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Developing an Effective Search Strategy

Description of this Guide

In this guide you will develop skills to help you search for books, book chapters, journal articles and documents relevant to your topic. You will be able to translate your essay title or topic into key search terms and use these to search for relevant resources. You will also develop your knowledge of search techniques and an evaluative approach to your findings.

Learning Outcomes
1. Identify relevant sources of information

2. Translate your topic into effective search terms 

3. Evaluate the information you find

4. Reflect on your strategy and refine the search

5. Locate books, journal articles and documentation
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Developing an Effective Search Strategy

In order to get the most out of your essays, dissertations and projects it is worth thinking about how you find and select information. Finding additional books, articles and papers to read or even DVDs to watch can help enhance the grades you get. The challenge is to find material that is very relevant to your topic without wading through endless lists of things that have nothing to do with it. Have you ever tried a search and got thousands of hits that you don't want, or a search that brings you no matches at all? Developing an effective search strategy is essential to make good use of your time and locate what you need. 

Information literacy

We are now being bombarded with more and more information from an ever growing number of global sources. Developing ‘information literacy’ is a key transferable skill which is essential in the workplace as well as at university. Both private companies and the public sector organisations are selecting and evaluating vast amounts of information on a daily basis. This process of selection and evaluation is equally important when you are locating and analysing information for your essays.  
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1.0
Choosing the Right Resources

With so many sources of information available how do you identify which will be the most appropriate? Many information sources can by categorised by their function. Some of the key resource types are:

1.1
 Databases

Databases are collections of references or objects where the data has been entered in a consistent way. There are many library databases that are designed to help you search for information. The most common give you references to journal articles which are important as individual library catalogues are usually unable to give you this level of detail. For example, if you search the library WebCat you can see where an individual title of a periodical is shelved but not what articles are in each volume (apart from a few your tutors may have photocopied and placed in the reserve collection). For a list of databases specific to your subject take a look at your library subject page http://www.library.soton.ac.uk/subjects/index.shtml. 

Here is a checklist that it is useful when choosing databases to search.
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Please tick the following statements apply to you.

	Statement
	Tick

	1

I have checked to see what type of writing is included. e.g. journal articles, chapters of books, dissertations, technical reports and working papers.
	

	2

I have looked to see if I will get the full text of the work or the reference and a short abstract summarising the paper.


	

	3

I have noted the date range that is covered  - if I can search back to works published in 1980 or 1880.


	

	4

I have looked at the information about the database to see what topics and geographical areas are covered.


	

	5

I have checked to see who has produced the database content both for academic authority and for any bias there might be in the database content e.g. preference for US documentation.
	

	6

I have looked at the help pages of the database to see if I can pick up any search tips before I start.


	


If one or more of the statements have not been ticked then you need to undertake some more preparatory work before making your choices.

1.2 
Library catalogues

Most electronic library catalogues will enable you to search for recent book and journal periodical titles. They are likely to have stock from about 1980 onwards but you will need to check what it covers before you search. If you are researching into anything historical it is worth remembering that most libraries still have a card catalogue in a cabinet covering older stock. It is easy to forget that not everything is on the internet. The main catalogue of Southampton University is WebCat http://www-lib.soton.ac.uk/, and BOPCAS covers recent British Official Publications in the Hartley Library http://www.bopcas.soton.ac.uk/.  If you are away from Southampton during vacations most academic libraries will allow you access to their stock for reference purposes. You might want to consider the use of other library catalogues as a useful resource.

1.3 
Internet search engines 

Search engines such as Google and Alta Vista can interrogate many thousands of websites so you will get a large number of hits, however there is no quality assurance so you are just as likely to be looking at the home page of a teenager in Texas as a professor in Paris. It is vitally important that the information that you use for your work is placed in an academic context. Search engines can be a good place to start if you already have some information e.g. the name of a researcher or a group working in your subject area.

1.4 
Internet gateways and portals
These are collections of academically assured web resources. They therefore have less coverage than search engines but are of high quality. They often also have a focus e.g. they are subject specific: 

Social Science Information Gateway (SOSIG)
http://www.sosig.ac.uk/

Arts Design Architecture and Media Gateway (ADAM) http://adam.ac.uk/
Humanities Gateway (HUMBL) 

        http://www.humbul.ac.uk/

 [image: image2.png]



Here is a list of resources and a list of information you require. Can you match the information need to the most suitable resource?

