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Section 1: Introduction                                                                                                       
 

PubMed is a resource that most health science professionals and students search to discover published 

medical literature. PubMed is a database created and maintained by the National Library of Medicine, 

located in Bethesda, Maryland, USA. This resource has been free since 1997, thanks to a decision by the 

United States Government, at that time.  

 

What is PubMed?  

PubMed is an index to articles published in around 5000 biomedical journals published across the world. 

It covers new and old journals, and the coverage of some journals goes back to the 1930s.  

 

An “index” means a resource that tells us what is published about a topic, in one or more resources. A 

book’s index is usually found at the end of the book. Various topics are listed alphabetically, and aspects 

of each topic may also be listed. Against each topic or aspects, the indexer indicates in which page/s of 

the book we will find coverage about them.  

 

PubMed is an index which we can search to know which journal/s carry articles about the term or 

concept we are searching. When we search a term/s, we get a list of articles published in several 

journals. The results give us “bibliographic details” about every article. Bibliographic details include the 

title of the article, the names of the author/s and details about the journal in which the article appears - 

the name, the volume number, issue number and page numbers. The articles in journals that are not yet 

published in the print version of journals, may not include complete bibliographic details. 

PubMed is actually a combination of “collections of journals”. Each collection was earlier a separate 

database. The individual collections are – MEDLINE, Old Medline, AIDSLINE, and more. We will refer to 

each of these in specific contexts.  
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What do PubMed results look like?  

 

 

The search results display a list of publications in which we find results for our search term/s. Every 

result item tells us details about the title, author, name of the journal and more details. 

 

PubMed has more than 26 million records in its database. So naturally, almost any term we search gets 

us thousands of results. It is important to understand four principles of searching PubMed so that we 

learn how to: 

a) Get relevant results 

b) Narrow down results or broaden results 

c) Find the “needles in the haystack” 

d) Not miss out any record, if we are doing a search for writing a systematic review / meta-

analysis/ guideline 

 

Knowing the principles of searching PubMed is vital: 

1. When you try to create your search strategies 
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2. Wish to understand options available to you 

3. Want to use some features in PubMed, which are based on one or more principles 

Sometimes it is a combination of two or all three scenarios above 
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Section 2: The Four Principles of Searching 

 

Principle I: Word Search 

A search engine most often retrieves results that contain words / phrases that we search for. 

Most of us enter just words, phrases or sentences in PubMed. For example 

 Malaria 

 Retinopathy of prematurity 

 Treatment of Lyme disease 

And we expect PubMed to give us results about these diseases. But the search engine in PubMed is a 

computer’s search engine, and is programmed to find and get results that contain these terms. In other 

words, every result we get when we do any of the searches above, will contain the search term/s but 

many of our results will not be about the terms.  

 

Take a look at the result below.  This result shows an article that contains the phrase “Lyme disease” in 

the title and is obviously about Lyme Disease. 

 

 

Now take a look at the following abstract. This result shows an article that contains the phrase “Lyme 

disease” in the abstract, as a mention, but the article is about Bell palsy.  
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Principle I : When we search PubMed with a word or phrase or a sentence, the results contain our search 

terms in the bibliographical details of every result. We do not  know how many results are about our 

search term/s 

 

Principle II: MeSH Search 

In several electronic resources, articles are “tagged” with the right descriptors (words that describe the 

item). If we search using tags, we get relevant results.  In PubMed, majority of records are tagged with 

terms that describe the entire article. These tags are called MeSH terms. MeSH stands for Medical 

Subject Headings. MeSH Terms are standardized. The terms are all available in the “MeSH database”, 

which can be reached through the PubMed website.  

 

 

The record above shows that the title of an article does not tell us what disease/s are covered in the 

article. The MeSH terms in the lower half, tell us that the article is about Arbovirus infections, Asthma, 

Dementia and more.  

 

The good news is that we can instruct PubMed to fetch us search results that contain our search term/s 

IN the list of MeSH Terms. 
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How do we do that? If we want articles about Malaria, all that we need to do is type the word Malaria 

followed by [mesh] 

 

Then in the search results, every item will contain the term Malaria IN the list of MeSH terms. This will 

happen even if the term malaria is not present in the title or abstract.  

 

Note: MeSH terms are not the same as key words added in the article by the author or the editor of the 

journal or the publisher. They are added to most PubMed records, by “indexers” in the National Library 

of Medicine (NLM), USA, where PubMed is compiled and maintained. 

 

Principle II : Standardized and specific tags that denote medical concepts are added to most PubMed 

records, to describe the article. These tags are called Mesh terms. If we search using MeSH terms, we get 

results about our search term. Only articles from the “MEDLINE” journals group, get MeSH terms 

 

Principle III: Field Search 

Electronic databases are structured. Every item in a database is similar to another in structure. 

PubMed’s items are all journal articles. So practically every item has one or more authors, a title, and 

each is published in a journal which has a volume number, issue number and page numbers. (There are 

some variations, but majority are as described). Thanks to this similarity every part of an item can be 

“tagged” with a “Field name”. For every article item in the PubMed database, the tags are – Author, Title 

and other fields just described. A simpler way of understanding this is to imagine that every record can 

be displayed in a table. 

 

This is a typical PubMed record. In blue font is the title. Just below are the authors. And then the journal 

details – the journal name, publication year, month, volume number, issue number and page number 
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The same record can be displayed as:  

Title Author Journal 

name 

Year Volume  Issue First page 

Courvoisier 

sign 

Sonbare 

Sitaram 

Natl Med J 

India 

2015 28 2 108 

 

With such a structure, we can do a search, where we specify that we want our search term to be in a 

specific field. Take the following examples: 

 

 

 

 

 

In the first, the word ‘White’ appears in the title. But ‘White’ could appear as an author too. In the 

second, ‘Wilson’ is an author, but ‘Wilson’ is also the name of a disease. What if we wanted to search for 

the word “White” as a colour and “Wilson” as an author?  

 

We can do that by specifying that these words must be present in specific fields.  

How do we do that? We can add the tags or the field names after the term 

Examples: 

If we type Where our search term/s will appear in all results we get 

White[Ti] White appears in the title 
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Wilson [AU] Wilson will be an author 

 

Other fields are  

If we type the following after our search term Fields 

[Tiab] Title or abstract 

[JOUR] Name of the publication 

[Pdat] or [DP] Publication date (year) or Date of publication 

[Ad] Author’s address / affiliation 

[Vol] Volume number 

[IP] Issue number or part 

[Page] or [PG] Page number 

 

Please note: 

 The brackets must be square [] and not round ().  

 What you type inside the square brackets is not case-sensitive. 

 

Principle III : Every item in PubMed is in a structured format, and so can be represented in a structured 

format like a table. We can search for our search term in specific parts of the record.  

 

Principle IV: Using Boolean Operators 

We rarely search for a single term. If we need to search on a topic we usually have several terms. To 

combine search terms, we should not use prepositions and conjunctions, which we use in sentences. We 

use standardized terms called Boolean Operators. 

The three Boolean Operators in PubMed are 

 AND 

 OR 

 NOT 

These must be typed in capital letters while searching. 
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Understanding Boolean Operators 

If we searched: 

 

Let us assume we got 100 results. We now know that the results contain the word Asthma (They may or 

may not be about Asthma) 

 

If we searched 

 

We will get less than 100 results because PubMed will pull out records that contain both terms together. 

 

Our minds are conditioned to think that ‘AND’ means more. We imagine that we first get 100 

articles about asthma, and if we add AND bronchitis, we will get additional articles about 

bronchitis 

We need to remember that the PubMed search engine retrieves records containing both our 

terms. If we specify where in the record our search term should be, it will retrieve records 

containing our terms in that area of the record 

 

If we searched: 

 

We will get more than 100 results because PubMed will pull out records that contain at least one of the 

terms. In other words, every record will contain either asthma or bronchitis or both.  

 

Our minds are conditioned to think that ‘OR’ means only one. We imagine that we get articles 

about ONLY one of our search terms.  

In this case, PubMed understands that it has to give us results in which, in every record, a 

minimum of one of our search terms is present.  
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If we searched:  

 

We will get less than 100 results because PubMed will first pull out records that contain asthma. Then, 

from the resulting set, it will remove records that contain bronchitis.  

 

In this case, our normal thinking, relating to the word NOT – works! NOT means we are eliminating 

something.  

 

When Boolean operators are applied PubMed reads it from left to right. For example if the search term 

is Asthma AND Bronchitis NOT Tuberculosis the search details will be (Asthma AND Bronchitis) NOT 

Tuberculosis. In other words, both the search terms Asthma AND Bronchitis NOT Tuberculosis and 

(Asthma AND Bronchitis) NOT Tuberculosis will yield the same results. The results will change when you 

specify the brackets in such a way as follows: Asthma AND (Bronchitis NOT Tuberculosis) 

 

Recap – Four Principles 

1. If we search with plain words and phrases, the results contain our search terms. They may or 

may not be about our terms. 

2. Standardized and specific terms called MeSH terms are tagged to most PubMed records to 

describe the content of the articles. If we search using these terms, and specify that the results 

must contain our term, in the list of tags, then we get relevant results. 

3. PubMed records are structured. So we can ask for results, where our search terms appear in 

specific fields like – Author, Title, Journal name, etc. 

4. When we search for more than one term, we need to use Boolean Operators – AND, OR, NOT 
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Section 3: The MeSH Database and MeSH Searching 

 

MeSH – a Recap 

We learned in Principle II, that MeSH (Medical Subject Headings) terms are tagged to majority of 

PubMed records, to “describe” the articles they represent. (See figure below) 

 

Just viewing the title does not give us clarity on 

what the article is about. But if we see the 

MeSH Terms, we understand what the article is 

about.  

 Understanding how MeSH Terms are 

displayed: 

Some terms are marked with a star or asterisk 

(*). These are concepts which the article covers 

in great detail.  

Some have another term after a forward slash 

(/). The term after the forward slash is a 

subheading or an aspect of the MeSH Term 

Some have neither. These terms are covered in 

general or to some extent in this article 

In this article, going by the MeSH Terms we can 

see that:  

Immunology of allergens is covered in great 

detail 

The adverse effects of fruits are covered in a 

reasonable detail  

Asthma, Conjunctivitis etc. are covered in a 

reasonable detail 
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Importance of MeSH Terms 

Read these four article titles 

1. Increase in the incidence of heart arrests in India 

2. Cardiac arrests: on the rise in India?  

3. Myocardial infarction in India: the numbers are alarming 

4. Heart attacks: why are we hearing so much about them suddenly?  

 

Notice that there are different terms to describe heart attacks, and increase in incidence. Based on the 

first principle of searching (Word search) if we wanted to find all these articles, we would have to think 

of all the different terms, and search them.  

 

MeSH terms are standardized terms to describe variations of any concept. So, in PubMed, an indexer 

would describe each of them with the MeSH terms – myocardial infarction and incidence. So we simply 

need to search: 

Myocardial infarction[mesh] AND incidence[mesh] 

 

Finding the right MeSH Term for any concept 

MeSH or Medical Subject Headings are stored in the MeSH Database, and you can reach this from the 

PubMed home page.  
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Click the link – MeSH database and you will be led to the page from which you can search the MeSH 

Database for the right MeSH Terms 

 

 

When we search the MeSH Database, we may find just one standard MeSH term for our search, or a set 

of options.  

Example 1: Let us search for Pregnancy induced diabetes in the MeSH database 

 

 

In the result page, we find the standardized MeSH term for this phrase to be – Diabetes, Gestational 
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Example 2: If we search for Asthma 

 

In the results page we get a choice of terms.  

 

Note that we are actually getting a set of MeSH terms that contain the word Asthma. (This is the 

application of the word search principle, in the MeSH database). We could choose to search PubMed 

with the term Asthma or any of the more specific forms of Asthma, if we wish to.  

