAL SEARCH WILL 
COMBINE :

• Natural language approach

and 

• Controlled vocabulary approaches
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OPTIMAL SEARCH 
STRATEGY

• Optimal permutations of search terms found in 
the titles, abstracts or the subject indexing of 
relevant articles : high correlation with study 
quality

• Pre-prepared search strategies[‘search filters’, 
‘quality filters’, ‘hedges’ or ‘optimal search 
strategies’]

• Use of natural language and controlled 
vocabulary optimally
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NATURAL LANGUAGE

 Uses your own words and searches words & 
phrases (typically from the title, abstract & 
keyword fields) to retrieve records

 Potentially can search any field of a database

 Can be very precise (but there can be 
ambiguities e.g. Moderation [exam process] and 
Moderation [within reasonable limits] ) 

 Some problems:
◦ Plurals:  e.g. child or children

◦ Different spellings:  e.g. esthetic or aesthetic

◦ Different terminology:  e.g. pavement or sidewalk 

◦ Prefixes: prenatal, pre natal, pre-natal 
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DATABASE FEATURES TO 
SUPPORT NATURAL LANGUAGE 

 Truncation (e.g. *, $) :used to search for different 
word stems and word endings
◦ e.g. use homeo* to find homoeopathy, homeopathy,  

homoeopathic, etc. (But homeo* would find 
homeostasis!)

 Wild cards (e.g. *, ?) :used to search for spelling 
variants
◦ e.g. use leuk*mia to find leukaemia or leukemia

 Proximity and adjacency operators (e.g. adj or 
near) :
◦ e.g. motor near2 accidents
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CONTROLLED VOCABULARY

 Maps variations in terminology to a single “approved” word or 

phrase (e.g. Toyota, Rolls Royce, Mini, Ferrari etc. all mapped to 

“Automobiles”)

 Can demonstrate hierarchical or conceptual relationships (e.g. 

Europe-UK-England-Hampshire-Southampton)

 May not exist for new terms (e.g. “single currency”)

 May not map to a precise term (e.g. “teaching techniques” for 
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DATABASE FEATURES TO 
SUPPORT CONTROLLED 

VOCABULARY

 A Thesaurus (e.g. MeSH, ERIC) [NB. Opposite direction to Roget’s 

Thesaurus – Many-to-One]

 Mapping

 Explode functions

 “See Under”, “Used For” and “See Also” references 
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6. EVALUATING SEARCH STRATEGY

Relevant Not Relevant

Retrieved Use to 

generate 

additional 

search terms

Eliminate 

terms with 

poor yield

Not Retrieved Use reference 

lists from key 

articles to 

identify these

No further 

action required
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BIBLIOGRAPHY

The Vancouver system takes its name from a meeting in 

Vancouver, Canada, in 1978 that led to the establishment of the 

International Committee of Medical Journal Editors.

The Vancouver system, also known as the "author-number" 

system, is a way of writing references in academic papers. It is 

popular in the physical sciences, and is one of two referencing 

systems normally used in medicine



FINAL THOUGHTS

• Literature search is an iterative process: find an article, investigate 

associated links and other works by the author, search specific 

journals.

• Be inclusive, but not exhaustive, in citations 

• Rule of thumb: stick to references from the past 5 years unless 

particularly noteworthy.
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“Knowing is not enough; we must apply. 

Willing is not enough; we must do.”

—Goethe
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TAKE HOME MESSAGE

• A good and thorough 

search :

• Takes a LOT of time.

• Best done by YOU.

• Is on-going.

15 Feb 2022 Dr. K. P. Bagmar, M.N.H.M.C., Nashik.



T
H
A
N
K 

Y
O
U

15 Feb 2022Dr. K. P. Bagmar, M.N.H.M.C., Nashik.