	Information
	Resources
	Resources

(right order)

	The home page of an organisation


	Library catalogue
	

	Journal article reference for dissertation


	Portal
	

	Book reference for short essay


	Search engine
	

	Information about history data sources


	Database
	


Please go to the end of this guide to check your answer.

2.0 
Identifying Your Search Terms

Learning how to identify your key terms and then apply them in carrying out a search is one of the most important aspects of conducting an effective search strategy. In this section we guide you through the process of selecting terms and applying them.

2.1
 Core terms

Before you launch into and search any database it is useful to sit down and consolidate your topic. What exactly is it that you want out of your search? This often involves translating your dissertation or essay title into some core search terms. For more information see the Writing Effectively Guide, section 2.1 Cracking the Code. 

To illustrate what is involved, let us take the following essay title.
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The first step is to break the question up into key concept groups by identifying concrete terms or phrases. It can be useful to ask “what would be the impact on my search if I left this term out?”. In this case the search would not mean very much if we left out the phrase ‘single currency’ or the term ‘business’. The geographical limitation of ‘South West England’ is also important as we do not want to be wading though a lot of references to businesses in London. It is often a good idea to leave out some of the less concrete terms like “evaluate”. Other examples might be ‘analyse’, ‘discuss’ or ‘opinion’. There is a list of these in the Writing Effectively Guide , section 2.2, Essay title Instruction words. These are common words in essay titles which indicate how to approach the essay as a whole, but as they are not topic specific they are often not useful search terms. However there are always exceptions and in some contexts they can become core terms e.g. “public opinion”.  Some words are so common that the database will stop searches on the words e.g. ‘and’, ‘the’, ‘it’, of etc. These are called ‘stop words’ and also need to be omitted from the search.

2.2 
Exploding your terms

Once you have your core terms you can expand your search possibilities by thinking of similar ways of expressing the same concepts. One technique is to think of how else you might have phrased a journal article title if you were writing on aspects of your topic. It can be useful to have a blank sheet of paper in front of you and try to list as many extra words as you can for each of your key concepts. You can make lists or draw mind-maps. For help in doing this see the Preparing Effectively for Examinations and the Writing Effectively Guides. Use whichever method is best for the way your mind works. Words might be synonyms e.g. business/company or narrower terms e.g. South West England/Devon. Sometimes there may be appropriate broader terms as well e.g. Britain/United Kingdom. There may be acronyms and full names of phrases and organisations to take account of e.g. European Monetary Union/EMU, Small and medium-sizes enterprises/SME. 

	Single currency
	Businesses
	South West England



	EMU
	Company
	Devon

	European Monetary Union
	Retail
	Cornwall

	Euro
	Financial Services
	South West Regional Development Agency

	
	SME
	Plymouth
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You have been given the essay title “Analyse women’s experience of poverty in the UK”. Can you sort the following list into 3 clear concept groups and one list of terms that you would omit from your search.

Women, British, assessment, poor, gender, female, study, United Kingdom, poverty, analysis, Britain, UK 

	Concept group1


	Concept group 2
	Concept group 3
	Terms to omit

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Please go to the end of this guide to check your answer.

2.3 
Combining your terms

Once you have chosen your resource and some search terms the next stage is to work out the best way of combining your terms in your search. It is usually a good idea to look at the online help pages of the resource first. It may seem like unnecessary effort but the tips listed there can often save hours of fruitless labour. Each resource may be set up to support slightly different search techniques. Many resources share the same search logic even if they use slightly different symbols and this is especially true of journal article databases. This search logic is sometimes referred to in the literature as ‘Boolean logic’. Most databases will allow you to combine your search terms so that you can build up your search specificity. Some databases will default to an ‘easy search option’ but this is only really useful for a “quick and dirty” search where you put in a couple of words and see what comes out. It is really worth using the ‘advanced’ or ‘full’ search option which give you control over a range of search tools.  

You can combine different concepts together with the word AND showing that you must have both terms appearing in each match that is retrieved: e.g. single currency AND businesses and South West England

You can combine together terms in the same concept group with OR showing that you must have one of the terms appearing in each match that is retrieved: e.g. single currency OR EMU or euro

You can combine the different concept groups together by using brackets: e.g. (single currency or EMU or euro) and (businesses or company) and (UK or United Kingdom).
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Using your concept groups from the last exercise create a search similar to the example above combining all these terms together using AND, OR and ( ).

	


Please go to the end of this guide to check your answer.