 

Searching from the MeSH results page 

If we go to the first example – Pregnancy induced diabetes, when we search the term, in the MeSH 

database, we learn that the MeSH term is “Diabetes, Gestational”. Once we find this out, we do not 

need to go back to PubMed, type the term and add [MeSH] and search. We can do that process right 

from here, with just two clicks! An important element in the results page is the PubMed Search Builder, 

which in fact is the PubMed Search Box, placed here for our convenience. 
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Once we find a term, we can click the button “Add to search builder” just below the PubMed Search 

Builder box.  

 

 

The term gets added and followed with [Mesh], the way we would type it in PubMed. Once the term 

gets added into the builder, click the Search PubMed button. The page will refresh, take you back to 

PubMed, with your search done.  

 

 

That is all it takes to search from the MeSH results page. Once you find your search term,  

1. Click the button - Add to Search Builder. The term will be added into the builder with [MeSH] 

2. Next click the button – Search PubMed 

 

If you find more than one term – as we did for Asthma, you need to select the term you wish to search, 

from the options and then do the above two steps 

PubMed Search Box 
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There are lots more options to search from the MeSH results page. For this, we need to understand the 

elements of the MeSH search results page.  

Remember that in PubMed result records, when you clicked “MeSH terms”, to see what terms an indexer 

has added to a record, we viewed, MeSH terms like Asthma, terms with subheadings – for example, 

Allergens/Immunology, and some terms having a star (*) at the end, to signify that they are covered in 

detail, in the article 

We can actually search the MeSH database using options in the MeSH search results page, to find 

records in PubMed with subheadings and major coverage of our MeSH terms.  

 

Understanding the MeSH Search Result Page 

Let us understand the following elements in the MeSH search results page. You already learned about 

the “MeSH term” (the standardized term for whatever you searched) and the PubMed Search Builder 

box. The other elements are: 

1. Scope Note 

2. Subheadings 

3. Entry terms 

4. MeSH tree  

5. Option to restrict to major focus 

6. Options for MeSH tree restriction 

 

Scope Note 

The scope note that comes just below the MeSH term in the result page, tells us the meaning of the 

term, and also tells us what kind of article records we will retrieve, if we search the term. The indexers 

would have used the term to index specific kinds of articles.  
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In the above, we find the meaning of Asthma, and the meaning describes the kind of article records to 

which the MeSH term Asthma will be indexed. In addition, other components are mentioned and for 

each, the correct MeSH term is indicated in capital letters.  

 

Sometimes MeSH Terms are so specific that the Scope Note will also indicate what type of articles they 

will not cover. See the example below: 

 

Here the first sentence gives us the meaning of Gestational Diabetes (the standardized term for 

Pregnancy Induced Diabetes). The second sentence in the scope note tells us that this term does not 

include articles about patients who are already diabetic, and then become pregnant. For such a 

population, the MeSH Term assigned will be ‘Pregnancy In Diabetics’. 

 

Another example: 

 

Read the scope note above, and you find that the ‘Eyeglasses’ is the MeSH term used for prescriptive 

lenses, but for nonprescription lenses, we need to use the MeSH Term ‘Eye Protective Devices’.  

 

Once we find one or more MeSH Terms for our search, we need to read the scope note carefully to 

determine which one would be the best for our topic. 
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Subheadings 

Every MeSH term has aspects – also called subheadings. Just like the MeSH terms, there is a database of 

subheadings. When you view a MeSH term, you can only see the subheadings applicable to that MeSH 

term. For instance if the MeSH term you searched for was a disease – they you will subheadings like 

drug therapy, etiology, prevention & control etc. But if it were a drug or class of drugs then you will see 

subheadings like adverse effects, pharmacokinetics, therapeutic use etc. You can select the subheadings 

you like and then add to the search builder.  

 

 

To know the scope of each subheading, click the Hyperlink – “Subheadings” just above the list of 

subheadings. It is important to know these too, in order to choose the right subheadings. We 

recommend that you bookmark the page, or save it or print it, till you are familiar with the scope of 

common ones. Many scope notes of subheadings indicate what they do not cover too.  
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To illustrate 

 

In the figure above, you see the Scope note for the subheading Adverse Effects. At the end of the note, 

do observe that this subheading does not include articles about contraindications of a drug, because 

there is a separate subheading – contraindications – that an indexer would use to index or tag such 

article records.  

 

Entry Terms 

For every MeSH term that you search and locate in the MeSH database, there will be number of entry 

terms. You will find these a little below the subheadings. Entry terms are synonyms or terms that users 

search to locate a search term.  

 

Example: 

Here, note that we searched for the term 

‘antibiotics’. The standard MeSH term is 

Anti-bacterial Agents. 

 

The list of entry terms (it comes below the 

subheadings, but we have illustrated it 

above here), includes Antibiotics. 
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Note: Entry terms can be searched in the PubMed database with [MeSH]. If we search any of these entry 

terms with [MeSH], PubMed will map the term with “Anti-Bacterial Agents” and get us records where 

indexers have tagged them with this MeSH term.  

 

The MeSH Tree 

As we mentioned MeSH terms are all available in the MeSH database. They are stored in a Tree 

structure – broad to narrow terms.  

It helps if you remember the Plant and Animal Kingdoms that you learnt about in High School Biology – 

and can relate to – Animal Kingdom Vertebrates  Mammals  Primates  Human  

 

Let us check out the MeSH Tree for Asthma. The Tree will appear below the entry terms.  

 

 

Asthma you can see – appears under Bronchial diseases, which comes below Respiratory Tract Disease, 

which is below the Diseases Category. Each higher term is a Broad Term.  

 

Below Asthma – you can see four MeSH headings, each one being a specific type of Asthma, and each is 

an independent term. So, the four of them appear without any indentation, like the higher terms do.  

 

MeSH Tree and MeSH subheading concepts that you need to understand to apply to searches 

Lower terms of any MeSH term, are more specific. For asthma – we saw that the lower terms are more 

specific asthmas. For Tuberculosis, it is the different types of TB (Latent TB, Ocular TB, MDR TB etc.) 

Subheadings are aspects of the MeSH term. Any disease, will have subheadings like etiology, diagnosis, 

drug therapy etc. A drug or a drug class will have subheadings like adverse effects, pharmacology, 
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pharmacokinetics etc. These are aspects of a MeSH term, and not more specific forms of the MeSH 

term.  

 

An important point - When you choose a MeSH Term and add it to the Search Builder, it automatically 

includes a search of all lower terms. So, if you add the MeSH term Tuberculosis to the Search Builder 

and then Search PubMed, your results will include: 

 All records about Tuberculosis in general 

 Records about every type of tuberculosis - latent, ocular, MDR etc.  

 

If you wish to retrieve ONLY records of articles about TB in general, you need to click the option – “Do 

not include MeSH terms found below this term in the MeSH hierarchy.” 

 

Just above this option, you will find the option – Restrict to MeSH Major Topic. If you select this option, 

your search results will retrieve records, only where in the list of MeSH Terms, you will find Tuberculosis 

with an asterisk (star - *) 

 

 

Recap 

We just learned about:  

 The MeSH Term 

 Its subheadings (or aspects) 

 Entry terms – these are synonyms of the MeSH Term, which people would search for in the 

MeSH database 

 An option to Restrict to Major 
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 An option - Do not include terms below this MeSH term.  

 

Note: 

The options of Subheadings, Restrict to Major, and Do not include lower terms – are all just that – 

options. You apply these options, depending on your purpose of the search, and how much literature you 

would like to review. 

 

Practice – Steps to do a Search starting from the MeSH Database 

Search for articles on: 

a) Causes of cirrhosis 

b) Focused articles on causes of cirrhosis 

c) Asthma - general articles, not the more specific types of asthma 

 

Here is a list of steps that we would perform, to carry out searches on the topics above. 

Causes of Cirrhosis 

1. In the MeSH database, search for Cirrhosis.  

2. In the result page, choose the most appropriate term – in this case it would be Liver Cirrhosis 

3. Click the term – Liver Cirrhosis (since you need to find the subheading – etiology) 

4. Choose the subheading etiology 

5. Click Add to Search Builder 

6. Click Search PubMed 

Focused articles on causes of Cirrhosis 

1. Repeat steps 1-4 above 

2. Then choose Restrict to Major 

3. Then click Add to Search Builder 

4. Click Search PubMed 

Asthma - general articles, not the more specific types of asthma 

1. In the MeSH database, search for Asthma 

2. In the result page, click the MeSH term Asthma 

3. In the next page, choose – Do not include MeSH Terms found below this term (by choosing this, 

you are ensuring not to search articles that are on the specific types of Asthma) 
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Searching with two or more terms 

Let us learn how to search for topics that involve two or more MeSH terms  

Topic 1 – We want articles that cover Pneumonia and Pulmonary tuberculosis together.  

(We may want to find articles that discuss treatment options in both, or we may want to find articles 

about pneumonia in a patient with a history of tuberculosis)  

Let us take a scenario where we have checked both MeSH terms and found that both have more specific 

terms in their MeSH Trees, and we have decided not to include them. We can also decide that to start 

with, we want only focused articles, and not articles covering these diseases along with other 

respiratory illnesses.  

 

How will we do this search? 

1. Open the MeSH database 

2. Search for Pneumonia 

3. Click the term 

4. Select – Restrict to Major, and also Do not include terms below 

5. Add it to the search builder 

6. You will find the term – Pneumonia[majr:noexp] in the Search builder 

7. Do NOT click Search PubMed at this point, as you have not finished “building your search” 

8. Next, in the “MeSH search box”, erase Pneumonia, and type Pulmonary tuberculosis and search 

9. In the next page, again Select Restrict to Major, and also Do not include terms below 

10. Click Add to Search Builder 

11. You will now see  

"Pneumonia"[Majr:noexp] AND "Tuberculosis, Pulmonary"[Majr:noexp] 

in the Search Builder 

12. Click Search PubMed 

 

Topic 2 – My boss want articles about Pneumonia as well as Pulmonary tuberculosis in children of the 

6-12 age group.  

There are three concepts in this search. Two are disease concepts and the third is a population concept. 

Note that we want articles about both diseases in children. Since the boss wants Pneumonia as well as 

Pulmonary TB in children, it means, that if he needs articles covering 

 Pneumonia in children 
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 Pulmonary TB in children 

 Both diseases in children 

So we plan the Boolean operators first and then search MeSH 

The order of search terms is important here, since we will be searching the MeSH database for terms, 

one by one and adding them to the builder 

 

The order will be 

Pneumonia OR Pulmonary tuberculosis AND children 

 

Steps to search 

1. Open the MeSH database 

2. First search for Pneumonia. Click the term, and choose Restrict to Major, and Do not include 

lower terms.  

3. Click Add to Search builder 

4. Next, search for Pulmonary TB. Make the same choices as for Pneumonia 

5. Select the Boolean Operator – OR – this is next to the Add to Search Builder button 

6. Now click Add to search builder 

7. Next – search the MeSH database for the term – children 

8. You will find that the term Child covers the ages 6-12. That is perfect for us 

9. Click the heading – Child 

10. Notice that there is a lower term – Child, preschool and we do not want that 

11. Select the Do not include MeSH terms below – option 

12. For age groups, Restrict to Major is not recommended.  

13. Add the term Child to the Search builder with AND 

14. Your final strategy in the Search Builder will be  

Pneumonia[Majr:NoExp] OR Tuberculosis, Pulmonary[Majr:Noext] AND Child[Mesh:NoExp] 

 

Reminder: 

The options of Subheadings, Restrict to Major, and Do not include lower terms – are all just that – 

options. You apply these options, depending on your purpose of the search, and how much literature you 

would like to review 
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We have learned how to find the most relevant literature, using MeSH Terms. Always remember to plan 

your search strategy with the correct Boolean operators first. Then look for the right MeSH Terms and 

subheadings for each, and run your search from the MeSH Database. Once you know MeSH terms for 

your regular topics, you can do searches in the PubMed database directly too.  
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Section 4: Narrowing or Focusing Searches, Using Filters 

Sometimes with whatever features we apply from the MeSH results page, we still get too many search 

results. There are Filters that we can use, to narrow down our search results. The Filter options are 

available on the left side of the PubMed search results page. Using Filters is very much like the options 

that you have when you do online shopping, and can narrow down options by brand, price, etc.  

