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Background 
The information specialists at HTA-centrum Region 
Västra Götaland have traditionally used backward 
citation searching by manual screening of reference 
lists. In this pilot study we wanted to explore the 
possibiblities of adding forward citation and co-citation 
searching to our standard method of bibliographic 
database searching and manual backward citation.

Method
We did a retrospective analysis of three HTA-projects. From 
each project we selected two seed articles. We searched for 
citations in Web of Science, Scopus and Google Scholar 
CoCites. We did backward citation searching (i.e. reference 
lists), forward citation searching (i.e. cited by) and co-citation 
searching (i.e. searching for articles that share at least three 
references with the seed article). We de-duplicated the 
retrieved references to get the unique references not found in 
the original searches. Only abstracts and fulltext articles 
fulfilling PICO and eligibility criteria for each project were 
considered relevant.

Results / conclusion
We screened a total of 2083 abstracts from the three HTA-
projects. It was necessary to read 21 articles in fulltext to 
decide the potential relevance. One article was relevant 
enough for potential inclusion in the HTA-project. The article 
was found using the related documents function (co-citation) 
in Scopus. However, this article was published one month 
before the original search was performed, and it is uncertain 
whether the article would have been retrieved in Scopus at 
the time for citation searching.

Discussion
Since this was only a small case study, it is impossible to draw 
any conclusions. Here are our main reflections:
• The procedure of forward and co-citation searching was 

time consuming and, in this study, not worth the effort. 
• We will, however, likely start using backward citation 

searching in Web of Science instead of manual scanning of 
reference lists.

• This type of citation searching demands access to some kind 
of database or tool. For this project we were able to use 
Web of Science, Scopus and Google Scholar CoCites. 
Databases requiring a subscription are not available for all 
institutions, neither are web-based tools requiring a plug-in.

• Google Scholar CoCites provided several faulty indexed 
references, making de-duplication and screening more 
complicated.