2.4 
Using truncation and wildcards

Truncation and wildcarding are useful techniques to ensure that you have picked up all relevant permutations of a word. The symbols used for this tend to vary depending on the resource so check the help pages.

Truncation allows you to cut off a word at the stem and allows any ending. Common symbols which can allow you to do this are * and $: e.g.  global*  will pick up global, globalise, globalisation etc. This tactic is also good for picking up plurals. 

Although use of truncation is useful in many circumstances sometimes it can actually hinder your search. This happens when the stem of your word is too common: e.g. if you truncated illness to  ill*  hoping to pick up ill and illness you also get illustrate, illegitimate etc. and will in fact retrieve a huge number of irrelevant items. 

Wildcarding allows you to use a symbol to stand for any letter in the middle of a word, a bit like a blank tile in Scrabble. This is most commonly a ? but again you will need to check: e.g.  globali?e   will pick up globalise and globalize.   It is an excellent technique for covering the English use of s and US z in spellings.

Wildcarding may also allow you to cover extra letters in the middle of a word. Yet again check your help pages:  e.g.  behavio?r  will pick up behavior and behaviour.  Again this is excellent to cover both US and English spelling variations including color or colour etc.

With which of these words could you use truncation to successfully expand your search?

	e.g. businesses
	√
	Business*
	Business, businesses 

	policy
	
	
	

	sociological
	
	
	

	historian
	
	
	

	education
	
	
	


Underline the search terms in this search that would benefit from use of the wildcard symbol.

	(Woman and gender) and management and (organisation or company)




Please go to the end of this guide to check your answer.

2.5 
Placing search limits

Most databases allow you to place a number of different types of limit on your search. It is always worth looking at each new database to see what options are available. Some common facilities are:

2.5.1
 LIMIT BY TITLE

If your key words appear only in the title of the article or book then it is likely that the work will be reasonably core to your topic. Most databases default to search all of the data in the database. This will help you generate the maximum number of hits but if all your key words appear only in the abstract it may be more peripheral to your topic. 

2.5.2 
LIMIT BY MATERIAL TYPE 

Often you can limit by type of material. A common approach would be to limit by journal articles only and exclude other types of material e.g. book reviews.

2.5.3 
LIMIT BY YEAR, DATE-RANGE

If you are only interested in material from a certain time period e.g. the most recent five years then it is useful to make use of the date limit facility, especially if the database covers a large time span.

2.5.4 
LIMIT BY LANGUAGE

If your German is not very good then you can limit by English only. If you are German then you may want to see what has been published in German first and then broaden your search later.

Sometimes placing one limit only makes a small difference, but the cumulative effect of placing a selection of limits can have a real impact on your search. It can really improve the relevance of the material you retrieve and save you from looking at longer lists of tangential material.
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Choose three databases that are relevant to your subject area. One of them can be the library catalogue. Have a browse round the options on the database and note down three additional limit facilities not listed above.

	


3.0 
Journal Abstracts
These are short summaries of articles, and if you use them carefully, they can significantly reduce your search time by minimising the number of false leads you follow up.

3.1
Getting the most from this source

Critical evaluation of abstracts is an important part of the search strategy. Once you have run your initial search you need to see how successful it has been. Looking at the article titles and the abstracts can give you a lot of information to help you decide how relevant the articles (or book chapters etc) will be to your essay or dissertation. 

Here is a checklist of things to look out for. 
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	Statement
	Tick

	1

I have looked at the abstract to see if I can pull out any other         relevant terms to add to my search.


	

	2

I have checked the abstracts for relevance to my topic. Do they seem too specific or too general? Is the article wholly about my topic or is the main focus of the work something else which happens to have a tangential relationship to my subject? 


	

	3

I have looked for information about the methodology of the study. How does this relate to approach I am taking with my dissertation or essay? 
	

	4

I have noted any restrictions on the scope of the research covered by the article e.g. years covered, gender aspect, focus on specific countries. 


	

	5

I have identified the type of study e.g. a retrospective case study, a theoretical model, a forecast of activity.


	


If one or more of the statements have not been ticked then you need to be more rigorous in your critical evaluation of your abstracts.

It is unlikely that your first search will be perfect and give you all the information you need. Once you have checked the abstracts you can look at where you need to go next with your search. It may be that you just have a few extra search terms that you want to try in order to make sure that you have covered all the possible alternatives. Sometimes

However, sometimes you may need to take some clear action to help improve the situation. There are two common problems:

· you have lots of hits but it is proving difficult to pick out relevant titles;

· you have far too few hits and are worried that you will find nothing on your topic.