The Default Filters that we can see are in the figure below:  

The first set of filters is the “Types of Articles”. Below that comes the 

“Availability of Texts”. After that come options of PubMed Commons, 

Publication Dates and Species 

 

Right at the end, there is option to Show Additional Filters. We will 

explore all these options 

 

How Do Filters Work 

1. Filters are links you click, to make your search results more 

focused. Filters add Boolean Operators to your search, and also use 

the Field Search Principle in most cases. In most cases, Boolean ‘AND’ 

gets used, in some, it is Boolean ‘OR’. 

2. Every Filter has a scope of coverage.  

 

Let us learn about the Boolean Operators used, and the scope of 

coverage of several filters.  

 

Filters and Boolean Operators 

If we wish to filter our search to find only Review Articles on our 

topic, we need to click the filter “Review” – under Article Types. 

What happens in this case? PubMed combines your search term/s 

(whatever you typed in the search box) with – AND Review[ptyp].  

 

 

 

How do we know this?  
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If we run a search and clicked the Filter – Review, in the search results page, we need to scroll down 

about half way. Then, on the right side, we can see a box – called “Search details”. This box tells us how 

PubMed worked on our search filter. See the example below: 

 

Let us understand this in more detail.  

1. If we knew that pulmonary tuberculosis is a MeSH Term, and that drug therapy is a subheading 

for all diseases, and we wished to restrict to major and not include lower terms, we typed: 

pulmonary tuberculosis/drug therapy[major:noexp] 

in the PubMed Search box, and searched.  

2. We got around 7400 results 

3. When we click the filter Review, the results come down to about 450, because PubMed added 

AND review[ptyp] to our search.  

4. We can see this step in the Search Details box, as shown in the Picture above. 

5. To the search above, if we add a second filter – “5 years” (under publication dates), the results 

become still less – Only 79 results. And PubMed adds - AND "2011/09/20"[PDat] : 

"2016/09/17"[PDat] to our search. Note how it has translated the “5 years filter, saving us all 

that typing! 

 

6. Let us modify the search above. Our filters area will currently look like this:  
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If we click the “5 years filter” once again, it gets deselected. Our search results will once again be around 

450. This time, if we click Clinical Trial, the 450 results increase to about 1250. What PubMed did, was to 

translate our query as below 

 

 

This time it applied the Boolean operator ‘OR’, because an article cannot be a Review as well as a Clinical 

Trial. Note that it has also grouped the two “article types” with round brackets.  

 

 

 

 

Summary: Boolean Operators in Filters: 
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1. By default the first Filter you apply is added to your search strategy with Boolean ‘AND’ 

2. PubMed will apply Boolean ‘AND’ to most combinations, especially if you apply filters from 

different categories 

3. In Article types, if you choose more than one filter (article type), it applies Boolean ‘OR’ for 

reasons explained above 

4. It is easy to figure out what Boolean Operator PubMed has applied. Less result numbers, means 

Boolean ‘AND’; and more result numbers means Boolean ‘OR’ 

5. You can check the strategy that PubMed adds – in the Search Details box on the right side of the 

Search results page. 

 

 

Explanation about each Category of Filters 

1. Article Types:  The default two article types are Clinical Trial and Review. If you wish to filter 

your search to other article types, click “Customize”. You will see a pop-up, with several more 

 

 

 

You can select as many article types as you wish (you will need to scroll down as you choose), 

and then click “Show”. You will then see those listed under Article Types. Click whichever type 

you want, to filter your search. 
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2. Text Availability 

This filter group has three filters that limit your search results to different kinds of texts 

available.  

a. Abstract – When you apply this filter, your results will contain only those that have 

abstracts 

b. Free full text – Your results will contain only those items, where the full articles are 

available free online.  

c. Full text – Results contain items where both free and non-free items are available 

Note: The Free full text filter gets you items for which articles are available free to the whole 

world. There are still more free articles in PubMed. To learn about how to trace these, and to get 

free articles by other methods, check out this link in QMed’s website (http://www.qmed.ngo/full-

text-articles/) 

 

3. PubMed Commons 

PubMed Commons enables authors to share opinions and information about scientific 

publications in PubMed. 

 

This category has two filters  

a. Readers’ Comments – Limits your search to articles where readers have added 

comments to the record. There is a link to the comment for every result item. 

b. Trending articles are PubMed records with a recent significant increase in views. Your 

search may not fetch results if you apply this filter.  

You can learn more about PubMed Commons – at 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedcommons/faq/  

 

4. Publication Dates 

There are three options here 

a. “5 years” – limits your search results to those published in the last five years 

b. “10 years” - limits your search results to those published in the last ten years 

c. Custom range – Click this and you can see an option, where you can choose a date range 

(including month and date if you wish to) 

 

http://www.qmed.ngo/full-text-articles/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedcommons/faq/
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5. Species 

Two options here 

a. Humans – combines your search with - AND humans[mesh] 

b. Other animals – combines your search with – AND animals[mesh:noexp] (This is because 

humans comes under the animals tree, as humans are part of the animal kingdom) 

Note that when you apply either filter, you are not eliminating the other. There can be studies that are 

tagged with both. You are only including the filter that you applied. 

6. There are more filters available. You can display them by clicking “Show additional filters”, 

choosing the ones you wish to view and then clicking the Show button 
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Languages 

PubMed includes journals in several languages. You can restrict to English language journals 

only. If you click “Customize” you can see more language options, which you can choose, click 

Show (to display) and then click one or more of them to apply a filter. 

 

7. Sex 

Two options – Male and Female. Again – PubMed adds to your search – AND Male[mesh], or 

AND Female[mesh], respectively. It includes what you added, but does not eliminate the other.  

 

8. Subjects 

This category has nine different subjects, out of which you can view three. Click Customize to 

view, select and display more subject options. Each of the subject filters is a “collection” of 

PubMed items.  

a. AIDS – This filter restricts your search to articles  

i. In a set of chosen AIDS journals 

ii. A set of journals from an old database – AIDSLINE, which included may 

newsletters.  

iii. Retrieved from a detailed combination of AIDS related keywords  as well as 

MeSH Terms 

 

(You can click this link - https://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/pubmed_subsets/aids_strategy.html  - to 

see the complex strategy built into this filter. Don’t worry if you don’t understand everything. 

Just observe that a complex filter is built in for your ease of searching!) 

 

b. Cancer, Bioethics - Most other subject filters are similar to the AIDS filter – a 

combination of journals or keywords or mesh terms or more. 

 

c. Systematic Reviews – This filter has a combination of keywords, MeSH terms, and 

publication types. It does not retrieve ONLY systematic reviews, but retrieves all records 

that you may need to write a systematic review. 

 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/pubmed_subsets/aids_strategy.html
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9. Journal categories 

This is a category of groups of journals.  

a. Core clinical journals: This is a group of 119 journals of all specialties, which were once a 

recommendation for individual practitioners and libraries of small hospitals and clinics.  

b. Dental journals: Is a collection of dental journals 

c. MEDLINE: This is a set of articles from Medline journals that have been tagged with 

MeSH terms.  

d. Nursing journals: Is a collection of nursing journals 

 

10. Ages 

This is a category of Age groups – broad to focused - each filter clearly explains the age group. 

Click “Customize” to see still more focused options. Remember – like the Species and Sex Filters, 

when you apply one filter, you are only including that age group, you are not excluding the 

others.  

Summary: Scope of Filters 

1. Article types – Different types of research and non-research items in journals 

2. Text availability – To what extent can you know about the article – abstract only, free article, full 

article availability (free or otherwise) 

3. PubMed Commons: Feedback on articles – either through comments or by how they trend 

4. Publication Dates, Species, Languages and Sex: Self explanatory 

5. Subjects: Filters created by a combination of one or more of the following: Collection of 

journals, MeSH terms, publication types, keywords 

6. Journal categories: Groups of journals 

7. Ages: Broad to  narrow age groups 

 

Remember: When you apply a filter, you are including that criterion; you are not excluding other 

criteria (example – when you apply the Male filter, you can get studies indexed with Male alone, or 

also Male as well as Female)  
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Section 5: PubMed Results - Display Formats, Order and Number of Items 

 

When we run searches, results are displayed by default in what is known as the Summary format. The 

results are shown in the order of “Most Recent” at the top, to “least recent” at the end. ‘Most recent’ 

means the order in which it has been entered into the PubMed database. (Sometimes article records 

from old issues of journals may appear at the top, because they got into PubMed well after their 

publication date). We see 20 results in one page. These options can be changed as follows 

 

 

 

At the lower end of the search results page is the option to change the number of results displayed.  

 

 

We can change the number of results displayed to as low as 5 or as many as 200 results per page.   
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Section 6: Creating a MY NCBI Account 

 

We can customize PubMed for our use in different ways. We can get our search terms highlighted with a 

colour in the results page/s. We can change the way in which results can be displayed. We can save our 

search strategies and our search results.  

 

To create a My NCBI Account, click Sign in to NCBI at the top right hand corner 

 

 

Once we click, we reach a page with two options: 1) Sign in with Google 2) Register for an NCBI Account 
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Signing in with Google 

• Choose “Sign in with google” 

• Enter your gmail / google login and password 

• In the next screen you will get a question – NIH Login would like to view your email address, and 

your basic profile info. Click ‘Allow 

 

• In the next screen click ‘Create a new NCBI account’ and click ‘continue’.  

• In 5 seconds, the page will automatically redirect to the PubMed Home page 

• (The steps may have small variations, as there may be small changes in the process from time to 

time. But you will be able to do this easily) 

 

Registering an NCBI Account 

Click “Register for an NCBI Account”.  

Fill in all details – A user name, password, email and other essentials, and create your account 

Note: If the username is already taken, it will warn you. Choose another one.  

 

Customizing Your Account 

Let us see how our search terms can be highlighted. Click My NCBI 
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In the next page, click NCBI Site Preferences 

 

In the next page, under “Common Preferences”, click Highlighting, choose any colour, and click the 

“Save” button at the end of the page 

 

 

Now when you run a search, the terms you searched with will be highlighted with the colour you chose.  
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To go back to the PubMed home page, click My NCBI (available both on the top left and top right of your 

screen). Then click the blue Search button 

 

You will be taken back to the PubMed home page 
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Section 7: Saving your Search Strategies and Results 

 

Let us consider a scenario, where we wanted to find articles about sputum tests for pulmonary 

tuberculosis.  

 We find the MeSH Terms Tuberculosis, Pulmonary, and Sputum/microbiology (microbiologic 

studies about the sputum) 

 We add these to the search builder and search PubMed. 

 We reach the PubMed home page with a strategy - "Tuberculosis, Pulmonary"[Mesh] AND 

"Sputum/microbiology"[Mesh] 

 We add two filters – Review and Free full text.  

 We get 22 search results 

We want to save all these articles, and also want to save the strategy for future use.  

 

First – we save the strategy 

1.  Click Create Alert (Just below the search box) 

 

2. In the next page, you get choices. 

Note – by default, the “name of the saved search” will be the same as the strategy. Do change it to a 

meaningful title, as illustrated below. 
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If you wish to later go back to this search (say a week or month later), here are the steps.  

