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LEARNING OUTCOMES

When you complete this session, you should 
be able to:

• Understand the main frameworks to 

enable you to formulate your research 

question

• Use advanced database features including 

controlled vocabulary

• Build an effective search strategy

• Save, export and manage your search 

results



Formulating Your 
Research Question
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LIBRARY RESOURCES ON DEVELOPING 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

SAGE Research Methods database: 
Tools>Project Planner

https://methods.sagepub.com/
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A research question should be specific, focused, clearly formulated and 

well defined (no ambiguity). Consider using frameworks like PICO and 

SPIDER.

FRAMEWORKS TO HELP YOU FOCUS 
YOUR RESEARCH QUESTION

Population
/Problem

Intervention
/Exposure

Comparison Outcome

PICO SPIDER

https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews/step1
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews/step1
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews/step1


Database Recap
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SAVE YOUR RESEARCH!  

Most databases have a way for users to make an account and save their 

searches.

GEU33285

GEU33285
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ACCESSIBILITY TOOLS

Language settingsFormat settings

Font settings
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DATABASE ELEMENTS

Fields: Title, Abstract, etc.

Filters & 
Limiters 

Controlled 
vocabulary

Boolean 
operators

Advanced Search
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A database record is broken down 

into parts or fields e.g. author, 

title, abstract etc.

Advanced searching focuses on 

title or abstract fields.

FOCUSED SEARCHING – FIELDS & 
FILTERS

Limiters or filters, are restrictions 

on your search that can be applied 

by making selections within the 

database e.g peer reviewed articles.
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FINDING RELEVANT DATABASES



Using Controlled 
Vocabulary
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Controlled vocabulary also known as 

subjects, subject authority, thesaurus, 

descriptors, MeSH

• defined tags within the database

• Retrieves items indexed under a 

particular topic

• Doesn’t retrieve jargon, slang, or newer 

terms

CONTROLLED VOCABULARY

CINAHL Subjects example
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• Broadens search when used in combination with keyword search

• Capture full potential of database (historical and current terms) 

• Expected in systematic type reviews (scoping, systematic, rapid etc), 

e.g. for writing a dissertation, a review, or an article

• Not all subjects will exist within a database even if it uses subject 

headings

WHY USE CONTROLLED VOCABULARY?



Building your search 
strategy
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• Break down your research question into 

concepts

• Choose your databases (subject 

based,multidisciplinary, approx.3)

• Develop a set of terms or keywords to 

search systematically

• Use controlled vocabulary (if available) 

• Use appropriate search techniques

SEARCH STRATEGY
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Phrase searching “global warming” (finds exact phrase)

Truncation educat* (finds all word endings e.g. educator(s), education, educational, educating)

Title/Abstract – targets search in specific parts or fields of a database record

Proximity/adjacency search – x NEAR/3 y (words near each other in any order)

Boolean operators – AND (narrows) OR (broadens) NOT (use sparingly)

Controlled Vocabulary – Database index terms used in advanced searches for optimal results

COMMON DATABASE SEARCH TECHNIQUES
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To search systematically you need 

to use:

• Controlled vocabulary (where 
available).

• Your own keywords 
(inc. synonyms and variant 
spellings).

• Boolean operators (AND, OR).

• Techniques such as phrase 
searching “...”

SEARCHING SYSTEMATICALLY 

A Venn diagram and description of Boolean 
searching.



Over To You
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Topic: social media & climate 

activism in young people

SAMPLE RESEARCH TOPIC 
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FRAMING & REFINING YOUR 
RESEARCH QUESTION

Population/
Problem 
YOUNG 
PEOPLE

Intervention/
Exposure
SOCIAL 
MEDIA

Comparison
No SOCIAL 

MEDIA

Outcome
CLIMATE 
ACTIVISM

What is the impact of social 
media influencers on youth 
climate activism?
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• Take 1 minute to note down keywords for each concept

• Discuss with your neighbour for 2 mins

KEYWORD EXERCISE: CONCEPTS

SOCIAL MEDIAYOUNG PEOPLE CLIMATE 
ACTIVISM

Concepts
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TRANSLATING YOUR QUESTION 
INTO A DATABASE QUERY