In both cases you need to revise your search strategy.
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Look back over all the search techniques that we have covered so far and identify the best search tactics to remedy the two problem scenarios.

Possible options include:

Use of truncation, searching for alternative spellings, limit by title only, use more specific search terms, use broader search terms,  use additional synonyms, use a more subject specific database.

	Too many irrelevant matches


	Too few matches

	
	


Please go to the end of this guide to check your answer.

4.0 Getting the Full Text of a Journal Article

Some databases will now have a direct link to the full text of the document you require, however many only provide you with the full bibliographic reference and an abstract. This means that getting hold of the document is a two-stage process. Once you have the reference from the database you need to search the WebCat to see if the library holds that journal’s title, and then if it holds the year and volume that you require. Some journal article databases may have a “holdings” or “local catalogue” link built in which you may find helpful. Once you have clicked on the holdings button you will still need to log in to the library WebCat but it will pull through the details of the journal title you require for your Webcat search.  

This example of a ‘holdings’ link is taken from the Web of Science database service.

	


If you find that the library does not have a copy of what you require you may be able to order it on Inter Library Loan (ILL). Ask staff in the library about this service, or look at the Inter Library Loans service information on the library website. This may be a particularly useful service to support your dissertation. The ILLs can take 7-14 days, so may not be so useful for a short essay unless you are working well in advance of your essay deadline.

5.0
 Recording the References you Find

All databases offer a "save" facility so you can keep lists of the bibliographic references that you find. This may be a print, download or e-mail option or you may be able to choose from all three. You might want to do this because:

· The database is not full text and you will need to search the library catalogue separately

· You will need the complete bibliographic reference to find some items on the shelf e.g. for journal articles you will need to keep the volume, part and page number information as well as the journal title

· You will need to provide a bibliography and include full references for any works that you mention in the text of your essay or dissertation. See the Referencing Your Work Guide

· It may be useful to use specialist bibliographic software (e.g. Endnote) which helps you with your referencing, especially if you are writing a long dissertation. Some databases will let you choose an export format that helps you move the references you find from the database to the bibliographic software. See the Using Endnote Bibliographic Software guide for full details.

Some databases will also let you save your search so that you can rerun the same search easily at a later date. This can be useful for a dissertation, particularly if you are looking at a very current topic.

6.0 
More Search Facilities

Not all databases have the same layout and facilities. It is useful to be aware of variations of style and additional services.

6.1 
Using a menu search

There are different types of search screen that you might encounter. Some hosts provide a single box for you to type in your search. Some provide a menu style screen (see the example from CSA Sociological Abstracts below). In some cases you will find both search styles on offer depending on your preference.  Menu search facilities allow you to set the combinations of data fields that you want to search e.g. author, title, keyword. You can set the fields to be the same if you want to using the dropdown boxes e.g. keyword. There are also drop down boxes from which to choose your connecting terms. Instead of typing in the words AND or OR to combine your searches across fields it provides the terms for you -  just select what is appropriate. 

It is always useful to see how you might search by author name. There will usually be an on-screen example of the preferred search format e.g. surname initial truncation symbol (Mathers M*). Searching by key respected authors who research in a topic area can be a good way into a new topic. You may find out the identity of prominent researchers from initial work in class or by asking your tutor. 


6.2 
Use of thesauri

Some databases have a thesaurus. This provides a list of preferred terms to use in your search. Each reference will have had descriptor terms added to it as it is entered onto the database e.g. all articles which deal with the subject ‘teenage pregnancy’ will have had the term ‘adolescent pregnacy’ added. If you clicked on the thesaurus button to check the term "teenage pregnacy" it would have an entry stating: Teenage Pregancy, see Adolescent Pregnancy. Clearly by searching on the preferred term you can pull up all the references that have had this term attached to them, which can be very powerful.

6. 3 
Use of citation tracing 

By citation tracing we mean following up examples of one author referring to the work of another. Many databases facilitate this process.

