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Objectives
 Be able to define what a database is

 Be able to describe the strategies for 

developing an effective search
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What is a database?
 Formally, a "database" refers to a set of related data and the way 

it is organized. Access to this data is usually provided by a 

"database management system" (DBMS) consisting of an 

integrated set of computer software that allows users to interact 

with one or more databases and provides access to all of the data 

contained in the database (although restrictions may exist that 

limit access to particular data). The DBMS provides various 

functions that allow entry, storage and retrieval of large quantities 

of information as well as provides ways to manage how that 

information is organized.

Because of the close relationship between them, the term 

"database" is often used casually to refer to both a database and 

the DBMS used to manipulate it.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Database#Terminology_and_overview

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Database#Terminology_and_overview
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What is a database?
 Two parts to a literature database

 Content

 Set of related data

 Interface or search engine

 Database management system
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What is a database?
 Content

 It’s the “stuff” of a database

 Individual “stuff” is found in records

 Each record contains many fields

 Fields are defined by the database producer

Common fields are author, title, abstract, subject 

headings

Most fields are searchable
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What is a database?
 Interface aka “search engine”

 Interface producer’s name often = interface name

 It defines the look of the database & the rules for searching

 An analogy would be STATA vs SPSS

 You can do the same things in both; you have to different commands 

to get it done!

 Plays a major role in the results you retrieve

 Which is the interface? Which is the database?

 Ovid…..Medline

 Ebsco…..Medline

 NLM/NCBI…..PubMed

http://utsph.idm.oclc.org/login?url=http://ovidsp.tx.ovid.com/ovidweb.cgi?T=JS&PAGE=main&D=pmfc&MODE=ovid&NEWS=N&LOGOUT=http://www.sph.uth.tmc.edu/library
http://utsph.idm.oclc.org/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?authtype=ip,uid&profile=ehost&defaultdb=cmedm
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez?otool=tmcsphlib
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What is a database?
 If you have to report on database searching, you should not 

write that you searched Ovid or that you searched Ebsco

 Each interface offers multiple content options! Include the 

database searched
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Six Strategies for Effective 

Searching
1. Create concept clusters based on the 

components of your topic 

2. Combine terms & concepts using Boolean 

operators

3. Use the appropriate vocabulary

4. Revise your search strategy

5. Search more than one database

6. Learn database search rules & peculiarities
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Strategy #1

Create concept clusters
 First and foremost 

 You have to be able to describe what you want to research and you 

have to be able to break it down into individual components!

 Consider the following:

 What class are you in?  

 Make your topic appropriate to the class you are taking.

 Who is your population?

 What types of studies do you want?

 What range of years do you want?

 Why?

 What languages do you want to include?

 What setting(s) are you interested in?



#10 of 40

Strategy #1 

Create concept clusters
 Develop a search strategy 

based on concept clusters
 Three concepts generally 

work best
 Utilize a variety of 

synonymous terms to create 
a concept

 Perform broad conceptual 
searches
 Combine concepts to narrow 

results
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Strategy #1

Create concept clusters
 Sample aim:

 Determine the effectiveness of interventions 

developed to reduce the use of tobacco products, 

specifically cigarettes, among adult African 

Americans
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Strategy #1 

Create concept clusters
 Interventions

 Interventions; health promotion; health education

 Tobacco

 Smoking; cigarettes; tobacco

 African Americans

 African Americans; Blacks; minorities
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean
 Combine terms to create concepts
 or

 OR if searching PubMed

 Combine concepts to create a single search 
statement
 and

 AND If searching PubMed

 Remove terms (use sparingly!)
 not

 NOT if search PubMed
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

Smoking or 

cigarettes 

or tobacco

African 

Americans or 

Blacks or 

minorities

AND finds 
the articles 
where all 3 
circles 
converge.  

Interventions or 

health promotion or 

health education

Terms 
related to 
each 
concept are 
combined  
using OR.  
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 Want to “google-ize” a search?

 Use parentheses to ensure the correct order of 

operations

 What does this equation equal?

 4 + 3 x 7 – 8

 What does this equation equal?

 (4 + 3) x (7 – 8)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_operations

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_operations
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 What does this equation equal?

 4 + 3 x 7 – 8 = 17

 According to the order of operations, 

multiplication and division are done before 

addition and subtraction. 

 What does this equation equal?

 (4 + 3) x (7 – 8) = -7

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_operations

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_operations


#17 of 40

Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 This search in any Ovid database:

 Interventions or health promotion or health 

education and Smoking or cigarettes or tobacco 

and African Americans or Blacks or minorities

 Will return:

 (((((Interventions or health promotion or health 

education) and Smoking) or cigarettes or 

tobacco) and African Americans) or Blacks or 

minorities)



Blacks or 

minoritie

s

Articles with ((Interventions or health promotion or 

health education) and smoking) AND African Americans 

will be returned.

Articles with (Cigarettes or tobacco) and African 

Americans will be returned.

All articles with the terms Blacks or minorities will be 

returned.

(Interventions 

or health 

promotion or 

health 

education)

OR

OR
Cigarette

s or 

tobacco

African 

Americans 

A
N

D

Smoking
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 Where do you think the parenthesis 

should go?

 Interventions or health promotion or 

health education and Smoking or 

cigarettes or tobacco and African 

Americans or Blacks or minorities
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 Where do you think the parenthesis should 

go?

 (Interventions or health promotion or health 

education) and (Smoking or cigarettes or 

tobacco) and (African Americans or Blacks or 

minorities)
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 You can “google-ize” a search but…

 Parentheses are REALLY important!

