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Savvy Searching with MeSH! 
What is MeSH? 
MeSH (Medical Subject Headings) is a controlled list of subject terms used to organize PubMed articles. 
Using MeSH helps you: 

• Avoid guessing synonyms or spelling variations 
• Find articles grouped under the same subject 

Most PubMed articles include at least one MeSH term. The key is knowing how to find and use these terms. 
These terms are what PubMed wants you to use.  

Why Use MeSH? 
Keyword searches are a common way to search PubMed. They work well, but they can return too many 
results. For example, you may want articles about the GLP-1 drug semaglutide and its adverse reactions.  

If you search for semaglutide “adverse reactions” PubMed treats each word as a keyword and uses AND 
between them. The quotes tell PubMed to search for the full phrase. This search returns 53 articles, which is 
a lot to review.   

How to Search with MeSH 
Follow these steps to create a more precise search: 

1. Scroll to the bottom of the PubMed homepage. Select MeSH. 

 
 

2. Type semaglutide in the search box, and then click Search. 
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3. Review the MeSH entry that appears. 
• At the top is the term semaglutide which is a preferred descriptor, or official MeSH heading. 
• Next there are qualifiers, or subheadings, which you can attach to MeSH terms. Sometimes 

using this section can make the search too specific.  
• Entry terms are synonyms, which map to the same MeSH concept as the preferred 

descriptor.  
• The tree structure at the bottom shows where semaglutide sits in the MeSH hierarchy. In this 

case, it is the most specific term in the tree.  
4. Once you’ve selected a term, click Add to search builder 
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5. Now, go back to the MeSH search box and type adverse reactions. Here we see 19 terms that are 
similar. Click on the first entry.  

 
 

6. Review the MeSH tree structure. PubMed will automatically explode the term and include all 
narrower terms beneath it. Here, we want to know about all drug-related side effects and adverse 
reactions, not just one, so let’s Add to search builder.  
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7. Perform the search with both terms. This produces a manageable number of articles all specific to 
the MeSH terms used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further Refine Search with Left Sidebar Filters 
• Publication type 
• Article type 
• Gender 
• Age 

 