1. Login in to My NCBI 

2. Click My NCBI 

3. Look for the topic “Sputum tests for Pulmonary TB”, click and run the search 

4. Depending on the time period after which you go back to this search, you may find more results 

5. If you had set up email alerts, you would have received new items that came up in the search 

results 

 

Saving Search Results 

Having saved a search strategy, we may wish to save all or select search results. “Saving results” can be 

done in three ways: 
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1. Saving the bibliographical details of all or selected results, on your computer’s hard disk 

2. Saving bibliographical details of all / selected results in your My NCBI account 

3. Wherever full text articles are available, downloading them into your computer. (These cannot 

be stored in the My NCBI account. If you want them to be available online to you, you need a 

reference manager) 

 

For saving results, we use the “Send to” option.  

This link is just below the search box, on the right side.  

 

 

Let us see various options available for saving the 22 results that we got  

 

 

The options 

 To save on your hard disk, use the first option File or use E-mail only if you use an email client like 

Microsoft Outlook 

 To save online, we can use Collections or Email (Gmail, Yahoo etc.) 

 Clipboard allows a temporary storage 

We will discuss the other options, after understanding the above 
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The File option 

When we choose the File option, we see below, two dropdowns.  

 

 The first option – Format: allows us to choose the format in which we want our results. Choose 

either “Summary (text)”, or “Abstract (Text)”. Summary (text) will save your items as just a 

bibliography list, in plain text. Abstract (Text) will save items with both bibliographic details as 

well as abstracts.  

 The second option - Sort by: allow your results to be sorted in different ways. The default sort 

order is by the date on which an item was added to the PubMed database. Logically it will be the 

most recent issue of a journal, but if an older issue’s article records got added recently, they will 

show on top, because they were entered into PubMed very recently.  

 If we want all items, just choose File, and the choices mentioned and click Create File.  

 If we want specific items out of the 22 results, we need to select them first, then choose File and 

the format and sort options.  

 

Clipboard 

Clipboard is a temporary storage area. Sometimes we go through a fairly large number of search results. 

We then like to do a first selection, and then again finally choose from what we selected first. For 

instance, in the above search, if we wished to do this, then out of the 22 results, we may first choose 

some by just going through the titles. Let us assume we chose 15 out of 22 results. Once we finish, we 

need to click Send to and choose Clipboard, then the Add to Clipboard button 
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In the next page, we will still see the same 22 results. But we will see the ones we selected will display a 

message – “Item in clipboard”. Also we will see a link that says “Clipboard: 15 items”.  

 

 

Now if we click the 15 items link on the top right, we get to see only our first choices. As we go through 

them again, we could read abstracts for the ones available if we wish to, and then we could keep the 

item or click “Remove from Clipboard” if we do not wish to select them.  

 



46 
 

 

Let us assume we removed 10 and were left with five items. We can save these five items in “My NCBI” 

so that we can retrieve them any time. For this, we click Send to – and choose Collections 

 

 

In the next page, we get two choices. Since we are creating a collection on this topic for the first time, 

we choose “Create new collection”.  

 

By default – PubMed will display the name of the collection as “5 items” (the number of records we 

chose). We should enter a suitable name for our collection. We can use the same name as we did for the 

search strategy – “Sputum diagnosis of pulmonary TB”. Finally we click Save. 

(When you save a strategy and choose to receive email updates, you may want to add some of the new 

ones to your collection. At such a time, if you click Send to – Collections, you will choose “Append to an 

existing collection”, and choose your collection).  
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We can access these items by clicking My NCBI and finding our “Collections”, just below the Saved 

Strategies.  

(Note: From any search results page, you can straightaway add citations to a Collection. You do not have 

to go through the Clipboard option. It is your choice) 

But before we click My NCBI, we need to do an important task: emptying the Clipboard. Or else, these 

items will remain in the temporary storage, and if you choose to do any other search, and wish to add 

some new items to create another topic collection, these will get added there too.  

 

 

 

To view a collection, we go to My NCBI 

 

  

Collections – are on the right side. There are three defaults and then we see our collection – Sputum 

diagnosis of pulmonary TB. Click the title to view it.  

Note: 

 As you create more collections, if you wish to delete any, click “Manage collections”, and you 

will find the option to delete one or more 
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 Clicking the “edit” link – immediately after the name of your collection, gives you more options 

to explore 

 Manage collections – also gives you the option to merge collections, if you have created several 

and want to merge some 

 

Send to – Email 

 

We could email the results to ourselves. Click “Send to”, Choose Email and then there are options as 

seen in the Figure above. You can 

 Choose a display format you wish. (It is best to choose Summary – the default) 
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 Choose a sort order 

 The number of items you wish to receive. (You can choose a maximum of 200) 

 In case you have retrieved more than 200 items (for example – 275) and wish to go through all, 

then, first choose 200 as your “Number to send” 

 The default “Start from Citation” number is 1 

 Click email – and you will receive 200 items by email 

 Then repeat the exercise. But, this time, change the “Start from Citation” number to 201. You 

will receive the rest of the results in another email 

 

Let us briefly learn about the other Send to Options 

 

 

Order: Not useful to people in India, as it is about ordering articles from libraries in the USA. To use it 

there are formalities to complete and articles cost in US dollars. 

 

My Bibliography: Useful for those who have publications, to save them in My NCBI. To save your 

publications, search for them by your author name. Once you get results, click My Bibliography and then 

“Add to My Bibliography”. 

 

In the next screen, you get two options: My Bibliography and Other Citations 
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For articles that you are one of the authors, choose the first. 

Choose ‘Other Citations’, where you may have been acknowledged or, if you want to save specific 

articles by other researchers. What you put into “Other Citations” is really your choice.  

 

Note: You can access this collection through My NCBI, just as you can access your saved searches and 

collections. If you click Edit (next to My Bibliography in NCBI), you can add your non-PubMed citations 

too, manually. If you maintain your publications list here, there are many more options you can exercise. 

Please check this link to learn more: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK53595/ 

 

Citation Manager: - The last option. This option allows us to save one or more results in a format by 

which these can be imported into a reference manager.  

Other areas of PubMed 

Let us learn about two more areas of PubMed – one a feature, and one a separate database 

 

  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK53595/
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Section 8: Advanced Search Page 

 

The Advanced Search Page in PubMed has two functions. It shows a history of our searches as we carry 

out searches (limited to the current day that you search) and allows us to combine search sets. To reach 

the Advanced Search Page, click the link “Advanced” just below the PubMed search box 

 

 

The page looks like this: 

 

We can use the first box if we know what exactly we wish to search (the right combination of MeSH, 

Fields and Boolean Operators). We could do that in the main PubMed search box itself. However if we 

use the next set of boxes, as we type, the search terms appear in the first search box, with the 

appropriate fields. 

 

Building the search, using multiple search boxes 

 

Example 1 – Query: We need to find articles by RS Gupta in the Indian Journal of Tuberculosis 
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When we come to this page, we first see only two boxes under “Builder” 

We choose “Author” as the first field and enter – Gupta RS 

We choose the second field – “Journal”, and enter – The Indian journal of tuberculosis 

As we type, the auto-suggest feature of PubMed shows these items and we can choose the author or 

journal with the mouse and click.  

Since we want articles by RS Gupta in Indian J Tuberculosis, we retain Boolean ‘AND’ 

Notice that as we type the second search term, a third box appears below, in anticipation that we may 

want to add another term.  

Also notice that as we enter details in these boxes, our search gets added into the topmost search box 

with appropriate fields. If we click the Search button, we are executing the search and will see PubMed 

results. 

If we click the “Add to history” link, we will see this query in the History area below. This is to enable us 

to create more such sets and work further if required.  
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Example 2 – Query: We wish to find articles about Tuberculosis published in the last five years. We want 

them to either be from English language journals, or have abstracts. (This way, for foreign language 

journals we have abstracts, and for English language journals we may or may not have abstracts, but 

could get full articles from some source)  

If we search Tuberculosis[MeSH] and apply all three filters – that is – Abstract, Last five years and 

English, we are applying a Boolean AND for all three. We need to plan our search first. We will do the 

following steps. 

1. Apply the Last five years filter 

2. Apply the English language filter.  

3. Now if we check the Advanced Search page, we will have a strategy with both filters.  

 

4. Next, we remove the English language filter, and add the abstract filter. If we go to the 

Advanced Search page, it will look like this: 

 

5. Now we need to combine #3 with #4 using the Boolean Operator ‘OR’. The easiest way of doing 

this is to click the word ‘Add’ next to search #3; then click the word ‘Add’ next to search #4. Both 

terms get added to the builder. Then we change the Boolean operator to ‘OR’ 
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6. At this point we need to take care of one more thing. Since we applied filters, before executing 

the search, we need to clear filters or else, we will not get the right results. We need to scroll to 

the top of the page to do this 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Now if we again scroll down, we can click ‘Add to history’, so that our Boolean ‘OR’ combination 

will come in the history as #5. If we click ‘search’, it gets added to the History and also displays 

results. 

 

 

Note: 

a. Clicking the word “Add” before any search strategy, adds it to the builder as above 
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b. Clicking the Search # - gives us several options 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 If we choose the option - AND in builder, our term will be added, and the operator AND will be 

chosen (we need not make a change in the dropdown). The same is applicable to the other two 

operators 

 If we choose “Delete from history”, it will delete that line from our search history 

 Show search results – shows us the results for the search. This can also happen if we click the 

result numbers on the right side of the strategy 

 Show search details, displays how the query was executed 

 Save in My NCBI saves that line’s strategy in your My NCBI account 

 

We can save our history by clicking the Download History button just above the History table.  
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The history gets downloaded as a “.csv” file. When we open it, we can save it as an Excel file 

 

 

This is an important process especially when we carry out searches for writing a Systematic Review, as 

documentation of every step is important.  

 

One more useful feature in the Advanced Search Page 

On the extreme right side of the search builder, we see a link called “Show index list”. How do we use 

this? If we are searching for a MeSH term, we can see the subheadings here itself. We choose the field 

MeSH terms on the extreme left, enter our term – say Tuberculoma, in the search box, and on the right, 

we can click “Show index list”  

 

 

In this figure – note that when we clicked “Show index” a drop down of the index terms appears.  

 

We can click more than one choice, by keeping the Ctrl key pressed. As we choose, our terms are 

automatically entered into the search box above.  
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Once we finish making choices, we can click the Search button or Add to History link, below 

 

Summary: 

The Advanced page button has two major sections – a Search Builder and History 

Search builder: We can build our search by: 

1.  Selecting fields 

2. Entering our search term 

3. Choosing one or more terms from the index 

4. Choosing Boolean operators 

History:  

1. We can view our history 

2. We can combine sets in the history by clicking the “Add” link, or by clicking the Search term# and 

choosing the right options 

3. We can download our history 

4. We can delete the history 
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Section 9: The Single Citation Matcher 

 

We often are presented with incomplete or incorrect citations, in several contexts. We may attend a 

Conference session, where a speaker presents a graph or table on a slide and puts up an incomplete 

reference below.  

Example: Kumar V. et al. Forecasting malaria … 2014 

We may read an article in a journal, where the list of references has some that are incomplete or even 

incorrect. And based on these, if we wish to locate the full article, we have a problem. The Single 

Citation Matcher comes to our rescue for citations that are from PubMed indexed journals. 

If we click the link Single Citation Matcher, we get a screen like this: 

 

 

For our example - Kumar V. et al. Forecasting malaria … 2014, what we need to fill in is 

Kumar V – in the Author box 

Forecasting malaria – in the Title words box and  

2014 in the Date box 

 

If we click the Search button, PubMed translates our query, based on the principles we learned and runs 

a query  - Kumar V[author] AND 2014[pdat] AND forecasting malaria and returns one precise result 
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Then choose the Format ‘Summary (text)’ 

 

Then, you get the properly formatted reference as below 
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Section 10: Journals in NCBI Databases 

 

This is the second link on the third column of the PubMed Homepage. When you click, you get a screen 

like this. We can search for a journal by its full name, abbreviation or ISSN. Once we locate it, we get all 

details about it.  

