
CINAHL Subject Headings 

 

One of my favorite search techniques is to use subject headings whenever possible.  It’s a way to start a 
search already “in the ballpark.”  So first of all, what are subject headings?  Subject headings are words 
or phrases that are part of a controlled vocabulary.  So what’s a controlled vocabulary?  A controlled 
vocabulary is when a group of people agree that they will use the same set of terminology when 
referring to something.  For example in this country we say elevator, in England they call it a lift.  We say 
apartment and they say flat.  Americans tacitly agree to use the word elevator. 

Subject headings are sets of words or phrases used by catalogers when they index publications.  When a 
cataloger reads an article, they assign various subject headings to that article based on the content.  You 
might think of subject headings as tags.  For example, if the article is about heart attacks, one of the 
subject headings assigned to that article would be myocardial infarction.  Myocardial infarction is the 
agreed upon, controlled vocabulary term for heart attack.  This way, a cataloger in California doesn’t use 
the term myocardial infarction while a cataloger in North Carolina uses the term heart attack.  When 
everyone uses the same vocabulary, subject headings become more precise, and it’s easier to do 
research using subject headings.  This practice is not unusual.  If you think about it, most professions use 
controlled vocabularies.  Police officers, electricians, architects, nurses, etc. all have words or phrases 
unique to that discipline.  Sometimes those words might not make much sense to people outside of the 
profession, but they make it easier for people within that profession to communicate. 

So, how to use subject headings to do research?  There are two basic ways.  The first is to find an article, 
or articles, that are very relevant to your research topic.  See what subject headings have been assigned 
to those articles.  Then use those subject headings to find more of the same.  Let me show you what I 
mean. 

Let’s say I want information on how diet and exercise affect blood pressure.  When we perform this 
search, CINAHL looks for our search terms in the title, abstract, and subject headings of articles.  What 
makes the subject heading unique is that it’s not just a computer skimming search fields for keywords.  
A subject heading is the result of a trained cataloger or indexer reading an article, deciding that that 
article is about certain topics, and assigning tags from a controlled vocabulary. 

Looking at the results list from my search, I can see under which subject headings each article has been 
indexed.  And depending on the keywords you’ve used, sometimes the results can be all over the place.  
For example if you look at the top results from this search, you don’t even see the phrase “blood 
pressure” in the titles.  So when I find articles that are particularly relevant, I can use the subject 
headings to find more articles about the same topic.  Let’s take a closer look at this article which 
highlights behavior change.  Diet and Exercise are listed as subject headings, but blood pressure is not.  
That tells me that blood pressure is likely mentioned in the article, but is not a main part of the article. 

As we click down from the results list to the article, we can see that the subject headings are now 
divided into major subjects and minor subjects.  The major subjects were listed on the results page.  
Notice too, that the subject headings are now hyperlinks.  And I see that one of the minor subject 
headings is Blood Pressure Determination.  So let’s say I want more articles that have been indexed by a 
cataloger with the subject heading Blood Pressure Determination.  If I click on this hyperlink, that blows 



my search back up again, only this time I get articles with blood pressure determination as a subject 
heading, and not just some keywords in the abstract.  Thus, I’m already “in the ballpark,” having 
searched by subject heading.  Now, I can add additional keywords to narrow down these results.  Note 
too, that blood pressure determination is in quotation marks and is preceded by the letters MH.  That’s 
because when we clicked on the hyperlink, CINAHL ran the search for blood pressure determination as 
an exact subject heading.  If you want to see the other ways to search for subject headings, click on the 
drop down box to the right.  You can see that choosing MW for example, means you’re looking for that 
term to simply be a word in the subject heading, as opposed to the exact subject heading.  To use these 
two-letter prefix codes, you would have to know the controlled vocabulary words or phrases.  Which 
brings us to the second way to do research using subject headings. 

We just talked about searching using keywords, and then looking through the results to find relevant 
subject headings.  Then, at the article level, we clicked on those subject headings to find “more of the 
same.”  But there is a more efficient way to search using subject headings.  Now I am not a professional 
cataloger.  And I’m assuming that most of you are not either.  So what good are subject heading 
searches if you don’t know the subject headings?  Well CINAHL makes it easy to find subject headings 
and see where they fall in the hierarchy of the subject heading trees. 

If you look at the top of the page, you’ll see a link to CINAHL Subject Headings.  I should mention here 
that catalogers may use subject headings from different controlled vocabularies.  CINAHL, for example, 
uses CINAHL subject headings.  The Randall Library Catalog uses Library of Congress subject headings.  
PubMed uses Medical Subject Headings.  Don’t let this confuse you.  Many of the subject headings in 
each of these controlled vocabularies are exactly the same.  And there are easy ways to find the subject 
headings for each resource.  I’ll show you what I mean. 

Click on CINAHL Subject Headings.  That takes you to this search box which you use to find CINAHL 
subject headings.  Let’s put in high blood pressure.    What’s great about this interface, is it’s smart 
enough to point you to the correct controlled vocabulary term, even if you’re not sure what it is.  As you 
can see, I typed in high blood pressure, and CINAHL is telling me that high blood pressure is not the 
controlled vocabulary term that is used.  It says, “Use hypertension.”  Now I could go back to the search 
page, enter hypertension, and change the drop down box from Select a Field to Exact Subject Heading.  
But there’s an easier way.  If I simply check this box in front of Hypertension, this subject heading gets 
entered into this search builder.  Then when I click on the Search Database button, CINAHL searches for 
articles with hypertension as a subject heading. 

And I can even use this method to search for articles with multiple subject headings.  Let’s go back and 
enter hypertension again. Last time we used diet and exercise as keywords.  Let’s search for them as 
subject headings this time.  You’ll need to scroll down to the bottom of the page and click on browse 
additional terms.  Note that it tells us that our previously selected term is being retained in the search 
builder.  Now we look for diet.  Notice the various subject headings associated with diet.  I’m going to 
select the first one.  See how diet has now been added to the search builder.  Let’s do the same for 
exercise.  Scroll to the bottom of the page and click on browse additional terms.  Again, notice the 
various subject headings available.  I’m interested in the first one.  Exercise gets added to the search 
builder.  And now, here’s is a very important step.  Let me repeat that.  This is a very important step.  If 
you are using this search builder to search for multiple subject headings.  It’s important to switch this 
connector from “Or” to “And.”  If you leave it on “Or,” it will search for the three terms separately and 



that would defeat the purpose.  We want articles that have all three subject headings, so that our search 
is more focused.  So change this to “And,” then click the Search Database button. 

Now I have results where each article has been indexed with the subject headings diet, exercise, and 
hypertension.  In my opinion, this is better than searching using those as keywords if you are trying to 
start with a more focused search. 


