
Using Google to search for articles in the Health Sciences 

 

You may have had a professor who said, “Don’t use Google to do your research.”  Or you may have 
heard, “Only use the library databases.”  Well, I’m going to let you in on a little secret.  Google can 
actually be a great tool for searching for articles in the Health Sciences.  Google is a very powerful search 
engine, and you can use it to find lots of good material.  The problem is it’s a double edged sword.  
Along with the good stuff, you can also get a lot of junk in the form of bogus websites, advertisements, 
mindless blogs, and so on.  So this tutorial is designed to show you a few tips on how to use Google to 
find credible sources of information. 

First, if you’re looking for peer-reviewed articles, I’d recommend switching from Google to Google 
Scholar.  If you’re not familiar with it, Google Scholar is a module of Google that searches the scholarly 
literature and locates articles, theses, books, abstracts, court opinions, and patents, thus eliminating the 
junk you’d get searching in regular Google. 

To get to Google Scholar, simply enter the url scholar.google.com.  You’ll see the landing page is similar 
to regular Google, but the results will be different.  Let’s try the search high blood pressure diet exercise 
vitamin c. 

There is a date filter on the left side of the results page.  Sometimes you are asked to only use articles 
from the last 5 years, or some similar date restriction.  Using one of these filters is a quick way to narrow 
your results list.  The results are sorted by relevance.  You can change that to sort them by date here.  
You can also eliminate patents and citations from this list by unchecking these boxes. 

Another nice feature is the automated citation generator.  Clicking on the quotation mark gives you the 
article citation in various citation styles.  A word of warning about this, and all automated citation 
generators.  They are nice, and convenient, but not perfect.  Always, always, check the official style 
manual for whatever citation style you are using.  Don’t simply copy and paste the citation without 
checking it. 

Most students know that a good way to find more relevant articles on a topic is to use references.  In 
other words, if you find a good article that works well for your paper, go to the end of that article and 
look at the references.  You may find some good resources there that you can use.  Google Scholar also 
gives you a list of articles that cited the one that you are looking at in your results list.  So in essence, 
using the references is going backwards in time from when the article was published, looking at the 
sources that the authors used.  Using the Cited by articles is going forward in time from when the article 
was published, looking at articles that cited the one in your Google search results. 

Google Scholar also lists “Related articles.”  Google’s search algorithms are proprietary, and I’m not sure 
how they determine which are related articles, but this could also be a good way to find similar articles. 

One thing I recommend that you do is to choose Randall Library as a library link in Google Scholar.  
Remember before I said that some instructors want you to use the resources in the library databases.  
Well, Google Scholar can actually index articles that are contained within the library databases.  Think of 
it this way, Google, Google Scholar, and the library’s database can all point to scholarly articles.  Many of 
those articles are copyrighted and located behind paywalls.  Some of those are articles are part of 



Randall Library’s subscription packages, and thus accessible to you if you open another tab on your 
browser and go through the library’s website and databases. 

However, there is a way to use Google Scholar to search for articles and then connect directly to the 
library’s databases to access the full text of the articles.  So this will save you a couple of steps in the 
long run.  First, look for the three horizontal lines on the Google Scholar page.  Click there, and then click 
on the settings link, the one with the gear cog.  Now click on Library Links.  Type UNCW in the text box 
and hit the search button.  University of North Carolina Wilmington, Get it from UNCW will appear with 
a check box in front of it.  Put a check in the box and hit Save.  What I have just done is identified myself 
to Google Scholar as a UNCW faculty, staff, or student.  Thus, if a journal is part of Randall Library’s 
subscription packages, I will now get a direct link to the full text of the article, or a direct link to the 
database from Google Scholar where it says, “Get it from UNCW.” 

Here are a couple other tips for searching in Google or Google Scholar.  Google will search for adjacent 
words as a phrase first, but then it will search for those words separately, thus giving you more results 
than you might want.  To force Google to search for adjacent words as only a phrase, put quotation 
marks around those words.  Watch what happens to the number of results when I put quotation marks 
around blood pressure.  Now look at the number of results when I do the same thing with vitamin c. 

Let’s say the results I’m getting are too broad and I want to tighten up the search.  I can specify that 
certain words or phrases appear in the title of the article in my results list.  You do that by typing intitle 
colon with no spaces in front of the word or phrase you want in the title.  For example, look what 
happens to the number of results if I put intitle colon in front of the word diet.  Now I’ll do the same 
thing with the phrase, “blood pressure.”  Since the phrase is enclosed in quotation marks, I don’t have to 
type intitle colon in front of each word: blood and pressure, just in front of the first quotation mark of 
the phrase. 

I said at the beginning of this tutorial that you could use Google to search for articles in the Health 
Sciences, and I’ve been showing you Google Scholar.  Let’s switch over to regular Google and I’ll show 
you some tips for finding credible articles using Google. 

First, the tips I’ve just discussed such as quotation marks and intitle colon apply in Google, just as they 
do in Google Scholar.  Another tip for finding credible sources in Google is to specify a site.  For example, 
I could repeat the search I did in Google scholar, but specify that I want to limit my results to the site for 
the United States Department of Health and Human Services.  I simply add site colon HHS.gov.  Or, I 
could do the same thing but specify the United States Centers for Disease Control instead.  In that case, I 
would add site colon CDC.gov.  If I simply add site colon gov, specifying any government sites, I notice 
that my first few results are from nlm.nih.gov.  While the results from the HHS and CDC might be 
credible, they might not be peer-reviewed articles.  However, nlm.nih.gov is the url extension for 
PubMed, the database for the National Library of Medicine, which indexes millions of peer-reviewed 
articles.  Thus, a great tip is to use Google as a way to search PubMed.  You just put in your search terms 
and then add site colon nlm.nih.gov.  Now, here’s a special bonus tip.  I mentioned earlier that many 
peer-reviewed articles are located behind paywalls, and in order to get the full text you have to go 
through a provider that has a subscription, such as Randall Library.  Well, there is a growing number of 
articles categorized as Open Access.  That is, they are freely available to anyone, and not locked behind a 
paywall.  PubMed indexes Open Access articles in the section of PubMed called PubMed Central.  So, if 
you graduate and no longer have access to articles through a subscription service such as Randall 



Library’s databases, you can focus your search on Open Access articles in PubMed Central by adding site 
colon nlm dot nih dot gov, forward slash PMC. 

And one final tip for searching in Google.  You can use the site feature to search in specialized places 
such as military websites.  Let’s say, for example, you want information on PTSD, but you’d like to get 
the perspective of military publications.  You could search in Google for PTSD site colon mil.  Or, if you’d 
like to get an international perspective, you could search using a top level domain country code.  If you 
wanted to search French websites, you would simply follow your search terms with site colon fr.  I hope 
these tips have helped you to see how you can use Google to search more efficiently for credible 
resources. 


