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Using this tutorial

� This tutorial is designed to improve your understanding 
of searching for research evidence to inform your 
practice. In order to get the most from this tutorial, a 
number of practice exercises are suggested for you to 
work through.

� As you are working through this package, you will need 
access to the Internet to access the various databases.

� You may use this tutorial for providing continuing 
education to other staff if you wish, provided the source 
is acknowledged.



Evidence-based practice (EBP) is the integration of:
� clinical expertise
with the best available external evidence from
� systematic research and
� patients’ preferences and goals

Sackett, D. L., Straus, S. E., Richardson, W. S., 
Rosenberg, W., & Haynes, R. B. (2000).
Evidence based medicine: How to practice and teach 
EBM (2nd ed.). London: Churchill Livingstone.
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EBP: The Process

1. Identify the information need & 
form a clinical question

2. Find the evidence

3. Appraise the evidence

4. Integrate the evidence in clinical 
decision making

5. Evaluate the process

Evidence-Based Medicine. A new approach to teaching the practice of medicine. 
Evidence-based Medicine Working Group. JAMA. 1992;268:2420-2425.



Clinical Questions

� EBP is a problem-based approach

� Learning stems from our clinical information needs

� Form clinical questions based on these information 
needs 



Which information needs can be 
informed by research?

� Some information needs are general knowledge or 
BACKGROUND questions  eg. What is a Colles fracture? 

� Other information needs must be met by interaction with 
the client eg. Are any home modifications necessary?

� Research can provide information about the management 
and experiences of clients. 



Types of clinical questions

Many different types of information needs 

Example:  

Assessment: What is the most appropriate/accurate assessment ?

Prognosis: What is likely course of disease/disability?

Treatment: Which treatment is most effective?

Which preventive strategy is best to use? 

What is the cost-effectiveness of treatments?

Experiences: What are patient experiences/concerns? 

Etc…

� Form specific clinical questions based on these information 
needs



Information need example:

You want to know if there is evidence to support 
community based rehabilitation for people with 
brain injury…..



Forming a clinical question: (PICO)

P A patient, population or problem being considered 

I An intervention, prognostic factor, assessment etc

C A comparison intervention (if relevant)

0 An outcome or outcomes of interest

Sackett et al, 2000

Example: For people living in the community following 
brain injury does community based rehabilitation improve 
function compared with usual care?

Type of question?

Treatment



Finding research evidence to 
answer questions

1. What sort of research evidence do I look 
for?

2. How do I find research evidence?
a) How to form a search strategy
b) Which databases to use?



1. What sort of research evidence 
do I look for?

Different types of research provide ‘best’ answers for different types of questions:

EG:

� Treatment: Look for systematic reviews, randomised controlled 
trials, in some cases single-case experimental studies

� Patient experiences/concerns: Look for qualitative research

� Likely course of disease/disability: Look for cohort/ follow-up 
studies

� Cost-effectiveness: Look for economic studies comparing all 
outcomes against costs 

Bennett JW, Glasziou P. Evidence-based practice: what does it really mean? Disease Manage 
Health Outcomes 1997; 1: 277–85. 



Searching for evidence: Tips

� Aim to find clinical research evidence

� Aim to find papers using the best methods for 

a particular type of clinical question (not just randomised 
controlled trials!)

� Keep searching until the BEST AVAILABLE evidence is located



2. How do I find research evidence?
a) Forming a search strategy

1. Define your clinical question

2. Identify the key terms in your question (typically start the 
search using the ‘P’ and ‘I’ terms from your question)

3.  List possible synonyms or related terms for those terms 
- use truncation and wildcards to widen your search (see 
next page for more information)

4. Combine your search terms using the Boolean logical 
operators (use AND, OR to separate concepts & 
broaden or narrow your search)



Truncation & wildcards

� Truncation symbol: * (in most databases)
� Is used to find alternative endings to a search term. To truncate is to 

substitute a symbol for the last part of a word. Truncation lets you search 
for words containing a common word root, with any number of 
characters following the root. 

� E.g. if you type in child*, the database will search for any word that starts 
with child but has any ending (usually up to 5 characters) such as child, 
children, childhood, child’s, etc.

� Very useful to use so that you don’t miss articles that have used 
variations (or plural/singular) of the term that you’re searching with

� Wildcard symbol: either * or ? (depends on database – check the 
help function of each database before beginning searching)
� The wildcard symbol is used to replace a letter or letters within a word. 

Usually, one wildcard symbol takes the place of one letter. 
� E.g. typing in orthop?edic will find both orthopaedic and orthopedic or 

typing in p?ediatric? will find paediatric, paediatrics, pediatric, pediatrics. 



