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Introduction  
This article takes you through the practical aspects of searching major bibliographic databases such 
as MEDLINE and CINAHL.  These databases use a suite of tools and techniques to enable you to 
search them efficiently and effectively.  While the specific details may differ from one search 
interface to another, the effects are the same.  Using the information here will help you to plan and 
execute your searches and respond appropriately to your search results.   
 

Search planning  
Search planning is often ignored in favour of going directly to your search.  However, a search plan 
helps you to think through some key questions before you start searching that will save you time 
later.  A good search plan should include:  
 

• Your research question written out in full  
• The key concepts in your search  
• The keywords (synonyms and near terms) that describe those concepts  
• The search commands you will use  
• The databases you want to search  
• The limits on your search such as date ranges  
• Contingency plans for how to respond if you get too many or too few results  
 

Most university and healthcare libraries will have a search planner on their website that you can use 
to build your own plan.   
 

Boolean AND OR NOT  
This is a simple form of logic that drives search in all bibliographic databases.  The use of Boolean 
logic is built into the database interfaces in a way that makes it easy for you to use.   
 

The general principle is that you use Boolean OR to group keywords, synonyms and near terms 
together.  Take for example the keywords that describe the concept of “paramedic”.  They might 
look something like this using Boolean OR 
 

paramedic OR ambulance OR emergency medical technician OR emergency nurse   
 

You use Boolean AND to join your concepts together so that you find material that contains all the 
concepts you search for.  Take for example a search to find research on paramedic decision making 
in the non-conveyance of patients.   A simplified version of the search might look something like this 
 

paramedic AND decision making AND non-conveyance  
 

You use Boolean NOT to exclude terms from your search.  NOT is used with care because the effects 
of excluding terms are unpredictable.  An example could be  
 

cardiac arrest NOT traumatic 
 

Truncation and wildcards  
Truncation and wildcards are used to manage plurals, multiple word endings and variant spellings.  
They enable you to substitute a character, usually a * or star character, for an unknown character or 
multiple characters.  These examples illustrate how they might be used:   
 

• to find paramedic or paramedics use the keyword paramedic*  
 



 

 

• to find multiple word endings truncate the stem of the word at the point where the 
endings change.  For example defibrillat* finds defibrillation, defibrillator and 
defibrillators  

 

• to allow for the change of spellings within words use a wildcard character within a 
word, organi?ation finds organisation and organization  

 

It's important to note that while all databases allow for truncation and wildcards, they may use 
different characters and implement them differently.  When planning your search check the 
database help pages to make sure that you are using the right characters and that they have the 
effect you want. 
 

In-Field searching  
Each database record is made up of separate fields. Examples of fields would include Author, Title, 
and Abstract.  In-Field searching means searching for keywords within a specific field, for example in 
the Title or Abstract.  Typically, you will be offered a pick from list option to choose the fields you 
want to search.  You might also specify fields you want to search as a command if you know the field 
codes.  For example, searching in the title field might be achieved with a command like this 
 

TI (decision mak*)  
 

Title and abstract are frequently used fields. However, most databases will offer a number of fields 
to search that can help you create a strategy that will focus your search and reduce the number of 
articles found.  Different databases use different field codes so checking the help pages is advised.  
 

Proximity operators  
Proximity operators specify the number of words allowed between the keywords you want to find in 
your search.  Broadly, if you search for keywords within 5 words of each other those words are likely 
to be in the same sentence and within 10 words in the same paragraph.  Keywords that are in close 
proximity will have a more specific meaning than those in loose proximity to each other.   
Proximity indicators are of two types, those that find words in any order and those that find your 
keywords in the order that you specify.  These examples that will work with EBSCO (MEDLINE or 
CINAHL) illustrate how this might work. The N command stands for Near which means find words in 
any order.  The number is the number of words allowed between the words you want to find. 
    

alternative* N3 emergency department  
 

This will find the phrases “alternatives to direct emergency department conveyance” and 
“Emergency Department Services in Alternative Care”.    
 

In this example the W command stands for With which means find word in the order that I specify. 
Again, the number represents the number of words between the words you want to find.   
 

see W2 treat  
 

This will find the phrases “see and treat”, “see test and treat” and “see it and treat it”  
 

Limits  
Limits or Limiters are values you can apply to your search to reduce the number of results and refine 
your search.  Limits include the year of publication, for example limiting your search to a specific 
date range i.e. 2010-2021.  Limits also allow you to select the gender and age of the sample included 
in studies, the type of studies and the language.  Databases such as MEDLINE and CINAHL have 



 

 

additional sets of limits that are appropriate to the subjects they cover.  Limits are usually selected 
using checkboxes, pull down menus and pick from list menus on the main search page.  
 

