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Searching in CINAHL (EBSCO) 

CINAHL is a database that contains nursing and allied health literature. CINAHL is searched 
using a combination of subject headings (called CINAHL headings) and keywords. 
 

  

CINAHL searches are conducted by searching for each concept separately and then combining them with 
Boolean operators (AND and OR). The following searches aim to find articles about sun safety programs 
in primary schools. These terms should be searched separately to ensure you get the most relevant 
results. 
 

1. To start searching in CINAHL, type your first concept into the first line of the search box. Make sure to 
include all synonyms for your concept, combined with OR. Change the field drop-down on the right to 
Title or Abstract – AB. 
 

 
 

2. Use the next line to add subject headings to the search. First, change the drop down box on the left from 
AND to OR. Scroll down and click CINAHL Headings. Enter your search term in the box. Click on a term 

to check its definition and location in the hierarchy. Select the check box next to the relevant headings 
and click Add to search to add them to your concept. 
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3. Some subject headings will automatically explode. If you do not want to explode a subject heading, make 
sure you unselect the checkbox for that term beneath Explode. 
 

4. Once you have entered all your search terms, click Search. This will show you the results for that concept 
only. To start a new search for your next concept, click New search under Research tools on the left of 
the screen.  
 

 
 

5. Search with keywords and subject headings for your next concept, following steps 1 – 4. Repeat this for 
all concepts. 
 

6. Select Recent activity from the sidebar on the left of the screen. 
 

 
 

7. Select the checkbox next to each of the searches that you would like to combine. Next, click Combine 
with AND.  
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8. This will add your searches into the search bar at the top of the screen: 
  
  
  
  
  
 
Click the magnifying glass to run the search. 
 
 

  

Advanced search syntax 
 
The table below contains the advanced search syntax that can be incorporated into a CINAHL search to 
improve its accuracy and increase the number of results.  
 
Note: in this guide, n stands for a number, not the letter n. To use these operators, replace the n with the 
number of words you’d like in between terms. 
 
 

Syntax Symbol Example Function 

Truncation * schoolchild* Finds ‘alternate endings’ to a word 

Mandated wildcard ? wom?n Replaces 1 letter 

Optional wildcard # p#ediatric Replaces 0-1 letters 

Proximity - near Nn education* N3 program* Find a word within a specified limit 
of another word (in any order) 

Proximity - within Wn education* W3 program* Find a word within a specified limit 
of another word in the order 
specified 

Phrase search “ ” “sun safety” Search for phrases as a single 
concept 

 

 

  

 


