BCCC Nursing Resource Tutorial 
 Designing a Search Strategy to Answer Your Questions

   As a nursing student (and later as a medical practitioner), you will have questions about patient care or management. Until you define your clinical questions, you are not ready to search for information! Evaluating the usefulness of what you find as it applies to the individual patient and using what you found in managing your patient are often easier than finding the information.   Researchers accept that even with a well defined search strategy or clinical question, sometimes research is still challenging; just like some days are more stressful than others and some months are more financially painful than others.


An excellent example of how to construct a clinical question can be found online at  http://www.hsl.unc.edu/services/tutorials/ebm/Question.htm, a site compiled and maintained by The Duke University Medical Center Library and the Health Sciences Library at the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill. When you go to this web site, stop when you get to the Literature Search section.


So how do you know what questions to ask? Basically you have to think about and decide what kind of information you are looking for. The three steps in designing a search strategy are:

STEP 1 - Select the concepts, terms, phrases, keywords, and synonyms to use in your search. Why is this necessary? Because authors do not all use the same vocabulary when they write anymore than we all use the same vocabulary when we speak. Do not expect all the topics you come up with to be in one article!


To compile this list, you will probably need a medical dictionary and/or an encyclopedia. In exercise 2 you will learn where to find medical dictionaries and encyclopedias online. Students can also use the print medical dictionaries available at the circulation desk in the BCCC Learning Resources Center. These resources will help you compile the list of terms, phrases, keywords and synonyms.


If you are using a phrase when you search, you enter it slightly differently. When using a search engine on the Internet, put the phrase in quotation marks to be sure the words are found next to each other. Otherwise search engines automatically connect the words with AND so the words can be found anywhere in the web site, not necessarily next to each other. Phrases can usually be typed in the same box in a database without the quotation marks.


Let’s look at some examples of why compiling this list of words is important.

· Example #1 – if your patient is recovering from a heart attack, you obviously think to look for the phrase “heart attack”, but you also should have myocardial infarction and MI on your list in order to find all the articles available. Authors do not use the same word when they write, any more than all of us use the same words when we speak.  Heart attack and myocardial infarction are examples of phrases that can be typed in one box with an additional term in another box when using a database. However, remember in a search engine, it is best to type heart attack or myocardial infarction in quotation marks.

· Example #2 – Your patient has a brain tumor, what synonyms or other keywords might you search?   ______________________________________________

                       _________________________________________________
· Example #3 – Also think about what information you need about the topic – how it is diagnosed, symptoms, treatments, latest news, prevention, clinical trials, surgery, etc. These are the additional words you will combine with the topic to actually ask your question such as “What prescriptions are frequently recommended as treatment for _____?” or “What does a patient with _________ face when recovering from surgery?”

STEP 2 - Use Boolean logic –  AND, OR and NOT. After you compile the list of words/terms/synonyms, you are ready to combine and/or limit the topics in your search.  Boolean logic can become complicated, but you need to be familiar with and use simple Boolean logic. 

Using simple logic 

· If you use AND, all the words connected by AND must be in the article, but they can be anywhere in the article.

· If you use OR, the word(s) before and after OR are usually synonyms and an article containing either word will work. 

· If you use NOT, you get rid of the word following NOT! Articles with that word in them will not be included in the list you see.

Remember if you do a basic search for several words in a search engine, the search engine automatically connects them with AND. However, in an advanced search in Google or AskJeeves you will see explicit instructions on how to find phrases and multiple words, and they add the logic terms for you. Let’s look at some examples again.

· Example #1 – Your class assignment is to find an article on benign brain tumors. Put a check by the best search to find a relevant article:

a. Search for brain AND tumor because the article in the database must have both words.

b. Search for brain OR tumor because the article found in the database can have either word … which significantly increases the number of articles because you will get everything about the brain, not just brain tumors, and you will get everything on all kinds of tumors, not just brain tumors.

c. Search for brain tumor OR brain neoplasm because you know these terms are synonymous and you will deal with whether it is cancer later.

d. Search for brain tumor NOT cancer because you want all types of brain tumors but not ones that are malignant.

· Example #2 – Sometimes it is necessary to do more than one search to get all the information you need. If you need an article on the diagnosis and treatment of prostate cancer put a check by the two best searches to find a relevant article:

a. Prostate and cancer and treatment

b. Prostate or cancer

c. Treatment and diagnosis

d. Prostate and cancer and diagnosis

e. Prostate and not cancer

· Example #3 – Your clinical this week includes working with a child with leukemia, put a check by the best search to find a relevant article:

a. Leukemia

b. Leukemia and not child

c. Leukemia or child

d. Leukemia and child

e. Leukemia or Lymphoma


     Why did you select the search you did? __________________________


     _________________________________________________________

STEP 3 – Use the advanced search option in the database or search engine so you can apply limiters. The advanced search is the fastest way to access information when you know what you are doing. The most commonly used limiters in a database are requesting a specific journal(s) title, publication type, full text of the article, and a specific date of publication. However, you may also search for a specific author or specific title of an article. 


Selecting the correct publication type or literature is important. In a database articles are sometimes organized into categories such as “scholarly” or “popular”. There may be occasions when using popular literature is appropriate, but generally for research, students should use scholarly or peer reviewed literature because the articles are more likely to have been written for the medical community and are usually more authoritative.


Here are some questions to help you decide which limiters you need to use:

· Has your instructor suggested you use a specific journal or article?

· Do you need a scholarly or peer reviewed journal?

· Do you need full text?

· How recently does the article need to have been published?

Look carefully at the search screen for each database.  Sometimes all you need to do is click in a circle to get full text. Sometimes you have to type the dates of publication; sometimes you use a drop down menu to select the dates of publication.


If you need a specific journal article, you will know the title. Type the title of the article or keywords from the title, open the drop down menu after the box where you typed and select “article”. If you need a specific author, you will know his/her name. Type the author’s name, open the drop down menu after the box where you typed and select “author”.

That completes the introduction to designing a search strategy. You will use those three steps multiple times in the rest of the exercises in this tutorial.

