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Workshop 1: searching methods 

1 Why use evidence? 

2 Does searching for evidence properly matter? 

3 Searching theory 

4 Sensitivity and specificity (precision) 

5 Boolean searching 

6 Practice! 



Why use evidence? 

Two examples: 

Åóscared straightô 

Åblood alcohol limit laws 

 

As well as using evidence, we need to think about its 

source and reliability 
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The programme-makerôs perspective 

Shapiro:  ñthe programsô existence proves they work. ñIf 

none of these programs were working, and were hurting 

kids, and were producing only negative results, why 

would judges, and police officers, and teachers, and 

school counselors, why would they keep sending kids to 

these programs month after month, and year after year, if 

they were not seeing positive results?ò 



US Congress in the late 

1990s 

Å ñOverall, the evidence does not conclusively establish that [blood 
alcohol limit] laws, by themselves, result in reductions in the number 
and severity of alcohol-related crashes,ò  
 General Accounting Officeôs narrative review of individual studies  

Å Report seen as favouring the alcohol industry,  

Å A subsequent systematic review suggested such laws could be 
expected to drop alcohol-related traffic fatalities by about 7 percent. 

Å ñWhen you looked at all of the data, aggregated into the same table, it 
became very clear that whatever problems the studies had, they were 
all coming to roughly the same conclusion.ò  

Å Findings sent to federal legislators   

Å Congress then withheld federal highway construction funds from states 
that did not pass such laws.  

Å Thought to save at least 400-600 lives each year  



The bottom line 

Unsurprisingly ï 

 

ïif you conduct partial searches, you only get a partial view 

of the literature 
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Searching is a skilled  

and time consuming activity 
 

 

Tap into the skills of information, subject and systematic 

review specialists, to: 

ÅIdentify sources to search 

ÅDeal with technicalities (e.g. of databases) 

Plan time for developing and testing searches 



10 

Challenges of comprehensive searching (1) 

Findings evade us: 

 
ÅProfusion of published and unpublished material 

ÅMuch hidden: only 50% abstracts presented at conferences are later 
published in full 

ÅDifferent databases use different terms to classify studies 

ÅDifferent databases cover different, largely discrete areas of literature 

ÅAs individuals we are constrained by our own disciplinary and policy 
area knowledge (which journals, which books, which databases?) 



Challenges of comprehensive searching (2) 

 
Some evasion is systematic*  

 

ÅE.g. statistically significant, ópositiveô results more likely to be: 

ïPublished 

ïPublished rapidly 

ïPublished in English 

ïPublished more than once 

ïCited by others 

 
*work cited in Egger M et al (2003) . How important are comprehensive literature 
searches and the assessment of trial quality in systematic reviews? Empirical 
study. Health Technology Assessment 2003; Vol. 7(1) 
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