 

 

For example if we search for The Indian Journal of Tuberculosis we get the following 

 

 

We can also search by topic. For example, Tuberculosis and retrieve journals covering tuberculosis. 
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There are 157 journals that cover tuberculosis in PubMed 

Note: This has already limited the entire NLM Catalog to only journals in the databases 

If we wish to find out how many of these journals are Medline indexed, that is, their articles will get 

MeSH Terms, we need to uncheck the “Referenced in the NCBI DBs” filter, and click the ‘Currently 

indexed in Medline’ filter. 
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Summing up: 

PubMed is a structured database and can be searched using a very structured approach. The four 

principles are at the core of searching. It is of course important to understand the scope of PubMed – 

what it covers and does not cover; and the structure of records. In this workshop and manual we have 

covered the most important aspects, but there is always more to learn as we do more searching and 

research.  

 

For additional learning 

1. Using  MeSH to Build a Better Query - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uyF8uQY9wys 

 

2. Using Filters: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=696R9GbOyvA 

 

3. Saving searches and creating email alerts 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/viewlet/myncbi/saving/ 

 

4. Creating Collections 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iXSttEKntCE 

 

5. Searching for Journals in the NLM Catalog 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/viewlet/nlmcat/journals.html 

(Note that when the video starts, there is an older version of the PubMed homepage, and the 

link to the Journals in NCBI is at a different location from what it is now) 

 

The above links are part of a much larger list, accessible at:  

https://learn.nlm.nih.gov/rest/training-packets/T0042010P.html 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uyF8uQY9wys
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=696R9GbOyvA
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/viewlet/myncbi/saving/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iXSttEKntCE
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/viewlet/nlmcat/journals.html
https://learn.nlm.nih.gov/rest/training-packets/T0042010P.html
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Appendix  

 

A note about MeSH searches and what they miss retrieving.  

We just learned how searching using MeSH terms makes a big difference to our searches; we are able to 

get most relevant articles. But these searches do miss out on some important results. Let us understand 

this, and we will also learn how we can work around this issue. The results we will miss are: 

1. PubMed records that are not yet indexed with MeSH terms 

2. PubMed records of journals that do not get indexed with MeSH Terms   

 

PubMed records not yet indexed:  

When we learned about MeSH indexing in Principle II, we learned that indexers in the National Library of 

Medicine add MeSH terms. Indexers are subject specialists and are also experts in using the MeSH 

database to index articles. Adding MeSH terms to articles they read obviously involves some time. And 

so, the latest records in PubMed will not have MeSH Terms. Such records have a note: “PubMed - as 

supplied by publisher” in the Abstract Display Format. 

 

 

Note: There are two other such notes in the Abstract Display of PubMed records. 

a) PubMed - In process: such records are being processed for indexing by indexers 

b) PubMed - Indexed for Medline: these records have MeSH terms 

 

Journals whose article records do not get MeSH terms:  
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These include the PubMed Central journals which are not indexed in MEDLINE. PubMed Central is an 

archive* of journal articles. This entire archive is included in PubMed. But only some of these journals 

are indexed with MeSH terms, and these journals are called MEDLINE indexed journals.  

 

*An archive is a website that stores articles from journals whose publishers deposit a copy of the journal 

in the archive. The primary item in an archive is the article, and bibliographic details of the article are 

available on display. But in bibliographic databases like PubMed, the primary item is the bibliographic 

record. The full article may or may not be present. 

 

What is Automatic Term Mapping? 

When we do a word search, one of the principles PubMed uses in searching literature is automatic term 

mapping (ATM). Whichever phrase that we enter, PubMed first looks for whether the phrase is a MeSH 

term. If no, it looks for whether it is the name of the author followed by if it is a journal name. If not, it 

breaks the phrase down and the process continues. If the phrase is a MeSH term, then it does a MeSH 

search (stops there, doesn’t look for whether it is an author or journal name) followed by a word search 

for the whole phrase and the words in the phrase.  

For example if we do a word search for Chagas cardiomyopathy, the search details would be as follows:  

"chagas cardiomyopathy"[MeSH Terms] OR ("chagas"[All Fields] AND "cardiomyopathy"[All Fields]) 

OR "chagas cardiomyopathy"[All Fields] 

 

If we want PubMed not to do automatic term mapping, then we need to put the phrase or word in 

quotes. For example if we do word search for “Chagas cardiomyopathy” (include the quote in the search 

box), then the search details would be as follows: 

"Chagas cardiomyopathy"[All Fields] 

This means the search will include all the articles where the phrase "Chagas cardiomyopathy" is there 

anywhere in the bibliographic structure of an article (includes title, authors, journal name and journal 

details, author affiliation, key words, abstract, publication date) 
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Managing References 

using Mendeley 
 

 

  



66 
 

Section 1: Why reference management and why Mendeley? 
 

We often spend a lot of time searching for relevant literature to understand the body of knowledge 

before undertaking our own research work. Once we have done the hard work, it is important that we 

store it in an organized manner so that we may retrieve it easily when required and cite them in a 

research paper or dissertation. Otherwise, we will be wasting time searching for the same thing again 

and again. This systematic process of organizing the searched literature in an easily searchable, 

retrievable and citable fashion is called as ‘Reference Management’. In this manual, we will learn 

principles and methods of creating and managing a personal library of documents in an electronic 

format, sharing them with our colleagues and peers and citing them in our written work, as required. 

 

‘Referencing’ is a system used in written work to indicate, where from evidence, ideas, theories, facts, or 

any other information, were found by providing a description of the sources. In plain English, this is a 

way of acknowledging the original source of information. 

 

What is a ‘reference’? 

Anything we cite and refer to in our written work to indicate the original source of the idea constitutes a 

‘reference’ which can be any of the following.   

 Scientific articles 

 Books, chapters in books, atlases 

 Policies, Guidelines, Reports  

 Official sources of statistics 

 Personal communication 

 Unpublished documents 

 Webpages, blogs  

 Links to images/photographs, videos, datasets and other resources posted on data storing 

applications like Google Drive, Dropbox etc. 

 

Why should we use references?   

There are many reasons for this some of which are listed below: 

 To avoid plagiarism* by giving credit to the original source of an idea, piece of information or 

resource. 
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 To validate and support your work with the authoritative work of another author. 

 To demonstrate your knowledge and familiarity with a topic that you have researched. 

 To help readers find the original source of information or ideas that you have used. 

*Plagiarism is presenting the words, ideas, data, images or media of someone else as your own 

without giving credit to the original source. 

 

What text needs a reference in an article? 

 All statements or reported data not based on your data  

 Any special methods/programmes used 

 Anything that would otherwise be plagiarism 

It is always a good practice to refer to the latest, the best and the most relevant reference when 

choosing from many. It is also advised that the author keeps a copy of all the references cited.  

 

What text does not need a reference in an article? 

Anything that is considered common knowledge does not need a reference, like general information 

which would be known by any reasonably informed member of public (like ‘India is one of the most 

populous countries in the world’) or discipline specific information which would be known by any of 

your peers (like ‘Tuberculosis is a bacterial disease caused by Mycobacterium tuberculosis’). Also, results 

of your study and your own interpretations of others’ findings need not be referenced. 

 

Why an electronic reference manager? 

Acknowledging the original source of information conventionally has two components: 1) in-text citation 

and 2) Reference list or bibliography. In-text citation refers to the way we cite in the main text or 

narrative and may be a number (bracketed number like (1) or superscripted number like 1 or other 

variations) or take the form of ‘(author-year)’ depending on the style of referencing. Bibliography is a list 

of all references that is inserted at the end of the written article and includes full description of the 

source documents cited in the article. The list of references may be arranged in the order in which it is 

cited in the text or in an alphabetical order. 

 

Note: There is a school of thought which tries to differentiate between the terms ‘reference list’ (includes 

only those references which are cited in the text) and ‘bibliography’ (defined as a complete list of sources 

consulted about a topic whether cited or not). While we acknowledge this, we see no pragmatic 
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advantage of maintaining this distinction (other than adding jargon) and also wonder why we should list 

sources which are not cited in the document. Hence, we will be using both terms interchangeably and 

with the same intended meaning in this manual. 

  

There are thousands of reference styles, but these can be broadly classified into three styles: 

1. Numbered style 

2. Author-Date Style  

3. Footnote style  

 

In ‘Numbered style’, the in-text citation is a number, and the bibliography is a sequentially numbered 

list of references at the end of the text which provides full details of the corresponding in-text citation. 

Vancouver style is an example of numbered style and is commonly used in the field of Medicine. Other 

examples of numbered style include IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers) style and AIP 

(American Institute of Physics) style.  

 

In ‘Author-Date style’, in-text citation generally includes author(s)’ surname/last name along with date 

of publication in round brackets and bibliography is listed at the end of the document, in alphabetical 

order of first author’s surname/last name. Examples of author-date style include the Harvard style and 

APA (American Psychological Association) style.  

 

In ‘Footnote style’, in-text citations are in the form of superscripted numbers and details of the 

reference are provided as footnotes at the end of the page. In addition, a complete list of references is 

provided at the end of the document, in alphabetical order of first author’s surname/last name. Chicago 

style is an example of Footnote style. 

 

While each journal broadly subscribes to one of these styles, they include variations of their own. It will 

not be an exaggeration to say there are almost as many styles as there are journals and it is humanely 

not possible for a researcher to remember each one of these. The different styles demanded by 

journals, both for in-text citations and bibliographies, require significant time and attention to minute 

detail (including variations in bold fonts, commas, semicolons, italics etc.) that constitute a tedious 

obstacle on the road to publication for all authors. Many a time, we may need to revise and resubmit 
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the article to another journal and this revision may involve complete change in reference style to suit 

the need of the new journal.  

 

Fortunately, there are many software available for reference management. While some are freely 

available for use and distribution, others are proprietary in nature. Considering the resource-constrained 

settings for operational research in low and middle income countries, it may not be possible for 

researchers to pay for using the reference management software. Hence, as a policy, the International 

Union Against Tuberculosis and Lung Disease supports and encourages the use of open access tools in 

operational research. There are many free tools for reference management: ‘Mendeley’ 

(https://www.mendeley.com/) is one of the most popular and user-friendly tools among them.  

 

Why Mendeley? 

We have chosen Mendeley over other tools for the following reasons: 

 Open Access: free to use, distribute and teach 

 Compatible across operating systems (Windows, Mac, Linux) and browsers (Chrome, Firefox, 

Safari, Internet Explorer) 

 It works on desktop computer or laptop, on the mobile phone or iPad, or can be accessed from 

any modern browser. While desktop application offers the most complete experience - allowing 

you to organize, collaborate and discover, as well as use the citation plugin to cite as you write 

in Microsoft Word or LibreOffice, the other versions - Web and Mobile - offer you the ability to 

access your references on the go, as well as making notes and annotations. 

 User-friendly tool to cite references and allows to choose from more than 6000 styles or create 

new customized styles to suit individual needs 

 Mendeley is an academic social network: It allows you to promote yourself and your research to 

the world, to connect with other researchers in your field and to access the latest discussion on 

relevant topics. We can create groups in Mendeley to share the references with our 

collaborators. 

 Mendeley is also a crowd-sourced database providing access to millions of references added by 

Mendeley users across the globe. 

 It provides access to great resources for self-learning and teaching 

(https://community.mendeley.com/guides) and for support and help, if required 

(http://support.mendeley.com/)   

https://www.mendeley.com/
https://community.mendeley.com/guides
http://support.mendeley.com/
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Section 2: Installation and overview of the software 
 

(Before you start, copy and paste the ‘Mendeley course’ folder provided to you in root of C drive.) 

In this section, we will deal with how to install the ‘Mendeley’ software in your computer followed by a 

brief overview of the software. 

 

Step 1: Creation of account  

Visit the official website of Mendeley https://www.mendeley.com/. In the page that you see below click 

on “create a free account”. 

 

 

To create an account, you have to add your email address (avoid adding official email as that is likely to 

change with change in job), first name, last name and password as shown below. 

