
A Guide to Using the CINAHL Database*
If you need help finding articles or have questions about any of UMSL’s databases, please contact a Reference Librarian. 

Just look for the  widget on the library homepage or any search results page.

About CINAHL Plus with Full Text
CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health 
Literature) is the premier indexing and abstracting database for 
nursing and allied health literature. In the CINAHL database, you 
will find a variety of document types, including full-text journal 
articles, evidence-based care sheets, clinical studies, health care 
books, dissertations, audiovisual items, conference proceedings, 
and standards of practice. (Throughout this handout, CINAHL 
refers to CINAHL Plus with Full Text.)

Access CINAHL by visiting https://libguides.umsl.edu/ 
az.php?q=cinahl and following the link to the database. 

Searching CINAHL by Using Subject Terms
Enter a keyword or phrase in the first field. 

In 1 , notice the checked Suggest Subject Terms box (above the 
search box). When this box is checked, clicking Search will cause 
the CINAHL Subject Headings display page to appear (see 2 ). 
This will list subject headings in the database related to that 
keyword or phrase. 

To go directly to your search results after clicking Search, make 
sure the Suggest Terms box is not checked.
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Using the Subject Headings Display Page
a  Click on a Subject Heading link to view its tree view (not shown)—an 

outline of broader, narrower, and related terms.
b  Select the Explode box to retrieve results using the selected term plus 

all of its narrower terms.
c  Select the Major Concept box to find only records where the subject 

heading is the major topic of the article.
d  If your search did not map to a desirable subject heading, select the 

Search as Keyword box.
e  If you select more than one term, you can combine them using a 

Boolean operator (AND or OR).
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Selecting Subheadings
Subheadings ( 3 ) can be used to restrict the focus of your search. 
Adding subheadings will garner fewer results, but they will be 
more specific and relevant to your needs. This is a great way to 
narrow down a search.

To find out more about a subheading, click the Scope link ( a ). To 
choose one or more subheadings to add to your search, check 
the box beside the desired subheading(s) ( b ), then click Search 
Database ( c ).

Viewing Your Search Results
Your search results will display with a list of records as shown in 
4  at the bottom of this page. By clicking on the title of an article, 

you can view the abstract and complete reference for the article, 
check for full text, and email, save, cite, or print the record.

Many of CINAHL’s results will be available in full text. To see 
them without applying a filter, it may help to sort the results by 
Relevance ( a ) rather than Date Newest. Click on one of the Full 
Text links ( b ) to view the article in PDF, HTML, or linked full text. 

Holding your mouse over the magnifying glass icon ( c )  
will let you view the article’s abstract (a brief statement or 
comprehensive digest of the research and findings).

To the left of the search results is an 
area labeled Refine Results ( 5 ), which 
allows you to filter—or narrow—the 
retrieved records by date, source type, 
subject, age, gender, etc. This is a good 
way to find more targeted results.
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Search History
6  Search History is a toggle link ( a ) that appears below the 

search boxes. It allows you to keep track of the searches you’ve 
performed, return to an earlier search, or combine searches 
to reduce your number of results. In the Actions section, click 
View Results ( b ) for the search you want see again. To combine 
searches, check the boxes next to the appropriate searches ( c ) 
and click either Search with AND or Search with OR ( d ). 

Folders
Clicking the folder icon ( ) to the right of an 
article’s title and then clicking Folder at the top 
of the screen in the blue bar will allow you to 
perform several helpful actions ( 7 ). It’s a good 
idea to print or email articles to yourself so you 
have a means of retrieving them at a later time. 

Clicking E-mail will bring up the screen shown in 8  below.  
The drop-down menu for Citation Format allows you to choose 
your preferred format ( a ). After typing in your email address and 
clicking the Send button, you will receive an email that shows the 
formatted citations ( b ). It’s always a good idea to check these 
references to make sure they are formatted correctly. 

note: If you’re using a public computer (e.g., in the Library 
Research Commons), your search history and folders will only 
last as long as your computer session. Consider setting up a free 
EBSCOhost account to:

• Save articles to folders
• Save searches and alerts
• Retrieve your search histories with one click

Just click Sign In at the top of the screen to create an account. 
Be aware, though, that overloading a single folder with more than 
200 citations may cause viewing difficulties.
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Developing Good Searching Skills
Most electronic research databases work on the same basic 
principles to search for and retrieve information. By learning just 
a few searching tips, you will have a head start on finding the 
information you need in CINAHL and most research databases, 
library catalogs, and free web search engines.

Searching Tips
In keyword searching, you can use special operators to combine 
search terms and broaden or narrow your search. Two helpful 
operators, shown in 9 , are explained in detail below.

Truncation (available in most library databases)
You can broaden your search by using truncation. In the 
keyword search box, type a word root and immediately follow 
it with an * ( a ). For example, the search term child* retrieves 
records containing child, child’s, children, childbirth, childcare, 
childhood, etc. 

Proximity Searching (available in EBSCO databases)
You can use a proximity search to search for two or more words 
that occur within a specified number of words apart from each 
other in titles, abstracts, or text. Proximity searching is used with a 
keyword or Boolean search.

The proximity operators are composed of a letter (N or W) and a 
number (to specify the number of words). The proximity operator 
is placed between the words that are to be searched, as shown 
in b :

• Near Operator (N) - N5 finds the words if they are within five 
words of one another regardless of the order in which they 
appear.

• Within Operator (W) - W3 finds the words if they are within 
three words of one another and in the order in which you 
entered them.

To expand or narrow your search, change the number in the 
proximity search, then switch from W to N.

a
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Boolean Operators (available in all databases)
The Boolean operators are AND, OR, and NOT. In most databases, the default operator is AND—so a keyword search of hypothermia 
hyperthermia will result in few records, since the database will be looking for results that contain both words.

AND: Each result contains all 
search terms.

OR: Each result contains at least one 
search term.

NOT: Results do not contain the 
specified term.

 = Heart AND Lung  = Heart NOT Lung = Heart OR Lung

Heart HeartLung Lung LungHeart
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