What to do if you get too many articles 
from your search?

� Use limits eg. publication type, year of publication

� Narrow the question 

� Use the thesaurus. Select specific thesaurus 
subheadings (only in traditional databases)

� Add in extra terms using ‘AND’ (for example, add in 
the ‘O’ term from your clinical question)



What to do if you don’t get enough 
articles from your search?

� Broaden the question

� Find other search terms from relevant records

� Add in synonyms using ‘OR’

� Use ‘explode’ in thesaurus (only in traditional 
databases; explained later in package)

� Use all subject headings in thesaurus



Other searching tips

� To search phrases (and keep words together), use 
double quotation marks “...” - e.g. “occupational 
therapy” will only search for these 2 words when 
grouped together, not occupational separately or 
therapy separately (which would give far too many 
hits)

� In some databases, parentheses are used instead for 
searching phrases – e.g. (occupational therapy) 

� In some databases (traditional ones), the boolean
operator ‘NOT’ can be used to exclude terms  - e.g. 
female NOT male



Example:

Question: For people living in the community following brain 

injury does community based rehabilitation improve function 

compared with usual care?

Search terms (depending on the database being used):

(Brain Injur*) AND community AND rehabilitation



Searching for evidence:
2b. Which databases to search?

Select databases that: 
a) Are likely to contain research about your topic area AND

b) Are likely to contain the type of research you are looking for

c) There are some databases that have specialised content 
and/or already appraised the risk of bias in the research that 
may save you time. Examples are the Cochrane library, 
OTseeker, PEDro and PsycBITE which this tutorial describes 
later. They do not include all types of research however so 
you may need to look at the more ‘traditional’ databases such 
as MEDLINE or CINAHL etc.



Which databases to search?

Use of specialist databases
� Cochrane library (Health sciences content)
� OTseeker (www.otseeker.com) occupational therapy content
� PEDro (Physiotherapy)
� PsycBITE (Brain injury)

OR

Use of traditional databases (Contain all type of research)
� PubMed/MEDLINE 
� Embase
� CINAHL
� PsycINFO
� ERIC
� OTDBase (Occ Therapy) 



Introducing databases

� The following slides provide information on some of 
the databases and how one might use them in relation 
to a clinical question.

� You may find it useful to connect to the Internet and 
look at each of these databases as you work through 
this tutorial



Specialised databases

The first 4 are designed to facilitate EBP and provide research 

about treatment effectiveness. 

1. OTseeker (SRs & RCTs)

2. PEDro (SRs & RCTs)

3. Cochrane (SRs)

4. PsycBITE

5. PubMed (has specialised search function called 

‘clinical queries’)



OTseeker

� Access at www.otseeker.com
� OTseeker is a database that contains bibliographic information 

and abstracts of systematic reviews (SRs) and randomised 
controlled trials (RCTs) relevant to occupational therapy. 

� Trials have been critically appraised and rated to assist you to 
evaluate their validity and interpretability.

� Straight-forward searching options – can search by keyword 
(searches title and abstract) or from a range of drop-down 
menus (such as intervention or diagnosis)

� Results are returned with SRs at the top and then RCTs, ranked 
by their internal validity score

� Click on, or select, results to obtain more details about the 
article, its rating, and abstract (if available), etc







Critical 
appraisal 
details



PEDro (Physiotherapy Evidence Database)

� Access at www.pedro.fhs.usyd.edu.au/
� PEDro is a database that contains abstracts of systematic 

reviews and randomised controlled trials relevant to 
physiotherapy. Also contains clinical practice guidelines.

� Trials have been critically appraised and rated to assist you to 
evaluate their validity and interpretability.

� Similar searching options to OTseeker - can search by keyword 
(simple search) or on ‘Advanced Search’ page from a range of 
drop-down menus (such as problem or body part)

� Results are returned with Practice guidelines at the top, then 
SRs, then RCTs

� Click on, or select, results to obtain more details about the 
article, its rating, and abstract (if available), etc







Cochrane Collaboration

The Cochrane Collaboration is an international organisation that aims to 
help people make well-informed decisions about healthcare by preparing, 
maintaining and promoting the accessibility of systematic reviews of the 
effects of healthcare interventions

The Cochrane library contains a number of resources, such as:

� The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 
(This is the main database that contains full text systematic reviews)

� Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness (DARE) -
Abstracts of systematic reviews

� The Cochrane Controlled Trials Register - RCTs & controlled trials

� The Cochrane Methodology Register



When to use Cochrane library

� For questions of treatment/intervention 
effectiveness:

� What is the effectiveness of treatment x?