 

Note: Please remember this email id and password as this will be required during the installation of the 

Mendeley desktop. 

https://www.mendeley.com/
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Then, enter your institution name (optional), followed by field of study and academic status as shown 

below.  
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After clicking on ‘create account’, a webpage similar to below opens confirming the creation of your 

Mendeley account. You will also receive an email confirming the same. 

 

 

Step 2: Creating a personal profile 

The next step is to create your personal profile. To do this, click on your name on the top right corner 

and then fill your details like: title, position, institution, add profile photo, add research interests, 

publications (will be covered later), research interests among others. Though, this step is not mandatory 

and you can always update it later. 

 

Step 3: Downloading and installing Mendeley Desktop  

Mendeley Desktop, Mendeley Web and Mendeley mobile app  

There are three ways in which you may access your references in Mendeley: Mendeley Desktop, 

Mendeley Web and Mendeley mobile app (android users can find it in app store).  

 

 

Mendeley Desktop is the offline version of the software which is stored in the computer and provides 

the most comprehensive experience. One may perform all functions of Mendeley by using Mendeley 

Desktop (we advise this) and then sync it from time to time with the Mendeley Website.  
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Syncing is a core concept in Mendeley. Whenever you make changes in Mendeley, you’ll need to sync in 

order to push those changes up into cloud storage. Syncing will also pull down any changes made on 

other devices. It’s a good idea to sync regularly to ensure that your documents and annotations are 

saved in the cloud. You can sync at any time by using the sync button. Mendeley will also sync 

automatically each time you open it. For using certain functions of Mendeley Desktop you require 

internet access while some functions do not. We will discuss this later. 

 

To download Mendeley Desktop, click on the downward arrow by the side of your name as shown 

below. You will find an option ‘Download Mendeley’: click it. 

 

 

Once you click ‘Download Mendeley’, the following page appears. Here you will appreciate that 

Mendeley Desktop is available for various Operating systems like Windows, Mac and Linux. In this 

manual, we will stick to Mendeley Desktop for Windows.  

 

 

 

Click on ‘Download Mendeley Desktop’ marked in green as shown above, the following webpage will 

open (shown below) and the .exe file (Mendeley-Desktop-1.16.1-win32.exe) will be downloaded in the 

default download folder in your system. Please follow the instructions as shown below and run the .exe 

file to complete the installation of Mendeley Desktop.  



74 
 

 

 

Mendeley Desktop will again ask for your Mendeley account email id and password. Once entered, it 

suggests many options which are optional and you may skip them for the moment. Once through, your 

Mendeley Desktop will open, which will look as shown below.  

 

 

 

Please do appreciate the ‘sync’ button in the Mendeley Desktop which is used to sync the content in 

Mendeley Desktop with Mendeley Web and vice versa. For this function, you require internet access. 
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Step 4: Installation of web importer and MS word plugin 

Before we begin using Mendeley Desktop, two important installations have to be competed: web 

importer and MS Word plug in.  The former will help importing of references from web using commonly 

used web browsers directly to Mendeley and the latter links the Mendeley Desktop to MS word, where 

we can cite and insert bibliography. 

 

Web importer 

Open Mendeley Desktop and in the menu bar click on ‘Tools’ as shown below. You will find an option of 

‘Install Web importer’. 

 

 

Once you click on ‘Install Web importer’, the following link https://www.mendeley.com/import/ will 

open in your default web browser (say Chrome).  

 

https://www.mendeley.com/import/
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Here, you will have to install the web importer into your system by clicking on the link shown above. 

Once done, a red Mendeley Web Importer bookmark will appear by the side of the address bar in 

Google Chrome. 

 

 

Another option is to have a ‘web importer bookmarklet’ in your bookmarks bar. Drag (with left click) the 

button ‘Save to Mendeley’ to the bookmarks bar. Before doing this, ensure that the bookmarks or 

favourites bar is visible in your web browser (you may need to switch this on from the ‘view’ menu in 

your browser or settings). You may select anyone of the two (for the course let us use the former 

method) 

 

 

Tips 
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 We have noticed that there are challenges in installing the web importer into the new Microsoft 

Edge browser that comes along with Windows 10 installation. So, we suggest using one of the 

other browsers.   

 Also, when you click on ‘install web importer’ from the Mendeley Desktop, the link opens up in 

the default browser of your computer. Sometimes, the default browser in your computer may 

not be your preferred browser. This creates challenges in installing the web importer into your 

preferred browser. So, we suggest as a first step to make your preferred browser the default 

browser (in settings) and then retry. 

 It may be a good idea to update your browser to the latest version before installing the web 

importer. 

 

MS Word plugin 

To install the MS work plugin, click on ‘tools’ in Mendeley Desktop where you will find the option ‘install 

MS Word plugin’. 

 

 

All MS applications (Outlook, word, excel, power point) should be closed before initiating this. After you 

click on the option ‘install MS Word Plugin’, a window will appear informing that the plugin has been 

installed. Click ‘OK’ in the window.  
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Once installed, the citation plugin will appear within your word processor under ‘References’ tab as 

shown below. 

 

 

 

 

Anatomy of the software (Mendeley Desktop) 

Mendeley Desktop can be accessed through a short cut on the Desktop or by pinning Mendeley Desktop 

to taskbar or having it in the start menu (this may require customization in your system). Let us have it 

in taskbar for this course.  

 

When you first open Mendeley Desktop, you’ll need to log into your Mendeley account. This ensures 

that any changes you make are being made to your own account and will be carried across when you log 

into different devices. Once logged in, you remain logged in even if you close the current session and 

open Mendeley Desktop unless you log out (option provided under ‘file’ in menu bar). Click Mendeley 

Desktop on your task bar. The anatomy of the Mendeley Desktop has been summarized below. 
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Notice the following things: 

 Title bar on top followed by Menu Bar just below it and Search Bar on the right hand corner. 

Mendeley offers a powerful search tool to help you to locate items in your library. Just enter 

your search term in the field and Mendeley will filter your current view to show references 

which contain that term. It will also search within the full text of PDF papers which appear in 

your library. The search is context specific, so if you’re not getting the results you expect make 

sure that you have the appropriate folder selected in the left-hand panel. If in doubt, select ‘All 

Documents’. Use the ‘clear’ button which appears on the yellow toolbar to remove the search 

filter. 

 Mendeley Desktop follows a three column structure – the left-hand panel (1), the middle panel 

(2) and the right-hand panel (3).  

 The left-hand panel (1) gives the structure of the library and allows you to navigate through 

different filtering options for your library. When you click on different folders or groups listed in 

this column, different lists of papers will be returned in the main middle panel. In this 

screenshot we have ‘All Documents’ selected, which means the main panel is listing all of our 

references. 

 The middle panel shows the list of references and allows you to select individual references. 

Clicking on a reference listed here will display this document’s details in the right-hand panel. 



80 
 

You can also select multiple papers to undertake bulk actions, such as mass deletions or 

additions to folders. 

 The right-hand panel shows the details of your selected reference. You can also use this panel to 

modify the details by clicking into the individual fields. You should carefully check and correct 

the details displayed in this panel as ensuring accuracy here will ensure that your citations are 

totally correct. 

 Can you also notice the SYNC button just below the MENU BAR? 

 

Do not worry if you do not understand these fully. We will reinforce these as we go along and it 

becomes clearer. The Mendeley Web also follows a similar three-panel structure (see below) 
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Section 3: Creating a Mendeley library 
 

There are various ways of creating a library in Mendeley Desktop. This library includes the bibliography 

and relevant attachments, if any. One may use the Web Importer feature to import from online 

databases. Other options are by importing BibTeX, RIS and other bibliographic file formats. One may 

also import PDF documents directly or may add a folder containing the pdfs directly into Mendeley 

(remember not all PDFs get imported perfectly as bibliography and will need editing in Mendeley, we 

will discuss this later). There is also option for manual entry of bibliography for citing books, reports, 

webpages, blogs, scientific articles that are not available online or whose bibliographic details are not 

correctly imported into Mendeley. Once a library is created, you may export bibliography to other 

formats. 

 

OPTION 1: Importing from databases- PubMed, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar 

Task: Import the publication(s) of author Shewade HD, published in the year 2014 from PubMed. 

(PubMed search – Shewade HD[Au] AND 2014[PDAT]; Note that this is not case-sensitive) 

 

With the Mendeley Web Importer extension, you will be able to easily save references and PDF files into 

your personal library with a single click. To use the new Mendeley Web Importer for Chrome, you just 

need to be viewing an article or a list of references in the browser. This can mean that you’re looking at 

an actual PDF file, an article entry in an online catalogue, or even a list of search results. The Mendeley 

Web Importer extension will scan the page for metadata, and provide you with a list of the results it 

finds. Remember: Before trying to import, you should be logged in to your Mendeley Web account. 

Otherwise, you will be forced to sign in at some point.  

 

Open http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed and search for the above mentioned article (Type Shewade 

HD[Au] AND 2014[PDAT] in the search bar and press ENTER key). The result will be as follows: 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed
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Then identify the web importer tab in the bookmarks by the side of the address bar and click on it as 

follows: 

 

 

After you click on the web importer, a dialogue box opens as shown below. Before saving the reference 

in Mendeley, you have various options: like editing the bibliographic details, selecting the folder where 

you want the reference to be stored in Mendeley (in case you have created folders) and downloading 

the pdf(s) of the article along with the bibliographic details, if available. For now, just click ‘Save’ and the 

reference will get imported to your Mendeley Web account that you have logged into. 
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Please note that the reference is only in your web account now. For bringing it to the Mendeley 

Desktop, open the application and click on the ‘sync’ button. The bibliography will be found in ‘All 

documents’ (in addition, it will also be available in the specific folder, if specific instructions were given 

before). 

 

 

Similarly multiple references can be imported from PubMed using the Web Importer. 

 

Task: Import the publication(s) of author Shewade HD, published in the year 2015 from PubMed. 

(PubMed search – Shewade HD[Au] AND 2015[PDAT]) 
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In this PubMed search, you will get six publications. Click on the Mendeley Web Importer as mentioned 

before, then a dialogue box will open. If you want to save all six articles and then click on ‘Save all’. 

Alternatively, if you want save only selected articles, you may want to click on individual articles before 

pressing the ‘Save’ button. Then, click on ‘sync’ in Mendeley Desktop’ and all six references will appear 

under ‘All documents’ in Mendeley Desktop. 

 

 

 

Sometimes, there may be errors in importing some of the references, like this one below. 
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If you notice carefully, there has been an error and one article could not be saved. In such cases, try 

opening that particular article and try again.  

 

If this approach also does not work, then we may try to use the ‘LOOKUP’ function and search for this 

article from within Mendeley Desktop using the PMID number. If you notice in the bottom left corner of 

the screenshot above, you will note that the PMID number of this article is 26844130. Take note of it. 

Open the Mendeley Desktop now and click on File Add Entry Manually 

 

A new popup opens. Enter the PMID number in the appropriate field and click on the magnifying glass 

next to it. This will look up for the reference in PubMed and retrieve it. After that, you click on ‘save’ and 

store it in your library. 
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Similarly one may import publications from ScienceDirect as well. Point to note is that in ScienceDirect, 

in addition to using the Web Importer, there is an additional option to import to Mendeley within 

ScienceDirect itself. 

 

Task: Import all publications of Author: Hemant Deepak Shewade from Sciencedirect into Mendeley 

Desktop. See the screenshot below and follow the steps 1-3. 
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Similarly Web Importer can be used to import publications from Google Scholar. Web importer works 

very well when the bibliographic information (metadata) is stored in a structured format say PubMed or 

ScienceDirect or Google Scholar. However, it is a good practice to check the bibliographic information by 

clicking the imported article and checking the information on the right in Mendeley Desktop.  

