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1.  ABOUT THIS GUIDE 

 

1.1 Context 

A new ótechnology or clinical practiceô (TCP) is a therapeutic intervention (including prostheses; implantable 
devices; high cost pharmaceuticals; medical, surgical or other clinical procedures) or diagnostic procedure that is 
considered by a reasonable body of clinical opinion to be significantly different from existing practice. 

 
Many health services have a robust application process to ensure that new TCPs are safe, effective and cost-
effective. At Southern Health this process is overseen by the Technology/Clinical Practice Committee (TCPC) and 
managed by the Centre for Clinical Effectiveness (CCE). Details can be found at 
http://www.mihsr.monash.org/cce/shtcp.html  
 
It is important to note that the Southern Health TCPC is unlikely to approve a new TCP for introduction into routine 
practice without current evidence of effectiveness. 

 

1.2 Purpose 

This guide aims to help users find the best available evidence in the shortest possible time to support 
introduction of new TCPs in health services. 

 
In particular, it will help Southern Health staff to complete the required information in the appendix of the Southern 
Health TCP application form. 

 
Information provided in this guide will also be helpful in finding the best available evidence to support research 
funding applications.  

 
This guide is designed to be pragmatic and meet the needs of clinicians and managers rather than 
comprehensive and exhaustive to meet the needs of health service researchers. The focus is on finding the best 
available synthesised evidence; it is not a guide to conducting a systematic review. 
 
Therapeutic interventions and diagnostic tests are both considered in this guide. However it does not cover all the 
requirements to address screening programs. If you wish to introduce a screening test at Southern Health please 
contact CCE before proceeding. 

 

1.3 Audience 

The intended audience for this guide is health service clinicians and managers submitting applications for 
introduction of new TCPs. It may also be useful to researchers completing literature reviews for funding 
applications. 

 
The format and content of the guide assumes that the users will not have expertise in systematic reviewing or 
developing complex searches of the health databases.  

 

1.4 Further assistance 

Southern Health staff requiring additional help at any stage of the evidence review process can contact  

Centre for Clinical Effectiveness  

Phone: 9594 7553 

Email: cce@southernhealth.org.au  

1.5 Improving this Guide 

This guide is being implemented in pilot mode. 

We invite feedback about what works, what doesnôt work and how we can improve it. 

We would appreciate your comments via email at cce@southernhealth.orhg.au   

http://www.mihsr.monash.org/cce/shtcp.html
mailto:cce@southernhealth.org.au
mailto:cce@southernhealth.orhg.au
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2.  HOW TO SEARCH 

 

2.1 The question 

Identify the elements of your question using the PICO format as shown in the example below 

 

PICO format 

Á Patient or Population 

Á Intervention or Indicator 

Á Comparison or Control 

Á Outcome  

 

EXAMPLE PICO Terms Alternative terms 

Patient/Population 

How would you describe your patient or population group? 

What characteristics are important? (age, gender, condition) 

Adults (Ó 18 years) 

Appendicectomy  

Appendectomy 

Intervention/Indicator 

What technology or clinical practice are you interested in? 

Laparoscopy Laparoscopic surgery 

Keyhole surgery 

Comparison/Control 

What alternative or different option do you want to compare 
your technology or clinical practice to? 

Open surgery Standard care 

Current practice 

Outcomes 

What measurable outcomes are you interested in? 

Length of stay 

Pain 

Post-op infection 

Cost 

 

 

Points to remember 

Á It is important to identify all possible terms to describe the procedure and any alternative spellings so that 
you do not miss any relevant publications. 

Á Health databases use both English and American spellings and terms  

Á Always search with generic names. Brand names should usually be avoided as it is very difficult to be sure 
you have a complete list. There may be occasions when this is appropriate (eg a new technology from only 
one manufacturer where the product is only recognised by the brand name) 

 

2.2 Preliminary search  

If the new TCP you are proposing has never been used for any other purpose, or there are few papers on the 
topic, it may be possible to search using only the name of the TCP and its alternative terms. For example; 

Your TCP terms Alternative terms 

Recombinant human activated protein C rhAPC 

Drotrecogin alfa (activated) 

Appendicectomy Appendectomy  

Haemodialysis Hemodialysis 

Paracetamol  Acetaminophen  

 

If you have more than one term to include in your search, follow the instructions in Section 2.3 below to use 
Boolean Operators to combine terms.    