� What is the effective treatment of y?

� Is z effective in treating y?

� Is x better than z at treating y?

Although reviews are now being added about diagnostic tests….







PsycBITE

Psychological Database for Brain Impairment Treatment

Efficacy www.psycbite.com

Contains research about interventions:

� Systematic reviews

� RCT’s

� Non RCT’s

� Case series

� Single Subject Designs





Not looking for RCTs or systematic reviews 
or want to look more broadly ??

Use of traditional databases (Contain all type of research)

� PubMed/MEDLINE 

� Embase, 

� CINAHL,

� PsycINFO

� ERIC

� OTDBase(Occ Therapy) 



Pubmed – some hints…

� At  http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez

� Includes over 18 million citations from MEDLINE and 
other articles. PubMed includes links to full text 
articles and other related resources. 

� Using * and “ “ turns the intelligent search tool off

� Use (  ) to group terms

� Clinical Queries – most useful EBP feature in Pubmed
(access from menu on left side of screen; see screen 
shot on next page)





Pubmed Clinical Queries

� Therapy - The therapy filter will retrieve clinical 
studies that discuss treatment/intervention

� Diagnosis - The diagnosis filter will retrieve clinical 
studies addressing diagnosis 

� Etiology/Aetiology  - The etiology filter will retrieve 
clinical studies addressing causation/harm in disease 
and diagnostics

� Prognosis - The prognosis filter will retrieve clinical 
studies addressing prognosis 



Example:

� You are working in a neurological rehabilitation unit 
with patients who have had head injuries. One of your 
patients is a 22 year old chef who sustained a 
moderate head injury after a motor vehicle accident. 
He had a very brief period of post traumatic amnesia 
and now complains of head and neck pain. He has a 
number of fractures to his right arm and leg. He 
wants to know how likely it is that he could return to 
his work.



Constructing your search

1. Determine the question
What factors predict return to work for patients with moderate head 
injury?

2. Type of question? – Prognosis (therefore look for cohort studies)

3. Identify the key concepts or terms
What factors predict return to work for patients with moderate head 
injury?

4. Synonyms and related terms
returning to work, returning to the workplace, 
traumatic brain injury, TBI, head injuries, acquired brain injuries

5. Combine search
return to work AND head injury



Which database?

- Can’t use OTseeker, PEDro, or Cochrane as clinical 
question is about prognosis, not treatment 
effectiveness

- Must use a traditional databases

PubMed/MEDLINE, CINAHL, Embase, ERIC, or 
PsychINFO

- Try ‘clinical queries’ function in PubMed





What about qualitative research??

Example:

What are the perceptions of people who receive educational

interventions following a spinal cord injury?

This is a question about a client’s experiences:

Look for qualitative research evidence. 

Search terms: 

perceptions AND (spinal cord injury) AND patient education

Could try CINAHL database 





Challenges of finding qualitative research

� May need to search across multiple databases:
CINAHL, MEDLINE, PsychInfo, EMBASE etc

� Need to redesign search for each database

� Use thesaurus terms, free text and broad-based searches

Shaw et al, (2004). Finding qualitative research: an evaluation of search strategies
BMC Medical Research Methodology, 4:5 doi:10.1186/1471-2288-4-5

� Best multiple term strategy with optimization of sensitivity and
specificity in MEDLINE = interview:.mp. OR experience:.mp. OR 

qualitative.tw.

Wong S., Wilczynski, N., & Haynes, R.B. (2004). Developing Optimal Search Strategies for
Detecting Clinically Relevant Qualitative Studies in MEDLINE. MEDINFO 2004. 11(Pt 1):311-6.



Finding free, full text journals

� Many online journals offer full-text articles either 
immediately or after a specified time period. The 
following 3 sites list journals with some to full free 
text access.

� Free Medical Journals
http://www.freemedicaljournals.com

� Directory of Open Access Journals 
http://www.doaj.org

� BMC Journals

http://www.biomedcentral.com/browse/journals/



Other important resources…

� Critically appraised papers:
� www.OTCATS.com
� The Australian Occupational Therapy Journal
� OT Now (Canadian Association of Occupational Therapy)
� American Occupational Therapy Association’s 

“Evidence Brief” Series 

� Evidence Based Medicine Journal series

� Clinical Evidence

� EBP resource: www.otevidence.com

� Centre for Allied health Evidence
� http://www.unisa.edu.au/cahe/default.asp


