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ADVANCED LITERATURE SEARCHING USING CINAHL VIA EBSCO 
 
 

The CINAHL database provides extensive coverage of literature relating to 
nursing and allied health disciplines. 

 
 
To log onto CINAHL go to www.athensams.net/myathens 
enter your NHS Athens username and password  
 
 

 
 

 
and then click on Resources tab 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

http://www.athensams.net/myathens


Click on Local Resources Tab 

 
 
 

 

Scroll down and  double click on EBSCO 

 
 

Choose CINAHL with Full Text 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 Points to think about before starting your search.  

Planning your search 

Before you begin, it is a good idea to plan your search. The seven steps 
recommended below will help you to construct a systematic literature search. 
 

1. Clearly focus your topic and identify your keywords 
2. Identify alternative or similar terminology and spellings 
3. Select a database 
4. Perform the search  
5. Combine terms 
6. Identify and apply limits 
7. Assess results 
 

 
 
Step 1:  Focus your topic and identify your keywords  

 Think carefully about the question you want answered 

 You will not obtain good results by entering whole sentences or questions  
 You need to break questions down into search topics reflecting any different 

concepts 

 One useful tool to help focus your question is the PICO model. You may not 
need all four elements of PICO to construct your search; at least two will give 
useful results.   

 
 
 
 

 
 

P – Patient / Population / Problem Consider the characteristics of your patient/s 
and the problem you are addressing, e.g. 
healthcare staff catching flu 

I  -  Intervention / exposure e.g. Flu vaccine 

C  -  Comparison You may want to compare one intervention 
with another, or with no intervention 

O  -  Outcome The effect/s you would expect your 
intervention to have, e.g. reduced sick leave 

 

Query example: Is the flu vaccine effective in reducing sick leave for healthcare staff? 

 



Step 2: Identify any alternative or similar terminology and spellings. Eg. 
Influenza, hospital staff. 

 

Step 3: Select databases 

Choose databases which cover the topics you need. You will need to search more 
than one to be thorough, e.g. both AMED and CINAHL cover allied health medicine; 
Embase and Medline both cover medicine. In this case we are looking at CINAHL.  

 
Step 4: Perform the search 

Search for each concept separately. 

 

 

 

 Free-text searching (we did this in introduction to literature 
searching) 

 
 Looks for your chosen term in title or text 
 Will pick up term exactly as you enter it, in whatever context it occurs  
 Tends to give more results, some of which may not be relevant 

 

 
 

 

Above is a free text search. CINAHL finds the terms you searched for 
anywhere in the article.  

In order to ensure you have picked up all references related to your topic, you need to 

carry out both a free-text search and a thesaurus / descriptor search for each 

concept (explained later).  



 Thesaurus / descriptor searching.  

This is recommended for systematic focused searches. This tool allows you to match 
your search term to the indexed vocabulary of a particular database.  

 Looks for descriptors applied to each reference that tell us what the 
reference is about 

 Descriptors are chosen from a set list (thesaurus) which varies in 
different databases  

 Tends to give fewer, more relevant references 
 There is a time lag in indexing references, so relying on a thesaurus 

search alone will miss out the most recent publications.  
 There may not be a descriptor specific to your query – in this case you 

will need to rely completely on your free-text search.  
 
 
To conduct a thesaurus search Click on Cinahl headings, type in your search 
term and click browse. 

 
Terms which match the concepts of your keyword search will then be displayed. For 
flu vaccine use Influenza Vaccine.  

 



By double clicking on Influenza Vaccine it will give you your search term as featured 
in the thesaurus hierarchy (below), – this may help find related, narrower or broader 
terms that might be useful.  

 
Click back to term list and tick your subject. By ticking you are now presented 
with subheadings which will allow you to focus your search even further by 
specifying one or more particular aspects of your chosen descriptor. Click search 
database. Your results will now be more focused: ie  flu vaccine and adverse 
effects.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 



Notes about thesaurus headings.   

 If you select explode this will broaden your search by searching for 
your thesaurus term plus any narrower terms listed (indented) below it.  

 If you select major descriptor this will retrieve articles where your 
chosen thesaurus term is a major focus of the article. This will result in 
a focussed search but may exclude some articles of interest.  

 
 

 
 
Add to folder any items that you wish to save, we can print or save 
them later. 
REPEAT THIS SEARCH PROCESS FOR ANY OTHER SEARCH TERMS YOU MAY 
HAVE.  