 

Note: The web importer does not work for other web pages, say online documents in the form of PDF, 

other webpages in general, blogs and so on.  

 

OPTION 2: Importing BibTex, RIS and other file formats 

Task: Export all PubMed search results for the search term “Shewade HD*Au+” as a BibTex file and then 

import it to Mendeley Desktop. 

 

Open http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed and do the PubMed search for the above search tem. Then, 

click on ‘Send to’ on the top right corner, followed by ‘citation manager’. After altering ‘Number to 

send’, click on ‘Create File’. 

 

Your will be prompted to save the ‘citations.nbib’ file also known as PubMed citation file.  

Let us save it in the Downloads folder.  

 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed
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Open Mendeley Desktop. Click on ‘file’, then ‘import’ and select BibTex option.  

 

 

Browse for the ‘citations.nbib’ file in Downloads folder. You may have to change the file type as 

‘PubMed citation file’.  
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Once you import the citations.nbib file, the publications will be visible in your library under ‘All 

documents’. 

 

 

OPTION 3: Importing article pdfs 

Task: Import the pdf titled ‘pdf import example 1.pdf’ from the ‘Mendeley course’ folder into Mendeley 

Desktop. 

Click on the downward arrow by the side of ‘add files’ on top left corner of Mendeley Desktop. Select 

the option of ‘add files’.  
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Browse for the pdf ‘import example 1.pdf’ in ‘Mendeley course’ folder in root of C Drive. 

 

 

Once the pdf is imported in Mendeley Desktop, check for the completeness of Bibliographic information. 

What do you find?  

 

The bibliographic information has been correctly imported into Mendeley Desktop! 
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Task: Import the pdf titled ‘pdf import example 2.pdf’ form the ‘Mendeley course’ folder into Mendeley 

Desktop.  

 

What do you find? Has the bibliographic information been correctly imported? You will find that the 

bibliographic information has not been correctly imported as shown below. 
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You have the option of manually correcting the title, author list, journal and other bibliographic 

information. One important point to note here is that while adding the author names you have to be 

careful as there is a specific way of mentioning author names. 

 

 

Please note the following tips: 

 Mention one author in one line. 

 First type the family / last name of the author, then, type a comma, then a space followed by 

first and middle name. Press ‘ENTER’ key to type the next author name. 

 If you have entered the author name in the format prescribed above the family/last name will 

be in non-italic font and the first and middle name will be in italic font. 

 If you do not follow the above format and just type the full name, the last word of the author 

name will be considered by default as last name and all other words will be considered the first 

name. 

 

Sometimes, you may want to type the full name of the organization in the author field (like World 

Health Organization). If you type it normally, ‘Organization’ will be considered as last name and will be 

cited as ‘Organization WH’ which is not how we want. To get this in the right format, please select that 

this is the name of the institution/organization from the drop down (as shown below). 
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Instead of a single PDF file, it is possible to add an entire folder containing multiple PDF documents in a 

single short. Use ‘Add Folder’ option from File in the Menu bar.  

 

In addition, you may create a ‘Watch Folder’ which means designating one of the folders in your 

computer as ‘Watch Folder’. Mendeley keeps a watch of this folder and any PDF files added to this 

folder will be imported automatically to the Mendeley library. (Go to Tools  Options  Watched 

Folders  Tick the folder you want to designate (in this example, we have ticked the folder ‘backup’ 

under ‘temp’) as watch folder and click ‘Apply’) 

 

Note: 
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As already mentioned, PDF import is often imperfect. Hence, it is a good practice to check the 

bibliographic information and make necessary corrections if required. 

 

OPTION 4: Manual entry of citations-journal article, book, report, webpage 

Manual entry of bibliography is another option. This can be done for all types of bibliography: journal 

article, book, report, webpage, blog etc. However, for journal articles, more efficient and simple ways 

are available as described before. A point to note is that where journal article is available offline only 

(print), or the web importer function or PDF importing is not working properly, then manual entry or 

editing is an option. Manual entry is usually the only option to add reports to your library (either 

available as a webpage or PDF online or as a hard copy with you), guidelines or any other documents, 

the reason being web importer or pdf importer are not useful options here. 

 

Task: Add the WHO World TB report 2015 ‘global TBR 2015.pdf’ bibliography to Mendeley Desktop. The 

online link for the same is https://goo.gl/ZYBGzP.  

 

First, open Mendeley Desktop, click on downward arrow to the side of ‘add file’ on top left corner and 

select the option ‘Add entry manually’.  

 

 

A dialogue box will open in which choose the appropriate bibliography type (report). This is important as 

the structure of bibliography depends on the type of bibliography and information that you feed into is 

also different. 

https://goo.gl/ZYBGzP
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Then add the title of the report from the pdf provided ‘Global TBR 2015.pdf’ in your Mendeley folder. 

Here, under author, mention the name of the organization as there is no specific author mentioned in 

these types of reports. Type the same as follows, i.e., name of the organization followed by a comma.  

World Health Organization (WHO), 

This is important as this way the name of the organization publishing the report will appear first in the 

bibliography when you cite it and this is the standard way generally accepted by most of the journals. If 

you do not add a comma, the software will by default take the last word as last / family name and the 

reminder as first and middle name. If this approach does not work for some reason (as has been 

observed), then use the approach mentioned above of indicating clearly that the name typed is not the 

name of an author but of an institution/organization. 

 

Fill in other details like year, number of page, city, institution, etc. and you also have the option to 

attach the pdf of the report as well. (Look at the screenshot below) 
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If the bibliography type is a webpage, it is always a good practice to save a copy of the webpage (in PDF 

format) and archive it in Mendeley library. The reason being, many a time, the URLs may change and 

what was functional while preparing the manuscript, might become non-functional after submission of 

the manuscript to a journal and the reviewers might come back to you with that specific question. 

 

Exporting bibliography 
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Exporting bibliography to other formats (so that they may be read by other reference manager 

software) is possible using Mendeley. It is very simple, after selecting the files you want to export (single 

or more than one at a time), click on ‘file’ and then click on ‘export’. You have the option of saving the 

file in three formats: BibTeX (.bib) or Research Information Systems (.ris) or endnote (.xml). 
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Section 4: Managing your library and folder management 
 

Mendeley Desktop’s interface should be fairly intuitive if you’re familiar with programs like iTunes, or 

even Gmail. The left-hand panel offers a number of different options to help filter your document list to 

exactly what you need to find. 

 

The default position when opening Mendeley Desktop is ‘All Documents,’ which will list all items in your 

library. You can use the column headings in the middle panel (such as Author Names, Year, etc.) to sort 

your documents by that value - this can be useful for finding works by a specific author, for example. 

You can also use the left-hand panel to access items you’ve recently added, or items you’ve recently 

read. 

 

1. Merging duplicate citations 

Task: In your Mendeley library developed till now, identify duplicate articles and merge them. 

First in your Mendeley Desktop, make sure you are in ‘All documents’ by clicking on it in the left hand 

panel. Then go to ‘Tools’ in the menu bar, click ‘Check for Duplicates’. The software will identify 

duplicates and suggest merging them. If the references are similar but not exactly a duplicate of each 

other, the Mendeley will give you the option to keep one of them and discard the other. 

 

 

 

2. Using filters, tags 

You have the option of tagging the bibliography as shown below and then you can apply filters to 

bibliography not only using these tags but also using author, publication and author key words. 
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3. Marking documents as read/unread 

When you add materials to your library, they will initially be marked as unread - indicated by a large 

green dot in the second column. Alternatively, a document will be marked as read (indicated by a small 

grey dot) once you’ve spent a certain amount of time reading it in the Mendeley PDF reader. You can 

toggle this off and on by clicking it. 
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4. Marking your favourite documents 

As shown above, a reference can be marked as favourite by clicking on the star. All such references will 

be included under ‘Favourites’ folder in the left-hand panel from where it is easily accessible. 

 

5. Organizing files 

All references are by default, stored in the ‘All documents’. One may also consider organizing references 

in specific folders by first creating folders as shown below and then dragging (left click and drag) the 

related references to the respective folders. However, as mentioned before, a copy always remains in 

‘All documents’. 
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6. How to ensure that you do not sync the attached PDF documents to the web account? 

One important thing to remember is that the free version of Mendeley provides a space of 2 GB only on 

web account. So, it is important to use this space rationally, otherwise we run the risk of exceeding the 

free limit sooner than later. One easy tip is to ensure that PDF documents are not synchronized with the 

web account. This way, you will have access to your PDF documents in the Mendeley Desktop, but do 

not necessarily eat up the limited web space. 

 

To do this, click on ‘edit settings’ as shown below and unmark the option ‘Synchronise attached files’. 

Notice that there are options to perform this function for your entire library or only for selected folders. 

Also, take note of the web space usage. 
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Please note that once your Mendeley Desktop is ready, you can use it to cite references and create 

bibliography in the manuscript you are working upon. Using Mendeley desktop for this function does 

not require internet access. 

 

If the bibliography is attached to a pdf, one may read the PDF by clicking on the PDF icon. The PDF 

documents opens in a separate tab within the software. One can use Mendeley as a PDF reader as well: 

marking text, taking notes etc. (See below) 
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Section 5: Citing references and creating a bibliography in MS Word 
 

One of the most popular features of Mendeley is its ability to improve the citing process. Mendeley 

makes it a lot easier to insert properly formatted citations throughout a paper you’re writing - and will 

automatically generate a bibliography for you. It also allows you to restyle your manuscript’s citations 

with just a few clicks - making it ideal for resubmissions to different journals or publishers. 

  

For this section, we will be using the MS word document titled “citation demo.docx” in “Mendeley 

course” folder in root of C drive. Please read the comments for more information. 

 

1. Cite references – one at a time 

Task: Cite the references as indicated in the “citation demo.docx” document. 

 

First check whether the references mentioned in the comments section are present in your Mendeley 

library, include those that are not. Using the Mendeley Cite-O-Matic, we can cite references to texts in 

MS Word documents. First position the cursor at the appropriate location, in this case, at end of 

paragraph one. After this, click on ‘insert citation’ button in the Mendeley Cite-O-Matic under 

‘References’ tab of MS Word document. (Please note that you need to be running Mendeley Desktop, 

and will be prompted to start it if it is not currently running)  

 

Pressing the button will open the Mendeley search tool. This box allows you to enter a term - such as an 

author name - before returning search results from your library. Locate the reference you want to cite, 

click to select it and press the Ok button (Option 3a). You will see that the citation is added. Its 

appearance will vary depending on which citation style you currently have active - we’ll discuss more 

about this shortly.  

 

Alternatively, click on ‘Go To Mendeley’ and select the article and click on ‘Cite’ button which appears 

temporarily (see 3b below). You may also focus your search in Mendeley search tool by selecting the 

specific folder in ‘My Library’ (see 3c below). 
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Option 3a       

 

 

Option 3b 
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If we chose Vancouver as the citation style in the Mendeley Cite-O-Matic, the in-text citation will appear 

as a number in round parentheses “(1)”. 

    

 

Similarly cite all other references (as per the instructions in the comments) in the document from 

Mendeley Desktop. You will notice that if the same bibliography is cited later in the text, the software 

gives the same in-text citation (the same number in case of Vancouver style). 
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2. Cite references – more than one at a time 

There could be situations where you would like to cite more than one reference for a statement. In this 

scenario, you would prefer the in-text citation to appear as “(1-3)” instead of “(1)(2)(3)”. For this it is 

important to include all three references at once during the steps described above in step 3a or 3b. 

 

Task: Add the three references (not present in your Mendeley Library) provided to you as ‘My 

Collections.bib’ BibTex file in ‘Mendeley course’ folder to your Mendeley library.  

