Basic Techniques for Electronic Research

These basic techniques can be used in almost any database.

For more help, ask at your Library
1. What:  Boolean (logical) Operators
Why:   To combine search terms
How:   Use AND, OR, NOT

AND tells the system that each term must appear in a record for it to be retrieved.

This narrows your search results

Genetic engineering AND food AND health – retrieves citations where “genetic engineering” and “food” and “health” all appear in the text of the record.  If any of these three terms is absent, the record will not be included in your results list

OR retrieves any citation where any one of the words is present – use for synonyms or related words

This expands your search results

Indian OR aboriginal OR native– retrieves citations where any one of those three words occurs in the record.  

NOT excludes any citations where that term is present (use with caution – may eliminate relevant materials!)

This narrows your search results

internet AND communities NOT pornography – retrieves all records that contain both “internet” and “communities” but excludes any that also contain the word “pornography”

2. What:  Nesting
Why:  To ensure proper order of search terms
How:  Use ( )

Using round brackets ( ) is a search statement tells the system what order to perform the search.  Think back to doing math equations in school – the brackets work the same way in a database.

Land claims AND Indian OR native – the system will likely read this from left to right.  It first will look for all articles containing both “land claims” and “Indian”.  It then retrieves all citations from that set OR any citation that contains the term “native”.  


Land claims and (indian or native) – this tells the system that “indian” and “native” both represent the same concept.  It looks for all records that contain either of these words, then finds which of these also contain the term “land claims”. 

As a basic rule – always use ( )’s to combine words linked together with OR

3. What:  Truncation/Wildcard
Why:  To avoid having to think of and type all variations of a word
How:  Use the symbol specified in database HELP file (common
symbols include *, ?, $, !)

Truncation allows you to search a root word and any variant endings of that word, including plurals

chief* - would find chief, chiefs, chiefdom, chiefdoms, etc

migrat* - would find migrate, migrates, migratory, migration  

(be careful not to truncate too far to the left  - a root like art* will return a million irrelevant records!)

Wildcard looks for variations of spelling within a word – especially useful for picking up both Cdn/UK and American spellings

Colo?r – will find both colour and color

M?cArthur – will find both MacArthur and McArthur

(some databases differentiate between the wildcard symbol representing multiple characters and the symbol standing for one character only – check HELP file to be sure)

4. What:  Thesaurus or Subject Heading List (controlled vocabulary)
Why:  provides you with the official terms used to describe topics
How:  select thesaurus search option – in some databases, this is automatic

In most databases, articles have had some subject analysis done on them before the record is created.  Indexers apply subject headings or descriptors to each item to indicate what the work is about.  These indexers must choose subject heading from a list (thesaurus) of official terms.  If you can find out what these official terms are, you can increase the focus and precision of your search significantly.  Not all databases have an online thesaurus available, but you can view the descriptor field of relevant citations and use the same terminology in a revised search.

5. What:  Create a good search statement
Why:  To retrieve all info about your topic without also retrieving irrelevant stuff
How: Use combination of Boolean operators/nesting/truncation for keyword searching, or choose the thesaurus to perform a controlled vocabulary search

Many databases will allow you to use quite sophisticated search strings – be creative and be persistent!  When you do find relevant citations, check to see what descriptors or subject headings have been assigned and recycle those into a new search.  


(immigrant* or refugee*) and canad* and (job* or employment or work)

6.
If you still aren’t happy with your search results, get help from your library staff
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