 Find it Fast search example no parentheses

 Find it Fast search example parentheses

 Ovid Medline example:

http://utsph.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.q=Interventions+or+health+promotion+or+health+education+and+Smoking+or+cigarettes+or+tobacco+and+African+Americans+or+Blacks+or+minorities#!/search?ho=t&l=en&q=Interventions%20or%20health%20promotion%20or%20health%20education%20and%20Smoking%20or%20cigarettes%20or%20tobacco%20and%20African%20Americans%20or%20Blacks%20or%20minorities
http://utsph.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.q=Interventions+or+health+promotion+or+health+education+and+Smoking+or+cigarettes+or+tobacco+and+African+Americans+or+Blacks+or+minorities!/search?ho=t&l=en&q=(Interventions%20or%20health%20promotion%20or%20health%20education)%20and%20(Smoking%20or%20cigarettes%20or%20tobacco)%20and%20(African%20Americans%20or%20Blacks%20or%20minorities)
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Strategy #2

Combine terms & concepts using Boolean

 Example concept cluster
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Strategy #3

Use the appropriate vocabulary
 Each database has its own unique 

terminology
 Also known as a “controlled vocabulary”

 Developed by the database producer

 Specific to EACH database

 Searches can look for controlled vocabulary 
terms

 Previous slide– see the terms with a “/” 
following them?

 Controlled vocabulary terms!
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Strategy #3 

Use the appropriate vocabulary
 Common controlled vocabularies

 MeSH: Medical Subject Headings

 Used by both Ovid/Ebsco Medline & PubMed

 Ex. Intervention Studies/

 Thesaurus of Psychological Index Terms

 Used by PsycINFO
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Strategy #3 

Use the appropriate vocabulary

 What does “stress” 

mean to you?
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Strategy #3 

Use the appropriate vocabulary
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Strategy #3 

Use the appropriate vocabulary
 Many databases also have special fields that 

utilize a different vocabulary or codes

 Librarians frequently use them to help refine 

searches
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Strategy #3 

Use the appropriate vocabulary

 Example from Ovid 

Medline

 MeSH + subheadings

 / eh [Ethnology]

 / th [Therapy]

 Publication type
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Strategy #3 

Use the appropriate vocabulary
 Ovid PsycINFO

 Key Concepts

 Subject Headings

 Classification 
Code

 Population Group

 Methodology
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Strategy #4

Revise your search strategy

Plan on doing several searches in the 

same database 

Use citations found in earlier 

searches to help develop and revise 

searches
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Final search

 Sort of!



#32 of 40

Strategy #4

Revise your search strategy
 Example: We didn’t add smoking cessation 

terms to the search!
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Strategy #4

Revise your search strategy
 Add the 

appropriate 

terms, then 

combine!
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Strategy #5

Search more than one db
 No one database does it all

 Not even Google or Google Scholar

 Each db has strengths & weaknesses

 Subject listing for SPH databases

 A-Z listing for SPH databases

http://libguides.sph.uth.tmc.edu/UTSPH_Databases
http://libguides.sph.uth.tmc.edu/Databases_A-Z
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Strategy #6 

Learn db search rules & peculiarities

 Adjacency (proximity) searching

 Interface function

 Terms must be within certain number of 

words from each other

 PubMed– not allowed

 Use “quotation marks” for phrases

 “breast cancer screening”[tiab] OR “screening for 

breast cancer”[tiab] 
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Strategy #6 

Learn db search rules & peculiarities

 Adjacency (proximity) searching

 Ovid (Medline, PsycINFO)

 Cancer adj3 screening 

 Ebsco (CINAHL, Acad Srch Comp) 

 Cancer n3 screening

Words in any order

 Cancer w3 screening

Words must be in the order entered

Cancer screening will be found; screening for 

cancer won’t
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Strategy #6 

Learn db search rules & peculiarities

 Search in specific fields

 Fields are defined by database producer

 How to search defined by interface

 Ovid databases
 Ovarian cancer.ti,ab,kw. and english.la.

 PubMed
 Ovarian cancer[tiab] AND English[la]

 Ebsco databases
 (TI Ovarian cancer OR AB Ovarian cancer) AND LA 

english
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Strategy #6 

Learn db search rules & peculiarities

 PubMed requires CAPITALIZED operators

 “and” vs “AND”; “or” vs “OR”; “not” vs 

“NOT”

 Find it Fast works differently if you 

capitalize operators!

 If finds more, but the items ranked first in 

relevancy are really good!

 Search for phrases using “quotation marks”

 Works in Google, too!

http://utsph.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.q=Interventions+or+health+promotion+or+health+education+and+Smoking+or+cigarettes+or+tobacco+and+African+Americans+or+Blacks+or+minorities!/search?ho=t&l=en&q=(Interventions%20OR%20health%20promotion%20OR%20health%20education)%20AND%20(Smoking%20OR%20cigarettes%20OR%20tobacco)%20AND%20(African%20Americans%20OR%20Blacks%20OR%20minorities)
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Six Strategies for Effective 

Searching
1. Create concept clusters based on the 

components of your topic 

2. Combine terms & concepts using Boolean 

operators

3. Use the appropriate vocabulary

4. Revise your search strategy

5. Search more than one database

6. Learn database search rules & peculiarities



Questions?

Ask a Librarian or 

via text: 713-965-6968 

Helena VonVille Helena.M.VonVille@uth.tmc.edu
713.500.9131

http://sph.uth.tmc.libanswers.com/
mailto:Helena.M.VonVille@uth.tmc.edu

