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Working with citation data from literature searches 
for systematic reviews can be problematic. The 
quantity of citations can be quite large. Export 
functions to the various citation managers (e.g., 
RefWorks, Zotero, Mendeley, EndNote) are not 
always sufficient to the task [1], While some citation 
management software such as EndNote 6 offers an 
export to tab-delimited format [2], this is not always 
a routine process. Any data mismatch or 
nonstandard formatting in the input can throw off 
the export. Export options will differ for each 
reference manager, and not all supported users will 
have the same versions.

A number of solutions are available. For example, 
Evidence Partners offers their DistillerSR and 
DistillerSER line of products that support systematic 
reviews [3], On the academic side, the University of 
Texas has a LibGuide with a set of preconfigured 
Excel workbooks for working with these citations [4]. 
While these tools are quite robust, they require an 
investment in funds or time to learn and then to 
customize reference managers to produce the 
appropriate output. Depending on the environment, 
there may not be funds or development resources 
available to take advantage of these options.

Is there a method to reliably convert citation data 
that does not rely on a specific version of a citation 
manager and does not need any third-party software 
or scripting that requires additional training or tools?

CONVERT CITATION DATA TO A 
SPREADSHEET

This brief overview outlines a method to convert 
citation data to a form that is easily manipulated. 
This method relies only on a standard output and 
functions that are in any spreadsheet application,

thus it is easily done by any librarian, researcher, or 
administrative staff.

The key to this method is to transfer citation data 
from the citation manager as a defined citation format 
(e.g., Modem Language Association [MLA] style), 
rather than a defined file format (e.g., RIS or BibTex), 
and to use that definition to create the spreadsheet 
file. Using a test file of 770 citations, this method took 
less than 5 minutes to convert data from EndNote to 
a workable Excel file.

To convert data from the citation manager to a 
spreadsheet file, you need delimiters to separate 
textual elements. In the MLA style for a journal 
citation, this delimiter can be found in the separation 
between the author/title and title/source, as quotes 
["]:

Author(s). "Title of Article.” Title of Periodical Day Month 
Year: pages. Medium of publication.

Note that depending on the source file format, the 
text may have “smart” quotes (i.e., opening and 
dosing quotes instead of straight quotes). These will 
have to be replaced for Excel to delimit properly [5].

To import a dataset into a spreadsheet, export it 
from the citation manager to a bibliography file in 
MLA style. Open that file in Excel, and choose 
“delimited text” and the quotation character as the 
delimiter. Figures 1 and 2 show these two steps. An 
example of citations in Zotero shown in Figure 3 
would appear in Excel as shown in Figure 4.

The spreadsheet can then be set up to include the 
coding scheme appropriate to the review process 
(i.e., standards such as PRISMA or MECIR). For 
example, flags for records excluded, and reasons or 
rankings for strength of evidence can be added as 
spreadsheet columns.
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Figure 1
Text Import Wizard, step 1

Figure 2
Text Import Wizard, step 2

J Med Lib Assoc 104(1) January 2016 73



Brennan

mil n i l l ' I a l M ^ i —  ’ _*I‘ &'->}>

23-valent pneumoccxcal polysaccharide vaccine (PPV23) fox the prevention of invasive pneumococcal diseases (IPOs) in the elderly: is it really... Cadcddu ct al 
A 43-year systematic renew and meta-analysis: case-fatality and risk of death among adults with tuberculous meningitis in Africa Woldeamanuel and Girma
A comparative study of violence risk assessment tools: a systematic review and metaregression analysis of 68 studies involving 25,930 participa... Singh et al.
A critical review of advance directives in Germany: attitudes, use and healthcare professionals' compliance Evans et al.
A knowledge-based taxonomy of critical factors for adapting electronic health record systems by physicians: a systematic literature review Castillo et al.
A new machine for continuous renal replacement therapy: from development to clinical testing Ricci ct al.
A PRiSMA assessment of the reporting quality o( systematic reviews in orthodontics Fleming et al.
A PRISMA-driven systematic review of predictive equations for assessing fat end fat-free mass In healthy children and adolescents using multic- Silva et al

rr Ouplicate Herns 
Unfiled Items 

9  Trash

Create CKation/Bibiiography

Modem Humanities Research Associalio 
Modern Language Association 7th editio

Output Mode:
0  Citations

Output Method: 
o Save as RTF 

©  Save as HTML 

Copy to Clipboard 

©  Print

iw of clinical competence assessment in 
iw of demineralized bone matnces for spinal fusion: the evidence for efficacy

Yanhua and Watson 
Aghdasi et al.

MacDonald et aL

13rd edition (note with bibli...
lobb et el. 
Tannvik et al. 
Strong et al.

SiopisetaL

- -  l 7 j .^j-.-dlga outbreaks: infection control interventions found effective 
a. ■ wi | causal mechanisms that enhance the mental health of Indigenous Circumpolar youth

lerventions for smokers aged 50 and older 
i anterior cruciate ligament reconstruction rehabilitation 
first aid provided by laypeople to trauma victims
v of evidence for the effectiveness of the 'Fast ForWoed' language intervention program 
g the evidence for non-genetic risk factors and putative antecedents of 
alysrs of endoscopic balloon dilation of pediatric subglottic stenosis 

■ alysrs of interventions for weight management using tot messaging
. atysis of Macroplastique for treating female stress urinary incontinence Ghoniem and Mi
. alysrs of randomized controlled trials of urulatecal versus bilateral kyphoplasty for osteoporotic vertebral com-. Yang et al. 

alysis of the influence of peritoneal dialysis catheter type on complication rate and catheter survival Hagen et al.
alysis of the performance of two point of care typhoid fever tests. Tubex TF and Typhidot, in endemic countries Thriemer et al. 
healthy lifestyle interventions incorporating goal setting strategies for preventing excess gestational weight g... Brown et al. 

nd Facilitators to Mammography in Hispanic Women Jerome-D Emiha
i early presentation and diagnosis with breast cancer among black women )onesetal.
* b for atypical haemolytic uraemic syndrome (aHUS) Rathbone et al.
> lylation of pl6 gtne m esophageal cancer Xuctal.
> ins to increase breast and cervical cancer screening uptake among Asian women lu  et al

nt therapy for chronically infected wounds and ulcers Sun et al
analysis in animal studies on orthodontic mini-implants Gritsch et al.

