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Search Tips for EBSCO CINAHL Plus Full-text 
 

Demo Example:  You are interested in finding information on the role of nurse 

practitioners in rural, remote or northern regions. 

 

 

 

1.  Identify concepts present in your topic and identify key words related to each. 
 

 

Concept 1 (in this case, the population of interest):  nurse practitioners 

 

Concept 2 (in this case, geographic location):  rural, remote, northern/arctic regions 

 

 

 

2.  Enter each concept into separate Find box, using the combining word OR to 

combine related concepts.  Link different concepts using AND.  
 

 

 
 

 

If you are not sure whether a subject should be phrased in the singular or plural, use the  

truncation symbol (in EBSCO it is the asterisk: * ), e.g. nurse practitioner*.  A truncation 

symbol is used when you wish to search for variations in the ending of a word, e.g. nurs* 

will retrieve: nurse, nurses, nursed, nursing, etc. 

 

Omit extraneous words, e.g. in this case, the searcher simply enters ‘rural or remote or 

northern or arctic’ instead of ‘rural regions or remote regions or northern regions or arctic 

regions’.  This is to ensure that variant terms like ‘rural areas, remote locations, northern 

territories, etc’ will be retrieved. 
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3.  Click on Search Options to refine your search.   

 

 
 

Some of the more commonly used limits include: 
 

• Limiting to Peer Review, i.e. articles published in peer-reviewed journals.   

• Limiting to Research 

• Limiting by Publication Year 

• Limiting by Language 

• Limiting to Age Group 

• Limiting to Publication Type 

• Limiting to Evidence-Based Practice, i.e. publications like systematic 

reviews/meta analyses, evidence reports and article commentaries in which critical 

appraisal of the literature takes place. 

 

After selecting appropriate limits (e.g. Publication Year, Peer Reviewed) from the 

Search Options panel, click on Search. 
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4.  Adding additional terms to your search.  
 

If you wish to add an additional term to a search you have already done, simply add these 

to the third search box.  If you have more than three separate concepts in your search, click 

on Add Row to add an additional search box. 

 

 
 

If you wish to access an earlier step in your search, click on Search History/Alerts to 

view all searches performed earlier in your session. 

 

 
 

The earlier steps of you search will be displayed, and you click on View Results or Revise 

Search as appropriate for that particular set of references.. 
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You can also combine different sets in the Search History.  You can type the Search ID # 

for the applicable sets into the Find box 

 

 
 

OR, you can select the Search ID# from the Add to Search column (as shown below) and 

after selecting the appropriate combining word from the Combine searches with menu, 

click on the Add button to add Search ID# to the Find box and then click on Search. 
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5.  Identifying CINAHL Headings to represent your search concepts 
 

CINAHL records are indexed with controlled vocabulary terms called CINAHL headings.  

CINAHL headings will assist you in performing a comprehensive search.   

 

You can identify relevant CINAHL headings by looking at the Major/Minor Subjects 

section of the complete record for any reference that looks highly relevant.  (You can 

access the complete record for a reference by clicking on the title link for the record.) 

 

 
 

 

If there are any relevant terms listed among the Major/Minor Subjects that would not 

have been retrieved with the keywords you originally used, you can incorporate these 

terms into your search.  
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Another way of identifying CINAHL headings is to enter a single term, select the Suggest 

Subject Terms, and click on Search to be provided with a list of suggested terms 

 

 
 

After clicking on Search, you will be taken to a list of suggested subject headings from 

which you can choose the most relevant terms.  Browse the list and select the most 

appropriate subject heading(s) and then click on Search Database. 
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You will notice that there is also an option at the bottom of the screen allowing you to 

Search as Keyword.  By selecting this, you will search for any references containing the 

term in the title or abstract of the article.  You can select this in addition to, or instead of, 

selecting any of the suggested subject headings. 

 

Use Search as Keyword if: 

 

• You do not get suitable suggestions of subject headings for the term you entered. 

• You are not retrieving much on your topic using the suggested subject headings. 

• You must ensure that you retrieve everything on your topic. 

 

Do not use Search as Keyword if: 

 

• You are finding enough on your topic using the suggested subject headings. 

