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Introduction to Searching EBSCOhost

These slides have been modified from the original webinar; for a search demonstration, contact https://www.slsp.ca/contact 

https://www.slsp.ca/contact


Goals

This is a preliminary training session which will help
staff understand search strategies generated by 

their library.

To provide you with a foundation of how library 
search strategies are constructed so you may:

• Introduce the Virtual Library;

• Understand keyword selection, utilizing alternate 
words and phrases; and

• Identify what subject headings are and why we use 
them



What kind of Literature Search can I request?

Factual confirms a fact or answers a single question

Quick Education introduction to a topic area to get a better understanding 
of the research

Current Awareness automated search on a particular topic so new 
publications will be sent to your inbox on a topic of interest

Comprehensive determine efficiently what information is available on a 
predefined topic area

Large Synthesis Reviews  thorough search of a broad range of sources 
(i.e., scoping review, systematic review, etc.)

Grey Literature Scan of unpublished literature relevant to public health 

All requests are welcome! 

Here are some examples of the types of questions we receive: 



Agenda

1) What it is the Virtual Library & where do I find it?

2)     What is Keyword Searching? 
• Boolean

• Phrase Searching
• Truncation
• Wildcards

• Parentheses

3)     What are Subject Headings? 

Today we will focus on the following questions: 



Virtual Library
Platform: EBSCOhost 

Purchased By: Public Health Ontario

Accessed By: Public Health Unit Staff

Contains: 19 Databases



What is the Virtual Library? 

As a public health employee, you have access to online 
journal content through the Virtual Library.  

The Virtual Library includes 19 databases purchased by 
Public Health Ontario. 

Each database includes a mix of full text and abstracts. 

If you find an article that doesn’t include full text, your 
library can retrieve it for you ☺ 



Where do I find the Virtual Library? 
https://www.slsp.ca

https://www.slsp.ca/


Keyword Searching
We will be covering 5 types of keyword search 
functions: Boolean, Phrase Searching, Truncation, 
Wildcards, and Parentheses. 



Boolean

AND combines search terms
Ex. cannabis AND vaping 
Retrieves literature containing both terms 

OR expands search terms (OR=More)
Ex. cannabis OR marijuana 
Retrieves literature containing at least one of the terms

NOT excludes search terms
Ex. vaping NOT cannabis 
Retrieves literature containing the first term, but not the second
CAUTION: by eliminating a keyword you may exclude documents with important information on your topic

Cannabis

Cannabis

Cannabis
Vaping

Marijuana

Vaping



Phrase Searching

To search for an "exact phrase" use 
quotation marks

Example: "blood test" vs blood test

Only the exact phrase will be pulled from 
the record fields



Phrase Searching

Blood test with 
quotation marks 
retrieves 9,491 results



Phrase Searching

Blood test without 
quotations retrieves 51,363 
results

blood test 



Truncation

Add an asterisk * to retrieve variant endings

Example: 
Clinic* will retrieve: clinic, clinician, clinicians, clinical, 
clinically
Health* will retrieve: healthcare, healthy, healthier, 
healthiest

Always search one term at a time



Wildcards

Add a hashtag to replace 1 or Ø characters
    Example:
    behavio#r retrieves behavior or behaviour
    immuni#ation retrieves immunization or      
    immunisation 
    p#ediatric retrieves pediatric or paediatric

Add a question mark to replace 1 character 
    Example:
    m?n retrieves men or man or min
    ne?t retrieves neat or nest or next 



Parenthesis/Brackets

Ask: I am looking for articles on consuming cannabis or marijuana via edibles or smoking 
If you type: ((cannabis OR marijuana) AND (edibles or smoking)) into the search bar with brackets: 

From the cannabis OR marijuana 
result set, it selects articles with 
the words 
(edibles OR smoking)

The search engine first finds every 
article in the database with the word
(cannabis OR marijuana)

Retrieving a final list of articles that 
mention ((cannabis OR marijuana) 
AND (edibles OR smoking))



Adjacency & Proximity 

Near Operator (N): is used when you want two 
words to appear close together in any order 

Example: (newborn N2 weight)

newborn must be within Ø-2 words of weight



Adjacency & Proximity 

Near Operator (N): is used when you want two 
words to appear close together in any order 

Example: (newborn N2 weight)

newborn must be within Ø-2 words of weight

       Baby-friendly practices minimize newborn infants weight loss

           Drug use and dosage in very-low-birth-weight newborns

           Predictive factors of weight at birth of newborns of adult women

          

1 2 3

1

Ø



Within Operator (W): is used when you want to 
find two words close together in the exact order 
they appear

   Example: (newborn W2 weight)

   newborn must be within 2 words of weight in  

   that exact order

        newborn weight … 

        newborn whose weight is … 

weight of infant newborns will impact…

   

Adjacency & Proximity 



Subject Headings
As you can imagine, figuring out all possible synonyms 
for a concept may be difficult. If you accidently leave 
out a synonym, you may exclude important articles on 
your topic.

Subject Headings can help save time and give you 
more confidence when completing a comprehensive 
scan of the literature.



Subject Headings
What do they do? 

Group articles on the same topic under the same subject heading, making it easier to find relevant 
material 

Challenges? 

There are different subject headings for each database

Medical Subject Headings or ‘MeSH’ are used in Medline; CINHAL Headings are used in CINHAL

If Subject Headings are so great, why use Keywords?

Not all databases have subject headings

Sometimes a subject heading doesn’t exist yet (e.g., COVID-19 was only added as a subject heading 
in 2021)

Most strategies use a combination of both keywords and indexed language when possible



How are MeSH Assigned? 

In April 2022, indexing by the NLM was 
automated.  A random set of 10% of 

the daily new records is reviewed



Where do I find Subject Headings? 

Two databases in the Virtual Library allow you to search for subject headings: 

Medline & CINAHL

(just click on ‘MeSH 2024’ or ‘CINAHL Subject Headings’ to search)

Note: You can also search the National Library of Medicine ‘MeSH Browser’

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


Need Help?
Contact the library anytime with questions or 
for support https://www.slsp.ca/contact 

https://www.slsp.ca/contact

	Slide 1: Introduction to Searching EBSCOhost
	Slide 2: Goals
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Agenda
	Slide 5: Virtual Library
	Slide 6: What is the Virtual Library? 
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Keyword Searching
	Slide 9: Boolean
	Slide 10: Phrase Searching
	Slide 11: Phrase Searching
	Slide 12: Phrase Searching
	Slide 13: Truncation
	Slide 14: Wildcards
	Slide 15: Parenthesis/Brackets
	Slide 16: Adjacency & Proximity 
	Slide 17: Adjacency & Proximity 
	Slide 18
	Slide 19: Subject Headings
	Slide 20: Subject Headings
	Slide 21: How are MeSH Assigned? 
	Slide 22: Where do I find Subject Headings? 
	Slide 23: Need Help?