Do this by importing the BibTex file as mentioned in earlier section. Cite these three references at the 

end of first sentence of first paragraph of the “citation demo.docx” document. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Create bibliography – add list of references at the end of manuscript 

Place the cursor at the end of the manuscript where you want to insert the bibliography or list of 

references. Then, click on ‘insert bibliography’ in the Mendeley Cite-O-Matic. The bibliography will 

appear as per the citation style (in this case Vancouver) 
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4. Cite references – editing and merging citations 

We edit manuscripts very frequently. We may either edit the references (change the in-text citations) or 

edit the narrative of the manuscript, in the process changing the order of in-text citations. For re-

ordering the references (both in-text and bibliography list), one has to click ‘refresh’ in the Mendeley 

Cite-O-Matic. If there is a single reference that has to be changed, delete the existing in-text citation and 

add a new one. If there are multiple references cited at the same place and you need to edit there, place 

the cursor in between the in-text citation. As a result, the ‘insert citation’ in Mendeley Cite-O-Matic 

changes to ‘edit citation’. After clicking on ‘edit citation’, the dialogue box will open where edits may be 

made in the references. Do not forget to click on ‘refresh’ in Mendeley Cite-O-Matic. If multiple 

references are cited at the same position, but individually it will appear as (1)(2)(3), which is not correct. 

In such an instance, select all the three citations and click on ‘Merge Citations’ in the plugin. The 

citations will be merged properly and shown as (1-3). 
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5. Using different citation styles 

Citation Styles are sets of styling instructions which control how your citations and bibliography appear. 

Different publishers and institutions require different formatting for citations when you wish to submit a 

paper. 

 

Using Mendeley, you can choose the appropriate citation style for your manuscript - and also switch 

between different styles with just a few clicks. Mendeley will restyle all the citations in your manuscript 

automatically.  

 

To change citation styles, open the styles dropdown menu which appears on the Mendeley toolbar. If 

you don’t see the style you need, you can click ‘More Styles’ to be taken to the Styles tool within 

Mendeley Desktop. This will also allow you to download and install new styles in seconds. 

 

Task: The current citation style in the “citations demo.docx” document is Vancouver. Change it to 

Vancouver superscript style and then to BMJ Open journal style. 

 

In the “citation demo.docx” document that you are working on, click on the drop down arrow to the 

right of ‘style’ in Mendeley Cite-O-Matic. If the Vancouver(superscript) option is available, then select it 

as shown below. If not, click on ‘More Styles’  
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And a new window pops up: 

 

 

Search among installed citation style for Vancouver (superscript). There is also an option whether to 

include URLs and date accessed only for webpages or for all document types. Choose here ‘Only for 

Webpages’. At the end, click on ‘Done’.  
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If you want to add a citation style which is not currently available among the installed citation styles, 

then one may click on the tab ‘Get more Styles’, search for the style, if available, (say BMJ open), and 

install it.  

 

 

Then under ‘installed’, search for BMJ Open, select it and click on ‘Use this style’ followed by ‘Done’, 

citation style will change to BMJ Open in your “citation demo.docx” document. 

 

 

Mendeley allows you to use over 6000 different citation styles - but comes pre-installed with some of 

the most commonly used, such as APA, Harvard and Vancouver. What do you do if the style you want is 

not readily available? Then, you need to create one customized to your needs. Saved styles are added to 

the Mendeley database, and will appear in your drop-down menu in Word. 

 

We will learn that in the next section. 

 

Handling journal abbreviations 

One of the common rules most journals follow is that the name of the journals in the bibliography 

should appear in the standard abbreviated form and not in full. For example, the standard abbreviation 

of the journal ‘Bulletin of the World Health Organization’ is ‘Bull World Health Organ’. While all the 

journals indexed in PubMed have standard abbreviations, those journals not PubMed indexed do not 
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have one. In such instances, Mendeley tries to suggest an abbreviation intuitively, which of course, is 

not correct. In such instances, it is important to correct it.  

 

How do you do it? 

 

First go to ‘View’ in the menu bar and click on ‘Citation Style’ and under that, click on ‘Journal 

Abbreviations’ as shown below.  

  

 

A new dialog box pops up (see below). Here, you may notice the names of the journals and their default 

abbreviations. 
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By default, citations use the abbreviations. If the full name of the journal has to be cited instead of 

abbreviations, it may be indicated by one of the dropdown options under ‘Cite using’ (see below). Also, 

you may choose to tick on ‘Include periods’ to suit some journal styles as required. Note below how the 

abbreviation changes from ‘Am J Hypertens’ to ‘Am. J. Hypertens.’ 
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Section 6: Editing citation styles to create new styles 
 

Mendeley uses the Citation Style Language (CSL) standard (http://citationstyles.org/). CSL is an open 

standard to define styles. The styles are processed using citeproc.js (https://github.com/juris-

m/citeproc-js). Mendeley regularly fetches new styles from the CS project repository 

(https://github.com/citation-style-language/styles). Any new styles you create can be submitted to this 

repository, so that the same may be shared with the research community. You may edit existing styles 

or create new styles using CSL Editor (http://editor.citationstyles.org/about/).     

 

While you may learn to create a citation style from scratch, the most efficient way is to choose an 

existing style which closely matches the new journal style you want and edit it to suit your 

requirements. In this exercise, we will learn how to use Vancouver style and edit it to create a new style 

for the journal ‘International Journal of Tuberculosis and Lung Disease’. While IJTLD uses the Vancouver 

style fundamentally, there are minor variations of its own. A list of variations is listed below: 

 The in-text citation is in the form a superscripted number without parentheses, like 1 instead of 

(1).  

 When the number of authors in a paper is more than six, Vancouver style recommends to cite 

the names of the first six authors followed by et al.  

 In IJTLD, the recommendation is to cite only the first three authors followed by et al in such 

instances.  

 The issue numbers are not included in IJTLD. Only the year is displayed in IJTLD compared to 

year-month-date format in Vancouver.  

 The page numbers in the bibliography are displayed in full in IJTLD rather than short form in 

Vancouver (example 577-579 in IJTLD instead of 577-9 in generic Vancouver).   

 

First, go the webpage http://editor.citationstyles.org/about/ and you will see something like this. 

http://citationstyles.org/
https://github.com/juris-m/citeproc-js
https://github.com/juris-m/citeproc-js
https://github.com/citation-style-language/styles
http://editor.citationstyles.org/about/
http://editor.citationstyles.org/about/
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As mentioned above, we will find Vancouver style and edit it to create a style for IJTLD. For this, click on 

‘Search by name’ and type ‘Vancouver’ in the search bar. A total of 18 different Vancouver styles 

appear. Browse through and pick the closest one you need.  

 

 

In this case, I will choose the generic Vancouver style and begin from there for the purposes of 

demonstration. Click on ‘Edit’ under Vancouver (the first in the list) and proceed. 
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First, change the name of the style from Vancouver to IJTLD under Info. Ignore the rest of the fields 

under Info for the moment.  

 

 

Let us first handle the way the in-text citation appears. Click on the (1) under EXAMPLE CITATIONS on 

the top.  
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Look at the bottom how the layout has changed. Intuitively, you can see the prefix and suffix. Let us first 

delete those as we do not want the parentheses around the numbers. Also, click on xs under ‘Text 

formatting’ to make the number in superscript and note how it changes under ‘EXAMPLE CITATIONS’.  
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Next, let us look at the changes required in the bibliography. First, let us handle the number of authors 

issue. Click on the authors under ‘EXAMPLE BIBLIOGRAPHY’. Note how the layout changes in bottom and 

some fields in the side navigational panel gets highlighted. 

 

 

 

In the navigational panel, click on ‘Name’ subheading under the ‘Names’.  
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From the field ‘et-al-min’ choose 7, which is the minimum number of authors required to activate the 

expression et al. And, choose 3 in the field et-al-use-first to indicate the number of authors that need to 

be displayed in such an instance followed by et al. Notice how example 1 changes to three authors 

followed by et al.  

 

The next change that is required is to display only the year of publication and not the year-month-day. 

Again, if you want to change that, first click on the field in the bibliography. Under the drop down 

options under date-parts field, choose ‘year’. 

  

The next change that is required is to delete the issue number from the bibliography. Let us first click on 

the issue number.  
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Now, click on issue (variable) in the side panel and press the DELETE button on your keyboard. 

 

Next, let us change the page number display. Normally, to display the page numbers in full, we choose 

the ‘long form’ option in the page field. If this is not working properly, try deleting page-range-

format="minimal" from global formatting options. 

 



121 
 

 

Now, let us save this edited style. To do this, click ‘Save Style’ 

 

 

And click OK on the next popup that appears. Then click on ‘Save to Disk’ and save it at a convenient 

place in your computer for now (let us say on Desktop). 
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The file ijtld.csl should then be copied from the desktop and placed in your styles folder, most 

commonly found here C:\Program Files (x86)\Mendeley Desktop\citationStyles-1.0 (This path could vary 

depending on the configuration in your computers). 

 

 

Once it is here, this can be used from within Mendeley Desktop as described before. 

If you want to learn the details of creating and editing citation styles at your own pace, please watch this 

excellent webinar https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7dUwAKVmCq0 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7dUwAKVmCq0
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Section 7: Working in Groups and discovering new literature 

 

Let us talk a bit about sharing now. Quite often you may want to share materials with other Mendeley 

users - or even to collaborate directly on a particular paper.  

 

Groups are Mendeley’s solution to the problem of collaboration. They allow you to come together with 

other users and to share resources. You can create new groups at any time by using the ‘Create Group…’ 

option. The process is quick and easy.  

 

Mendeley offers three different types of groups. 

 

 Open Public Groups: These groups are publicly visible and accessible to anyone. They will be 

listed in the ‘groups’ directory on Mendeley’s website. Members can add references to the 

group - but only the reference details will be added. 

 Invite-only Public Groups: These groups are publicly visible, but membership is controlled by 

the group administrator. Anyone can ‘follow’ the group to access the references, but only full 

members can add or edit references. 

 Private Groups: These groups are not publicly visible. Members need to be invited. Members 

can share full-text papers with each other, and can also collaboratively highlight and annotate 

on these materials. 

 

Once you have created or joined a group, you will see them listed in the left-hand panel of Mendeley 

Desktop - underneath your personal folders. To add references to a group, just drag and drop them onto 

the group name. 

 

Step 1: Create a shared collection 

First click on ‘create group’ in the left hand side as shown below in Mendeley Desktop. Then fill the 

group name, group details and select the group type.  
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2. Invite members 

Then, add the email ids of those whom you want to include in the group.  
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One can add only two members, limiting it to three members (including you) in the free Mendeley 

account. Then click on ‘send invites’. Once the invites are accepted the invitees will be seen under the 

‘Members’.  

  

 

Step 3: Add Documents to the collection to share with members  
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You can also browse popular public groups by subject to locate popular groups associated with each 

topic. Joining public groups is also a good way to connect with other Mendeley users who are active in 

your field. This can lead to collaboration and sharing of resources.  

 

 

In addition to groups and individuals, Mendeley also offers you the ability to discover new research. By 

drawing on the crowd-sourced catalogue of materials, Mendeley can draw on one of the largest 

resource libraries available online - one that’s continually growing as users add more materials. 

 

If you know the name of a paper or if you have a specific topic in mind, you can use the Literature 

Search setting from within Mendeley Desktop. This allows you to retrieve new references from the 

Mendeley Web Catalogue. 
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As the Catalogue is crowd-sourced, the Literature Search can only retrieve papers that have already 

been added by other users - so if your desired result is a very new or obscure paper, you may not be 

able to retrieve it. If the full text of a paper is available - for example, if the paper is open access – you 

will see a download icon allowing you to download it. 

 

You can also search the catalogue online via Papers tab. If you’re logged into your Mendeley account, 

you will be able to save the resulting references straight to your library. 

 

 

Finally, from within Mendeley Desktop you can select multiple papers within your library, and right click 

to be given a list of papers connected with the items you selected. This can allow you to discover new 

resources connected to a set of materials - such as the items within a particular folder - and can be 

handy for finding niche topics or interests. 
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