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Abstract
In an efficient search for evidence to address clinical questions, 
clinicians consult trustworthy collections of critically evaluated 
evidence when those resources exist.  The “5S” hierarchy 
organizes these resources in terms of their usability in clinical 
practice and suggests which sources to consult first.  When 
relevant evidence cannot be found in one of the more 
developed resources, the clinician’s ability to conduct an 
effective and efficient search of the health care literature to 
locate evidence is a crucial skill for evidence-based practice.  
Two features of literature database search engines are 
particularly helpful:  subject headings and clinical queries.  
Subject headings are specific terms assigned by an indexer to 
describe a topic or concept, in addition to whatever terms the 
author actually used.  This allows the searcher to retrieve all the 
literature on that topic with a single search term.  Clinical 
queries act as filters, retaining only evidence described as 
coming from the strongest designs to answer questions of a 
specific domain.  These “expert searches” are available for 
therapy, diagnosis, prognosis and harm (etiology) question 
domains in several databases and may be offered at different 
rates of selectivity.  The searcher who uses these features in 
evidence-rich databases is likely to be successful in locating 
relevant evidence when it exists. 
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 As evidence-based health care practice has 
become more widespread, there has been a 
corresponding growth in the number and variety 
of information products intended to connect 
clinicians with the evidence we need.  These 
products can be classified according to the extent 
evidence is assembled, critically appraised and 
made accessible to the intended users.  Haynes1 

suggests organizing this hierarchy of evidence in 
terms of “5S”: five words beginning with the letter 
S arranged in the form of a pyramid.  

“5S”:TheHierarchyofSourcesof
Evidence
 The most usable products (top of the 
pyramid) are expert systems.  These are typically 
computer-based products that combine 
information about specific patients (often from 
electronic medical records) with evidence-based 
recommendations for the care of those patients in 
a single display.  For example, the expert system 
may combine information from the patient’s lab 
results, health history (allergies and other health 
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