
The Search



Objectives
• Understand article indexing and how this 

effects searching
• Differentiate between subject headings vs 

keywords 
• Become aware of the steps in creating and 

executing a search strategy
• Understand Google search functions for 

statistics and government documents like 
policies



Indexing

• The process of assigning labels to an article

• Subject Headings
– MeSH, EMTREE, CINAHL subject headings 

• Disease, drugs, therapies, location, population of 
interest, anatomy…



What is a subject heading?
• Controlled vocabulary

• Most databases have their own unique set 

• Pulling information together: very powerful if used 
strategically 

• Less need to use synonyms 

• Less chance that you’ll miss an important publication 
in your area of research 



Subject headings vs keywords
• Often necessary to use both

• Keywords are handy to cover more esoteric 
concepts 

• Be careful with spelling keywords

• Use wildcard operators to cover multiple 
keywords in one search (e.g. nurs*)



Subject headings in an indexed article



Keywords in an indexed article



Search strategy 

• Well-framed question = good search strategy

• All major components are addressed

• Synonyms are searched systematically

• Triangulation of multiple sources 



Constructing a basic search strategy

What are the most evidence-based education 
techniques to increase compliance with 

handwashing?

• Education
• Handwashing
• Compliance



Constructing a basic search strategy

• Step 1: find all applicable subject headings

• Step 2: add any needed keywords 

• Step 3: combine major components

• Step 4: apply limits

















Other strategies for searching
• Reverse citation searching

• Bibliography mining 



Reverse citation searching with Google 
Scholar 

https://scholar.google.ca/


Bibliography mining 



Search strategies in Google

• AND is the default in Google

• NOT logic can be used by excluding terms with the minus (-) 
operator
– Example:  diabetes insipidus -mellitus

• OR logic can be used by typing OR in capital letters
– Example: breast cancer man OR men OR male



Search strategies in Google
• Google search operators:

– Site: searching within a particular website or domain 
– Related: searching for related websites
– “Phrase” searching for exact word order



Domain-specific searching
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