• The keyword has multiple meanings and might result in a high retrieval of 

irrelevant items, e.g. searching aged as a keyword will retrieve articles indexed 

with the subject heading Aged (referring to those 65 and older) but will also 

retrieve any record where the word ‘aged’ is used in the title or abstract in a context 

such as the following:  ‘A study of children aged 5-10…’ Searching as keyword in 

this case should be avoided if you only want to retrieve items that pertain to those 

65 and older. 

 

When the search is complete, you can add additional terms either by entering them in the 

additional search boxes. 
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6.  More features available using Suggest Subject Terms 
 

 
 

In the screen above, you will notice that there are two columns that appear to the right of 

each term listed.  (In this case, these are the terms suggested when you enter browse for 

‘nurse practitioners’.)  One column is labeled Explode and the other Major Concept.  

You will also notice that there is a link labeled Scope directly to the right of most 

headings. 

 

 

In the Explode column, a selection box appears for some terms, but not for all.  It will 

appear only for those terms where the term listed -- in this case ‘Nurse Practitioners’-- has 

narrower terms associated with it.  By selecting Explode, you will automatically be 

searching ‘Nurse Practitioners’ as well as the narrower terms associated with it.  (More 

about narrower terms below.) 

 

 

A selection box appears for all terms in the Major Concept column.  By selecting Major 

Concept, you will be limiting your search of the selected term to those articles where the 

topic is a primary focus of discussion and eliminate any references where the topic is 

discussed but only in a secondary manner.  It is best not to limit a search to Major 

Concept unless you know there will be a lot of information on your topic.  Sometimes you 

will not know how much information there is on your topic until after you do an initial 

search. 

 

 

By clicking on the Scope link, you can view a brief definition of the term.  This is useful to 

clarify whether a term is appropriate if you aren’t entirely familiar with it. 

 

 

By clicking on the heading link, you can view the information screen for a specific term.  

This is useful for identifying broader and narrower terms as well as for adding applicable 

subheadings to the term. 
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After clicking on the heading link, you will see the following screen: 

 

 
 

Indented under Nurse Practitioners in the Tree Views are the narrower terms associated 

with Nurse Practitioners.  When you select Explode, all these terms will be included 

automatically in your search.   

 

On the right hand side of the screen is the Qualify Subheadings section where you can 

select as many sub-headings as are relevant.  This will limit your search to those articles 

where only a specific aspect of the topic is discussed, e.g. if you selected the subheading 

‘Education’, you would retrieve articles that discuss educational issues related to nurse 

practitioners such as what training they require, what teaching methods are using in 

educating nurse practitioners, etc.  You do not need to select sub-headings if none are 

applicable or if all of them interest you.  The default is to include all sub-headings unless 

you select specific ones.  

 

You will also notice that there is the option to select Explode and Major Concept on this 

screen.  The Scope note also appears on this screen. 
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7.  What to do when you retrieve too much information on your topic 
 

To narrow a search with high retrieval consider doing the following: 

 

• Click on Search Options and use limits such as Publication Year, Peer Review 

and Language, etc. 

 

• Add additional terms to your search 

o e.g. in our demo example, adding ‘Canada’ to the search will reduce the 

number of references retrieved. 

 

• Use Suggest Subject Terms to browse for appropriate terms and select Major 

Concept for all or some of your terms. 

 

• Select applicable subheadings from the CINAHL Headings information page for 

your term(s). 

 

8.  What to do when you retrieve too little information on your topic 
 

• Try to think of synonyms for the terms used and incorporate these as keywords into 

your search. 

 

• Consider using the truncation symbol (*) if there may be variant endings to your 

keyword(s). 

 

• Remove any limiters you have set 

o e.g. Publication Year 

 

• Remove terms from your search 

o e.g. in our demo example, if we add the term ‘Canada’ to the search, we end 

up with very little.  Remove ‘Canada’ from your search and see whether 

there is applicable information published about the same situation in other 

areas. 

 

• Use Suggest Subject Terms to browse for appropriate terms and select explode if 

applicable so narrower terms are included.. 

 

• Click on Cited References, if available, of any relevant articles you do retrieve for 

additional relevant information. 

 

• Check the citing references, if available, of any relevant articles you do retrieve for 

additional relevant information.  Click the Times Cited in this Database link to do 

that. 

 

 