Subject thesauri   
A subject thesaurus is a collection of predefined terms that describe a discipline such as medicine.  
These terms are applied by expert human indexers with the aim of describing the contents of any 
journal article, or other publication such as a conference paper.  The thesaurus ensures uniformity 
and consistency of indexing.  If you know a thesaural term that describes the topic you want to find, 
searching for that term in the thesaural or subject field (see also In-Field searching above) finds all 
the indexed articles in the database on that topic.  The thesaurus most often used in medicine is the 
Medical Subject Headings or MeSH.  MeSH is used in MEDLINE and is the basis for the CINAHL 
Subject Headings.   
 
You can use the thesaurus in two ways.  You can look up or research likely thesaural terms and 
include them in your search plan.  A facility to search the thesaurus and add in thesaural terms is a 
feature of major database interfaces such as EBSCO and OVID.  You can also search for MeSH terms 
using the MeSH web browser [ https://meshb.nlm.nih.gov ].  If you are unsure of the terms to 
choose you can request that your keywords are automatically matched to relevant subject terms in a 
process called mapping.  This feature is also available in EBSCO and OVID.   
 

Putting it all together  
Reflecting on search planning you can choose the tools and techniques you want to use in your 
search. It is important to work out how to apply them correctly using the database help pages or 
guides on the web.  Your local NHS healthcare library can also provide help and training. You can also 
think ahead about how they might be used to modify your search and either narrow (find fewer 
results) it or broaden (find more results) depending on what your find.  The summary table here 
explains how you might modify your approach to achieve the desired effect.    
 

Narrow your search. Actions for too many 
search results.   

Broaden your search.  Actions for too few 
search results.  

Use fewer keywords Add in more keywords 

Using too many keywords can distort your 
search.  List your keywords in order of 
importance and eliminate the least important.    

Using too few keywords may mean that you 
are missing journal articles.  Adding in more 
keywords will increase the number of journal 
articles you find.   

Add in another concept  Take out your least favoured concept 

For example, if prehospital AND fall* finds too 
many results you could AND in an additional 
concept, such as older people, to further limit 
your search results.   

Take out your least favoured concept.  List 
your concepts in order of importance to your 
search and eliminate the least important.   

Use Proximity commands Eliminate or relax Proximity commands 

Consider using the Proximity command to 
limit the space between words e.g. tele* N2 
triage*  

If you are using Proximity commands relax or 
eliminate them e.g.use tele* AND triage* 
instead of tele* N2 triage* 

Review truncation and wildcards Use truncation and wildcards  

Review your use of truncation to ensure you 
find appropriate spelling variants.  

Use truncation and wildcards to find variant 
spellings of your keywords.   

Use the Thesaurus   Search for your terms free text  

Look for terms in the thesaurus that match 
your keywords.  

   

Search for your terms free text. If you are 
using terms from the thesaurus consider 
searching for them in any field or the Title and 

https://meshb.nlm.nih.gov/


 

 

Abstract field.  

   
Search In-Field  Search in all fields  

Search for words in a specific  field, e.g. Title  

   

Search for words in more fields or any field.  

   

Apply limits to your search  Eliminate or relax limits  

Manage your search results by applying limits, 
e.g.  A date range.  

Eliminating or relaxing limits e.g. remove or 
extend the date range.  

   

 
Summary 
You can practice and master these skills easily using free to access databases.  The skills outlined 

here are transferable to any number of databases and will repay the investment in time to master to 

help you find the best and most up to date evidence for study, research and CPD.  

NHS access to healthcare library services (including bibliographic 

databases): 

• NHS in England, NHS Evidence [ https://www.evidence.nhs.uk ] 

• NHS in Wales, eLibrary for Health [ https://elh.nhs.wales ]  

• NHS in Scotland, The Knowledge Network [ http://www.knowledge.scot.nhs.uk ]. 

• NHS in Northern Ireland, The Healthcare Library of Northern Ireland [ 
https://healthcarelibrary.qub.ac.uk ]   

• NHS ambulance staff in England (excluding LAS and SWAFT) have access to LKS ASE 
resources [ https://ambulance.libguides.com ].  

 
Find your local healthcare library using the Health Library and Information Services 
Directory [ https://www.hlisd.org ].  All these services require an NHS OpenAthens account.  
See websites on how to register. 
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Key points: 
• This article explains how to write an effective search plan. 

• Describes the general principles behind the tools and techniques that underpin searching. 

• Helps you understand the effect of using different tools and techniques. 

• Explains how to respond to search results when you find too many or too few results. 

Reflective question: 
• Consider a past or future project.  How could you improve your search for evidence? 
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