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MEDLARS: What it is, What it does

This set of 36 slides accompanied by a 12-minute cassette tape

recording contains general information on the computer-based

Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval System of the National

Library of Medicine.

It is intended for physicians, dentists, nurses, all other health

personnel, students, and librarians who will use the System for

retrieving biomedical information.

An audible beep signals the appropriate change to the next slide.

The unit is intended for self study, or for instructor-led group

instruction. This booklet may be used as a teacher's guide or for

additional study and review by the single viewer.

It is most beneficial to have the "Guide to MEDLARS Services" at

hand when the slide series is used.

NOTE TO USER: Sound on tape recording begins with

slide number 2, after the second audible signal.



The National Library of Medicine has operated

its computer-based bibliographic system-

MEDLARS-since 1964.

MEDLARS means Medical Literature Analysis

and Retrieval System. It combines the talent of

trained literature analysts with the rapid data

handling capabilities of high speed computers.

MEDLARS contains references from about

2,300 of the world's biomedical serials, most of

which are journals. A special committee of

medical librarians, editors, and physicians ad

vises the National Library of Medicine on the

selection of titles.

There are now over 1,250,000 references in the

MEDLARS data base. About 200,000 in some

20 languages are added each year.



The MEDLARS data base is created by indexers

who analyze and describe the contents of

journal articles by means of carefully selected

terms. These terms, called subject headings or

main headings, are contained in an authorized

list.
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Known as MeSH, for Medical Subject Headings,

this controlled vocabulary is essential for

effective use of the system, since only MeSH

terms are used to index articles for MEDLARS.

MeSH is updated and published annually.
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MeSH, the key to MEDLARS, is arranged in

two sections. In the first section, 8,000 terms

are listed alphabetically and appear in bold,

upper case type.
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The first section of MeSH also includes approxi

mately 9,000 cross references. These lead the

indexer-as well as the MEDLARS user, to the

appropriate authorized MeSH term that pro

vides entry to the system.



The second section of MeSH contains cate

gorized lists showing the rank order from broad

to narrow terms.
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All MeSH terms are structured in this manner

to aid the user in finding the most specific term

in the vocabulary describing the subject he

seeks.
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Since the specific term only is used to index

that subject, articles dealing with hepatitis, for

example, will be indexed under that term, and

not the broader, LIVER DISEASES. An article

on infectious hepatitis will be indexed under

HEPA TITIS, INFECTIOUS.
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C4 - Digestive System Diseases

HEPATITIS imerti,

Hepatitis, Animal (CI, C15) Protein-

Hepatitis, Homologous (C4, C

Serum (CI) Rectal I

Hepatitis, Infectious (CI) 1NTKSTIN

Hepatitis, Toxic (C14) PARASI'

HEPATITIS, ANIMAL (CI, CIS) DyaenH

HEPATITIS, HOMOLOGOUS INTESTO

SERUM (CI) *"»«*

HJPP*TtTl« tMrprrtnusirii Rectal I

MEDLARS also makes use of 60 terms called

subheadings which modify main headings. The

subheading "pathology," for example, attached

to a term such as HEPATITIS, INFECTIOUS,

permits explicit description of articles on the

pathology of infectious hepatitis.
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All MeSH headings assigned to a particular

journal article, together with the full biblio

graphic reference, are entered into the com

puter to create a unit record. The combined

unit records for each citation comprise the

MEDLARS data base.
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A number is assigned for sequential entry into

the data base. Each unit record contains:

authors' names; English title and/or English

translation; journal title abbreviation; volume,

page, date of publication; language abbreviation

if other than English; and the subject headings

assigned by the indexer which describe the

article. Other pertinent information, such as

country of publication, is also recorded.
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There are two types of MEDLARS products:

current, regular publications, and demand

searches, a service for individual requesters.
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Some MEDLARS publications are listed here.