If this simple search results in too many publications to review, you will need to refine it. A more detailed search 
will not only help you to identify the papers that will answer your question, but will also exclude the papers that are 
not relevant.  
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2.3 Detailed search 

To construct a detailed search you need to use specific search tools as shown below. 

Boolean Operators  

The concepts underpinning the use of Boolean Operators are the same as those used in Venn Diagrams in 
mathematics. 

OR 

 

óORô is used to identify all available articles containing any of the terms for a particular 
PICO element ï ie the sum of the articles containing any of the alternative search terms. 

Use óORô to make sure you find all the appropriate articles and donôt miss anything 
relevant.  For example, you want all the articles that contain either laparoscopy OR 
laparoscopic surgery. If represented as a venn diagram, there would be a set of papers 
containing the term laparoscopy and a set of papers containing laparoscopic surgery. 
These sets may or may not intersect depending on whether some papers contain both 
terms. You need the sum of both sets to be sure you have all relevant studies on this topic. 

In the PICO table you developed in Section 2.1, óORô would be used to combine alternative 
terms for the same thing ï these go across the table 

 

AND 

 

óANDô is used to limit the search to articles containing all of the PICO elementsï ie the 
intersection of the sets of articles containing any of the alternative search terms. 

Use óANDô to focus your search to find only the articles that answer your question and 
eliminate those that donôt.  For example, you only want articles that contain both 
laparoscopic terms AND terms related to open surgery in order to compare the two 
procedures. If represented as a venn diagram, there would be a set of papers containing all 
relevant laparoscopic terms and a set of papers containing all terms relevant to open 
surgery. Only the papers that contain both sets will help you to answer this question. These 
are found in the intersection of the two sets. 

In the PICO table you developed in Section 2.1, óANDô would be used to identify 
intersections in the PICO elements ï these go down the table  

 

 

 

 

 

AND 

 
OR 

 

 Search Terms Alternatives 

Patient Child 

Fever  

Pain 

Children, infant, infants 

Febrile 

Intervention Ibuprofen  

Comparison Paracetamol Acetaminophen 

Outcomes Pain 

Fever 

 

Febrile 

The components of the Patient group are: 

child OR children OR infant OR infants 

AND 

fever OR febrile 

AND 

pain 

The Intervention is just the single term ibuprofen. There are many brand names for ibuprofen and it would be 
difficult to ensure that you had a complete list. However if there was a particular reason you needed to use brand 
names they would be combined with OR ie ibuprofen OR nurofen OR advil OR etc. 

The Comparison is paracetamol OR acetaminophen. This is an example of a drug with more than one generic 
name. 

Outcomes are rarely needed in the search itself but are used to decide whether a study identified by the search 
will answer your question. In this case the outcome terms are already included in the patient group. 



 
Copyright © Centre for Clinical Effectiveness 

7 

         

Truncation 

In the Cochrane Library and PubMed you can use an asterisk * to truncate search terms to identify all terms with 
the same stem. For example 

Á arter* will retrieve artery, arteries, arterial, etc 

Á child* will retrieve child, children, childhood, etc 

In other databases you use different symbols eg ó$ô in Ovid 

 

Grouping/Nesting similar terms 

In all databases you can group terms using brackets eg (consumer OR patient OR carer). These brackets are 
used in the same way as in mathematical formulae. 

 

2.4 Application   

You can write your search in different ways within health databases. 

Single search string 

(child* OR infant*) AND (fever* OR febrile) AND pain AND ibuprofen AND (paracetamol OR acetaminophen) 

This illustration includes the * sign for truncation used in The Cochrane Library or PubMed 

Set of search steps 

1 Child$ 

2 Infant$ 

3 1 OR 2 

4 Fever$ 

5 febrile  

6 4 OR 5 

7 pain 

8 ibuprofen 

9 paracetamol 

10 acetaminophen 

11 9 OR 10 

12 3 AND 6 AND 7 AND 8 AND 11 

This illustration includes the $ sign for truncation used in other databases or interfaces such as Medline via Ovid 
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3.  WHERE TO SEARCH 

 

The most effective way to search is to look for good quality, high level evidence first.  

 

Different types of questions are best answered by different types of studies.  You want accurate, reliable 
information to answer your question, so you need to look for the best type of studies that are available and 
relevant.   

 

We suggest you follow the algorithm below.  First, search to see if an appropriate summary of the evidence, such 
as a systematic review, health technology assessment or clinical practice guideline, has already been completed 
as this will save you considerable time.  If there are no evidence summaries available you will have to search for 
the original trials and develop your own summary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why is Medline not included in this search algorithm? 