_Jl table, absorbable, and steroid-impregnated spacers following endoscopic sinus surgery Zhao et al
" A systematic review of protocols for the three-dimensional morphologic assessment of abdominal aortic aneurysms using computed tomogra... Ghatwaiy et al

a ,,  y rffflg ftp g O T ffl 1 n T " "  i " "  “ " T  ‘ " " “ " ’T  ■'

I- I ;. c—« J

Figure 3

Citations in Zotero

Additional separation of data is also possible. 
Citations from PubMed have parentheses around the 
year data. You can use these as delimiters to separate 
out year data into a separate column. This will make 
it easy to analyze the average age of the citations or 
to group them into historical clusters.

This export method is not completely foolproof. If 
citations have additional quotes embedded in the 
title, they will have to be manually adjusted. 
However, these are a small minority in any output 
set and can be found by sorting on the journal 
citation data column. Any that were not imported 
cleanly will be immediately visible.

Based on feedback the author has received about 
this method, additional data are preferred in the

output, particularly the PubMed ID (PMID). Direct 
output from PubMed will already have the PMID 
appended to the end of the citation, from which a 
uniform resource locator (URL) can be created to 
allow for one-click access to the abstract (e.g., 
=HYPERLINK("www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/ 
"&B1)). For citations already in a reference manager, 
this can be accomplished by adjusting the output 
style of the bibliograpy. Michigan State University 
has outlined this process in Zotero [6], and other 
reference managers should have similar capabilities.

While the process outlined here is not as robust as 
some other available solutions, it is sufficient for 
many tasks and well within the reach of any 
enviroment.

A B C D E F G

1 A ghdasi. B. e t al. A  R ev ie w  o f  D em ine ra lize d  Bone M atrices fo r  S p ina l Fusion: T he Evidence fo r  Efficacy. S urgeon 11.1 (2013): 39-48. W eb.

2 C adeddu, C. e t  al. 23-V a le n t Pneum ococca l P o lysaccharide Vaccine (PPV23) fo r  th e  P re v e n tio n  o f  Invas ive Pneun J P rev M e d  Hyg 53.2 (2012): 101-3. P r in t.

3 C as tillo , V. H., A . 1. M artfnez-Ga A  K n ow ledge-B ased T axo no m y o f  C ritica l Factors fo r  A d o p tin g  E le c tro n ic  H ea lth  Record Systen BMC M e d  in fo rm  Decis M ak 10 (2010): 60. W eb .

4 Evans, N. e t  al. A  C ritica l R ev ie w  o f  Advance D ire c tives  In G erm any: A t titu d e s , Use an d  H ea lthca re P ro fess ion ! P a tie n t Educ Couns 87.3 (2012): 277-88. W eb.

5 F lem ing , P .S. e ta l. A  PRISMA Assessm ent o f  th e  R e p o rtin g  Q u a lity  o f  System atic  R ev iew s in  O rth o d o n tics . A n g le  O rth o d  83.1 (2013): 158-63. W eb.

6 Lee, M . 8 ., an d  J. 0 . G relg. A  R ev ie w  o f  N oso com ia l Sa lm o ne lla  O u tbreaks: In fe c t io n  C on tro l In te rv e n tio n s  Found E ffec tlv  P u b lic  H e a lth  127.3 (2013): 199-206. W eb.

7 M acD onald , J. P. e t al. A  R ev ie w  o f  P ro te c tiv e  Factors an d  Causal M ech an ism s T h a t Enhance th e  M e n ta l H ea lth  o f  In d i In t J C ircu m p o la r H ea lth  72 (2013): 21775. W eb .

8 R icci, Z. e t  al. A  N ew  M ach in e fo r  C on tinu ou s  Renal R ep lace m e n t T he ra py: F rom  D e v e lo p m e n t to  C lin ica l Te E xp ert Rev M ed  Devices 2.1 (2005): 47 -55 . W eb.

9 S ilva , A . M ., D. A. F ie lds , an d  L I A  PRISMA-Drlven S ystem atic  R ev iew  o f  P re d ic tive  E qua tions fo r  Assessing Fat an d  F at-F ree Ms J O bes 2013 (2013): 148696. W eb .

10 Singh, J. P., M . G rann, an dS . Fa; A  C om pa ra tive  S tud y o f  V io le n c e  Risk Assessm ent Too ls: A  S ystem atic  R ev ie w  an d  M eta re gre s C lin  Psychol Rev 31.3 (2011): 499-513. W eb.

11 W o lde am an ue l, Y. W „  and B. Gi A  43-Year S ystem atic  R ev iew  an d  M eta -A na lys is : C ase-Fa ta lity and Risk o f  D ea th am o ng  A d u lts  J N eu ro l 261.5 (2014): 851-65. W eb.

12 Yanhua, C., an d  R. W atson. A  R ev iew  o f  C lin ica l C om pe te nce  Assessm ent in  N urs ing . N urse  Educ Today 31.8 (2011): 832-6 . W eb .

Figure 4

Citations transferred to Excel
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