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Building a good search 
strategy

• Simplifies your clinical question

• Gives your search direction
– “Garbage in, garbage out” principle of databases

• Helps you identify key concepts & phrases
– Consider alternative terms/synonyms for the concepts represented in 

your search
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Tips for keyword searches

• Brainstorm related words and synonyms used to describe your 
concepts
– Sometimes half the battle is finding the “right” words!

– Use what you have already found to find more terms (“keyword mining”)

• Keep an open mind.  Ask yourself:
– Can a related or more general-themed article help answer your question?

– If you can’t find research within the last 5-10 years, could an older article 
help?

– If no pediatric studies – would research on adults be helpful at all?

• Familiarize yourself with Boolean operators (AND/OR/NOT)
– Today we’re just focusing on keyword searches. Familiarizing yourself with 

databases’ controlled vocabularies can take your search the next level.



Boolean operators: AND/OR/NOT

AND retrieves results 
with BOTH terms.  

ALL search terms must 
be present in the results

Vaccines AND Whooping Cough

OR retrieves results with 
ANY/EITHER term. 

TIP: OR is helpful when 
searching with synonyms

Whooping cough OR Pertussis

NOT retrieves just 
ONE term.

Helpful when you need to 
exclude items. 

(Whooping cough OR Pertussis)
NOT

Vaccines

Broaden or narrow your search by stating a 
relationship between your search terms

“OR is MORE”
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Keyword Synonyms & Other Possibilities
Acronyms and full spelling CLABSI OR central line-associated bloodstream 

infection OR catheter related infections

PICC line OR peripherally inserted central 
catheter OR peripheral catherization

Medical jargon vs. layman’s 
terms

Pertussis OR Whooping cough
Hypertension OR High blood pressure
Varicella OR Chickenpox

Drug Names (generic vs. trade) Sudafed OR Pseudoephedrine
Aleve OR Naproxen

U.S. vs U.K. spelling Pediatric OR Paediatric
Behavior OR Behaviour
Immunization OR Immunisation

General synonyms Teaching materials = Educational materials, 
teaching tool, teaching aid, information sheet, 
pamphlet, leaflet, video, etc.



Example: Synonyms for 
“Bullying in the workplace”
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Keywords Controlled 
vocabulary 
(Pubmed)

Controlled vocabulary  
(CINAHL)

• Bullying
• Harassment
• Incivility
• Lateral violence
• Horizontal violence
• Aggression
• Verbal abuse
• Hostility
• Toxic
• Nurse, peer, coworker, staff, 

employee
• Prevention
• Intervention
• Work, workplace, hospital, 

unit, etc.

• Bullying
• Nurses
• Nursing Staff, Hospital
• Personnel, Hospital
• Employee Grievances
• Employee Discipline
• Occupational Health
• Work 

Environment/psychology*

• Bullying
• Interpersonal relations
• Verbal Abuse
• Registered Nurses – Psychosocial 

factors*
• Nursing Staff, Hospital
• Work
• Work Environment

* Denotes a subheading



More use cases for OR…
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Initial search: Crash cart
Other options: 
• Crash trolley
• Cardiac arrest cart
• Code cart
• Emergency trolley
• Resuscitation cart/trolley
• Resuscitation AND cart
• Resuscitation equipment?

Total search results 
Crash cart = 57 results
Synonyms w/ OR = 254



Search Example:
• In young children (P), do distraction techniques (I/C) during 

immunization administration using toys result in lower pain scores 
(O) when compared to no intervention?
– Comparison: Toys versus no intervention
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Concept #1

AND

Concept #2

AND

Concept #3, etc.

Distraction* vaccine Anxiety/Anxious

OR OR OR

Distraction technique vaccination Distress

OR OR OR

Distraction method immunization Fear

OR

OR OR

injection Discomfort

Diversion* OR

OR

Diversion technique
needle

OR
OR 

Diversion therapy
shot?

OR
OR

Type of distraction (toy, app, 
iPad, music, etc.)

Vaccines[mesh]

OR

Immunization[mesh]

OR
OR

Psychological interventions?
Injections[mesh]

OR

Play and Playthings[mesh] OR

Needles[mesh]

Other ideas to try?:
• Pain
• Pain 

management/reduction
• Procedural pain
• Infant, toddler, child?
• Preneedle?
• Relaxation/Calming

Total search results 
= 111



Use the Advanced Search Builder
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To “AND” two search strings, 
click Add.  Clicking the search 

# will let you choose 
AND/OR/NOT

By adding keyword synonyms we increased our # 
of results from 4 to 441.  That’s a lot to go 
through.  
Adding “pain score” (with AND) brings the # to a 
more manageable 25 results.
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When MeSH terms have 
been assigned, they will 
be listed at the bottom 
of the record



Important: 
NOT EVERYTHING IS IN 
PUBMED!!!

• Pubmed does not index all Nursing journals
– If you limit your search to Pubmed only, you may potentially miss 

search results from nursing publications only

• Search multiple databases to guarantee a more 
comprehensive search
– Highlight recommended: Search Pubmed AND CINAHL

– Other options: 

• For psych/child development topics: PsycINFO

• For validated tools and instruments: HAPI (Health and Psychosocial 
Instruments)

• For quick reference: Clinical Key for Nursing, Dynamed Plus
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Questions?

Andrea Fawcett, MLIS
Reference Librarian
Health Sciences Library
312-227-4707
afawcett@luriechildrens.org
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