Searching Medline often requires detailed and complex searches in order to find the available high 
quality information that will answer your question and exclude any articles of inappropriate study 
design or low relevance that will waste your time.  

We have suggested you use the PubMed Clinical Queries function. PubMed searches the Medline 
database and the built-in filters of the Clinical Queries function enable users to find high quality, 
relevant information quickly.  

If you would like to search Medline through another interface (eg Ovid) after you have completed 
the searches above please seek help from CCE.    

The Cochrane Library 

PubMed Clinical Queries 

Internet Search 

Guideline Websites 

HTA Websites 

CLINICAL TRIALS 
The Cochrane Library 

EVIDENCE-BASED CLINICAL 

PRACTICE GUIDELINES (CPGs) 

PubMed Clinical Queries 

 
Horizon Scanning Websites 

SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS 

AUSTRALIAN HEALTH POLICY MSAC Website 
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3.1 Definitions 

Systematic review 

A systematic review synthesises the results from all available studies in a particular area and provides a thorough 
analysis of the results, strengths and weaknesses of the collated studies.   

A systematic review has several qualities: 

Á It addresses a focused, clearly formulated question 

Á It uses systematic and explicit methods: 

o to identify, select and critically appraise relevant research 

o to collect and analyse data from the studies that are included in the review 

Á It may or may not include a meta-analysis which summarises the statistical results of included studies. 

Beware of narrative reviews masquerading as systematic reviews.  Narrative reviews are opinion based with 
selective illustrations from the literature.  Although they may be useful for some background information, they do 
not qualify as adequate evidence to answer clinical questions and are very prone to bias.

1
 

Health technology assessment  

A health technology assessment (HTA) is an evaluation of the clinical effectiveness, cost-effectiveness, and 
broader impact of drugs, medical technologies, and health systems, both on patient health and the health care 
system. During the assessment, data from research studies and other scientific sources are systematically 
gathered, analysed, and interpreted. The findings from this process are then summarised in reports that translate 
scientific data into information that is relevant to decision making.

2
  

Horizon scanning 

Horizon Scanning provides, short, rapidly completed, 'state of play' documents. These provide current information 
on technologies to alert planners and policy makers of the advent and potential impact in terms of safety and cost, 
before they are introduced into the health system.  In addition to new and emerging technologies, horizon 
scanning can also provide timely information about changes in the delivery and use of existing technologies.

3
 

Evidence-based clinical practice guidelines  

Clinical practice guidelines (CPGs) are systematically developed statements that aim to assist practitioner and 
patient decisions about appropriate healthcare for specific clinical circumstances.

4
  Developed after the systematic 

retrieval and appraisal of information from the literature, evidence-based CPGs usually include strategies for 
describing the strength of the evidence, and clearly separate expert opinion from the best available evidence.

5
 

Distinctive features of an evidence-based CPG include: 

Á Recommendations linked specifically to levels of evidence 

Á Systematic methodology for identifying, appraising and synthesizing evidence 

Á Evidence of development using a collaborative approach, involving multidisciplinary teams and consumer 
involvement.

6
 

Clinical trial 

A clinical trial is a carefully controlled and monitored research study on human subjects or patients evaluating one 
or more health interventions (including diagnostic methods and prophylactic interventions). Each trial is designed 
to answer specific scientific questions.

7
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3.2 Australian health policy 

The first step in searching is to establish if there is an existing policy for the TCP you are proposing. Australian health 
policy regarding implementation of new TCPs is based on health technology assessments undertaken by the 
Medical Services Advisory Committee (MSAC). The principal role of MSAC is to advise the Minister for Health on 
evidence relating to the safety, effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of new medical technologies and procedures. 
This advice informs Australian Government decisions about public funding for new and in some cases existing 
medical procedures. 

 

The TCP you are proposing may have already been reviewed and a decision made regarding its use in Australia. 
MSAC Health Technology Assessments are available at www.msac.gov.au  

 

Step 1: Search the MSAC website 

 
 

 
Step 2: Search for óCompleted Assessmentsô 

 
 

 
 

�µ�&�R�P�S�O�H�W�H�G���$�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W�V�¶ 
Enter key terms in the search 
box or scroll down the list to 
identify relevant assessments 

The left navigation bar allows 
you to search for the following 
assessments: 
Á Completed Assessments 
Á Current Assessments 
Á Assessments Awaiting 

Editing 

http://www.msac.gov.au/