They consist of bibliographic publications such
as Index Medicus, and other publications such

as Medical Subject Headings and the List of

Journals Indexed in Index Medicus, and Litera

ture Searches.
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Index Medicus is the Library's most widely
known MEDLARS publication. Approximately
18,000 articles are cited in each monthly issue,
under about 8,000 MeSH headings. Each issue

contains an author index. Cumulated Index

Medicus is published yearly.
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Various subsets of Index Medicus appear in

other publications. Abridged Index Medicus for

example, is a monthly listing of references from

100 key English-language journals in clinical

medicine.
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Another subset of Index Medicus is the

Monthly Bibliography ofMedical Reviews. This

publication contains references to those journal
articles which are well documented surveys of

recent literature. Although published separate

ly, it is also included in Index Medicus.
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A number of publications in specialized fields

of biomedicine, also derived from the

MEDLARS data base, are produced by NLM in

cooperation with professional organizations and

research institutions. They are known as Re

curring Bibliographies. A complete list is avail

able from your librarian.
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Having described briefly the MEDLARS publi

cations, let us now look at the second major

product of MEDLARS: computer-produced

demand bibliographies for individual requesters,
also known as demand searches.
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Requests for MEDLARS demand searches may

be submitted by health personnel or other

professionals who need access to the biomedical

literature.
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MEDLARS search services are available

throughout the United States at designated
locations.
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MEDLARS services are also available in other

countries.
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The guide to MEDLARS services, available at

most health science libraries, lists the addresses
of all centers providing MEDLARS services, and

the geographic regions they serve.
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MEDLARS requests should be submitted in

writing, preferably on MEDLARS search re

quest forms. Before a request is accepted for

formulation and processing, it is screened to

determine its suitability.
INDIVIDUAL

DEMAND SEARCHES
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To be accepted, a request must meet three

primary requirements. (1) The request must be

for references likely to have been published in

the biomedical journals entering MEDLARS.

(2) It must be clear and concise, and capable of

precise expression in MeSH terms. (3) The

request must be satisfied by a search of the last

three years of the file.

1 JOURNALS IN

MEDLARS DATA BASE

1 CAPABLE OE EXPRESSION

IN MeSH TERMS

3 CONTAINED IN LAST

3 YEARS OE DATA BASE
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In this example, references are wanted on

diabetes in infectious hepatitis. The request is

first divided into its component facets, in this

case, infectious hepatitis and diabetes.

•BBS?

FACETS OF

A REQUEST

DIABETB
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MeSH TERMS

for EACH FACET

DIABETES MRLITUS

0IA8ETIC COMA

ACIDOSIS. DIABETIC

ANTIDIABETICS

Next, a group of terms is selected from MeSH

for each facet of the request. Shown is a partial

list of MeSH terms that either denote or

connote in MEDLARS, the medical concepts of

infectious hepatitis and diabetes.

PBEOIABETIC STATE

30

SEARCH FORMULATION

INFECTIOUS

HEPATITIS
DIABETES

The terms in each facet are grouped together,

and the facets are then combined in a search

formulation using logical connectors. The

search formulation demands that citations be

retrieved if they were indexed with terms from

both facets. This is represented by the inter

section of the two facets.
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SEARCH

FORMULATION

MEDLARS

DATA BASE

RETRIEVED

CITATIONS
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When the index terms of a citation on file

match one of the combinations of index terms

demanded by the search formulation, that

citation is retrieved.
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All retrieved citations, grouped according to

any one of a number of possible arrangements

specified by the requester, are printed out on

continuous computer paper or 3 x 5 inch cards.

This is called a demand bibliography or a

demand search.
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On the printout, each retrieved citation con

tains the bibliographic reference, and also, all

the subject headings and subheadings assigned
to it in the indexing process. When viewed in

the context of the title, the subject headings

convey more information about the content of

the article than does the title alone.
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Demand searches of potentially broad interest

may be selected for further processing, so they
can be widely distributed. Such searches are

carefully edited and published. They are re

ferred to as Literature Searches, and are

available upon request from NLM. A complete

list appears in Index Medicus and several other

publications.
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In summary, MEDLARS is a powerful data-

handling system combining efforts of literature

analysts assisted by machines. Please feel free to

contact the National Library of Medicine, or

your regional or local medical library.
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NOTE TO USER: Please be sure to rewind the tape for the

next user when you are finished.
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