Create and document 
your search/keyword strings:

 “climate activism" OR “eco activism” OR 
“Environmental activism” OR “climate 
protest*”AND

 “social media” OR tiktok OR facebook 
OR insta* OR x OR twitter OR 
influencer* OR greenfluencer* AND

 Adolescen* OR youth OR “young 
people” OR teen* OR “gen z”

Results
Search String
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SEARCH STEPS

1. Copy and paste prepared terms from master Word 
document

2. Search concept keyword strings one by one

3. Combine (using OR)with appropriate controlled vocabulary 
(if present)

4. Then combine main concept results using AND

5. Save search (name appropriately and date search)

6. Export results
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SEARCH CONCEPTS ONE BY ONE 
CLARIVATE: WEB OF SCIENCE 
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USE AND TO COMBINE MAIN CONCEPTS 
CLARIVATE:  WEB OF SCIENCE 

SAVE Search

Combine concepts with AND
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SEARCH CONCEPTS ONE BY ONE 
EBSCOHOST: ACADEMIC SEARCH COMPLETE

Select Title or Abstract 
field
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USE OR TO COMBINE KEYWORD/SUBJECT 
TERMS: EBSCOHOST ACADEMIC SEARCH COMPLETE
U

Combine with OR operator
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USE AND TO COMBINE MAIN CONCEPTS
EBSCOHOST: ACADEMIC SEARCH COMPLETE 
TT
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SAVE SEARCH WITH APPROPRIATE 
NAME AND DATE



Saving, Exporting and 
Managing Your Results
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• Database platforms save your search steps and records

• You can export the records in bulk as .RIS files

• These can be further used with relevant softwares for 
referencing, screening and analysis

MANAGING RESULTS
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EXPORTING RESULTS: EBSCOHOST D/B

Select RIS format
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EXPORTING RESULTS: CLARIVATE 
WEB OF SCIENCE

Select RIS format.  Finally ensure Abstract is included.
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EMAILED .RIS FILE: EBSCOHOST

File sent to your account email.  Open file.
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Search results should be saved as .RIS files for analysis

EBSCOHOST d/bs send to your email account once you have an account

Many databases save directly to your downloads

Utilised TCD library hosted softwares such as EndNote or Covidence to review records

Screen each record by title /abstract for compliance with your eligibility criteria

Only read the full papers of the ones which meet your eligibility criteria

DIRECT DOWNLOAD .RIS FILE: OTHER 
DATABASES
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Access library supported softwares to export & manage results in one 
place:

• Download reference manager s/w Endnote
(available from Managing References page)

• Register for Covidence (screening s/w)
    (available from Databases A-Z page)

• LibKey Nomad to use Google/Google Scholar to find specific 
articles and use our paid subscriptions. Can also be used in 
Covidence  (download from Off campus access page) 

REVIEWING RESULTS WITH SOFTWARES 
VIA TCD LIBRARY 

https://www.tcd.ie/library/using-library/off-campus.php
https://www.tcd.ie/library/using-library/off-campus.php
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 The main frameworks to enable you to formulate your research 

question

 Advanced database features and controlled vocabulary

 Building an effective search strategy

 Saving, exporting and managing results

IN THIS SESSION WE COVERED:
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QUESTIONS?
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FEEDBACK

Please scan to complete our feedback form.
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WHERE TO FIND HELP

Your Subject Librarian

Our HITS classes
• Top Tips for Research Your Literature Review

• Managing Your References: EndNote 2025

Our Guides & Tutorials page

Our LibGuides
• Writing a Literature Review
• Doing a Systematic Review

• Step 1: Your Research Question, Frameworks and 
Creating a Protocol

https://www.tcd.ie/library/support/subjects/
https://www.tcd.ie/library/support/skills-training.php
https://www.tcd.ie/library/support/tutorials/
https://libguides.tcd.ie/literature-reviews
https://libguides.tcd.ie/literature-reviews
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews/step1
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews/step1
https://libguides.tcd.ie/systematic-reviews/step1


Thank You 

www.tcd.ie/library        
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