 
CINAHL keeps a track of all the searches that you perform. Click on search 
history. You will note that the little arrow at the side of search history will collapse 
and hide it away anytime you choose.  

 
 
This screen displays all your recent search steps. Here you can combine your 
individual concepts by selecting terms and combining them to give you more specific 
hits.  
 
 



Combining your terms using Boolean Logic. 

 To find results which include all your terms, use AND to combine your set 
results.  

 The AND command is used to combine different concepts, e.g. 
antibiotics AND glue ear. 

 To find results which include any one of your terms, use OR to 
combine your set results.  

 The OR command is used to combine alternative terms for one 
concept, e.g. glue ear OR otitis media. 

 The NOT command limits your search by returning only topics 
containing the first word but not the second word eg. otitis media NOT 
antibiotics. 

 
Choose the concepts you want to combine and then click “search with and”. This will 
put your combined concepts in to the search box then click search.  
                           
 
Step 6: Identifying and Applying Limits  

 

 You can focus your search results in a number of ways by using different 
types of limits, e.g. publication date, language, age groups etc.  

 Note that limits vary between databases – always check which options are 
available in your chosen database. 

 Construct and build your search then use appropriate limits if necessary to 
focus your search.  

 To choose limits either select one from the left hand side of the screen eg. full 
text or click on show more 

 
 



 
 
This search has limits of female and adult age 19-44. Click search.  
 
 
 
 
Step 7: Assess Results  

 When you have completed the search, check your results for relevance and 
revise your search terms if necessary.  

 For clinical decision making, it is important to critically appraise the research 
papers found - tools to help you do this are listed below.  

 
 
CASP Critical Appraisal Toolkits produced by the Public Health Resources Unit   
http://www.sph.nhs.uk/what-we-do/public-health-workforce/resources/critical-appraisals-
skills-programme  

University of Oxford CEBM Toolkit http://www.cebm.net/index.aspx?o=1016 

Canadian Centre for Health Evidence - Users Guides to the Medical Literature  
http://www.cche.net/ 

How to read a paper - Professor Trisha Greenhalgh   

Managing your results 

 

 Your search steps and the number of resulting documents are listed in the Search 

History table above the document citations. 

http://www.phru.nhs.uk/Pages/PHD/resources.htm
http://www.sph.nhs.uk/what-we-do/public-health-workforce/resources/critical-appraisals-skills-programme
http://www.sph.nhs.uk/what-we-do/public-health-workforce/resources/critical-appraisals-skills-programme
http://www.cebm.net/ebm_links.asp
http://www.cebm.net/ebm_links.asp
http://www.cche.net/
http://www.cche.net/
http://bmj.bmjjournals.com/cgi/content/full/315/7109/672?ck=nck


 Click on the number of hits in the right-hand column to view a set of results. 

 To see the abstract or summary of a particular paper, if one is available, just click 

the title of the reference.   

 When Full text is available, a link will appear.  

 Clicking the Full text link provided will take you to the publisher’s website where 

you can print or save the full text article  free of charge.   

 To return to your results, click Results List on the left of the screen.   

 Click Next at the bottom of the screen to move through your results pages. 

When you are ready you can print, email, save or export your saved items..  

 

Click on the folder image at the top right of the screen and you will be presented with your 

saved items. 

 
 
 
 
You now have the opportunity to assess your results again and either delete or keep 
them. Tick the items required and choose output, ie Email (as below).  

 



Enter the email address of recipient, give it a title and  choose how you want the 
information to be displayed ie. APA referencing format. Then click send. 
 

 
 
You will get a message ‘email has been sent’ (below), click continue and then 
click back.  

 
 
Click New Search  (top left) to start again. 
 
 
 
 
 
Other Search Tips: 
 
Truncation can be useful in keyword searching.  
Type the desired root word or phrase followed by the truncation character 
*.  



For example, disease* would retrieve records with the word disease, as 
well as the words diseases, diseased, etc. 
 
Boolean logic – use these operators to broaden or narrow your search.  
They include ‘and’  ‘or’  ‘ not’ 
Think about synonyms and use your boolean; cancer or  neoplasm 
Variant spellings: tumor or  tumour 
                               pediatrics or  paediatrics 
 
 

The wildcard is represented by a question mark ? or a number sign #.  

To use the ? wildcard, enter your search terms and replace each unknown 
character with a ?. EBSCOhost finds all citations of that word with the ? 
replaced by a letter.  

For example, type ne?t to find all citations containing neat, nest or next. 
EBSCOhost does not find net because the wildcard replaces a single 
character.   
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