One of the main database hosts is Web of Science. It gives access to the Arts and Humanities Citation Index, Social Science Citation Index and the Science Citation Index. Web of Science provides a citation tracing service that can be extremely useful. Above each abstract you will find additional information:

"Cited References" gives you a list of all the references to works that the author/s used when compiling the article. "Times Cited" provides a list of all the authors that have cited this article in their work. In the example here it is unlikely that anyone has had time to cite this paper as it has been published relatively recently. On average a paper may be cited a couple of times a year so if the citation rate is high it is likely that it is a key paper on that topic. However, you do need to proceed cautiously as it may have been cited frequently for negative reasons e.g. as an example of flawed methodology. 

Using the citation service can be a useful tool if you are finding it difficult to find material on your topic. If you get one good lead then you can follow the trail of the citations to other material that might be useful.

7.0 
Over to You

It is very common to feel frustrated when you are searching for material on a topic. Everyone at university will have experienced this feeling, even your professors.  This unit has covered tips to help you make the most of your searches. What is your topic about? What key concepts are there in your topic area? What resources should you search? How do you know that what you have found is any use? Hopefully these tips will help you develop a planned strategy for your searches and allow time for reflection and improvements as you go along.    
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If you now have an essay or dissertation to prepare you may find the following template useful to help put everything together. You may want to use this in conjunction with the "choosing databases" and "getting the most from journal abstract" checklists.

7.1 
Search strategy planning template

	Essay title:



	Concept A


	 Concept B
	 Concept C

	1

2

3


	4

5

6
	7

8

9

	Search 

	         A                                B                                C
(1 OR 2 OR 3) AND ( 4 OR 5 OR 6) AND (7 OR 8 OR 9)



	Evaluate search results and alter search strategy



	Too many irrelevant matches

Limit by title, material type, date, language

Use more specific search terms

e.g. dog therapy instead of pet therapy

Add additional concepts to the search 

Check any thesaurus facility for preferred terms

Identify any resources that might be more specific to your subject

e.g. a database specific to modern art instead of using a general arts, humanities database.


	Too few matches

Check that all the concepts are essential to your topic. Remove any that are not. 

Use broader search terms

e.g. pet therapy instead of dog therapy

Use any citation tracing options

Employ truncation and wildcarding if appropriate

Try a database which has broader scope e.g. one that covers the humanities and not just history. 




ANSWERS

1.4

	Information
	Resources
	Resources

(right order)

	The home page of an organisation


	Library catalogue
	Search engine

	Journal article reference for dissertation


	Portal
	Database

	Book reference for short essay


	Search engine
	Library catalogue

	Information about history data sources


	Database
	Portal


2.2

	Concept group 1
	Concept group 2
	Concept group 3
	Terms to omit

	women


	British
	poor
	assessment

	gender


	United Kingdom
	poverty
	study

	female


	Britain
	
	analysis

	
	UK
	
	


2.3

(women OR gender OR female) AND (British OR United Kingdom OR Britain OR UK) AND (poor OR poverty)

2.4

	e.g. businesses
	√
	Business*
	Business,                  businesses 

	policy
	X
	
	

	sociological
	√
	sociolog*
	sociology

	historian
	√
	historian*
	historians

	education
	√
	education*
	educational, educationalist


If you truncate policy you will pick up too many irrelevant terms e.g. poli* will pick up policies but also police and policing.

Historian* will pick up the plural. If you cut this word off too soon e.g. histor* it will pick up a broad range of words e.g. history, historical. This may be too broad for you needs if you specifically wanted "historian" in the first place.

The reverse is true for education. As you started out with the general term you are probably interested in a broad range of terms.

(Woman and gender) and management and (organisation or company)

Wom?n will retrieve woman and women, organi?ation will pick up organization and organisation.

3.2

	Too many irrelevant matches


	Too few matches

	Limit by title only

Use more specific search terms

Use a more subject specific database


	Use of truncation

Searching for alternative spellings

Use broader search terms

Use additional synonyms














Develop


your Skills





You enhance IT skills though search techniques


 


You critically evaluate information from different sources





You reflect on your approach to information searching and identify further improvement





Make good use of what the library has to offer 





You are aware of the range of resources that support your subject





You identify key resources





You have knowledge of useful services e.g. Inter-library loans


You know how to contact your librarian





Save Time








You plan your searching and avoid hours of trial and error surfing 





You have identified relevant resources instead of relying only on internet search engines 





You check which references are in the library so you can go straight to the shelf














Find relevant 


Information





You recognise a need for information to suit your purpose





You locate the best resources for your topic 





You develop an effective search to find useful references





You evaluate the quality of what you find to select the most useful
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“Evaluate the impact of the single currency on businesses in the South West of England?”
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