COMMON SEARCH MISTAKES

1. Using words like company or business in a business-focused database.

If you’re searching in a database that contains articles about business-related topics, such as Business Source Premier or ABI/Inform, you can take it for granted that almost all of the articles will be about businesses and corporations. It’s very likely that if you search for a word or phrase such as human resources in that database, any article you retrieve will be about human resources in a business setting. Similarly, if you were searching a database that had a higher education focus, you wouldn’t need to include the words college or university in your search because all of the articles will be about colleges or universities. There is no need to include a word or phrase that describes every article in the database.
2. Trying to represent process or action words in a search.

Many research questions ask what the effect is of one thing on another. For instance, “how does outsourcing to India affect revenue?” Another example is “does profit sharing increase employee motivation?” In each of these research questions, the researcher is basically asking how x affects y. A search will probably retrieve relevant results if it asks for x AND y. 
There is no need to include the words affect, impact, increase, etc., in the search strategy. In the case of the examples above, good searches might be:
· outsourcing AND India AND revenue

· profit sharing AND motivation
3. Including nonessential words in your search.
Just because a word is important to or clarifies your research question does not mean it should be included in the search statement. Take the following research question: “Does a woman manager’s ability to create a work-life balance change over the course of her career?” Although the search is asking about a manager’s ability to create or implement a balance between work and family responsibilities, words like these are some more examples of action words or descriptions that aren’t necessary in the search. 

Always try to restate a question in what I call “bare bones” format, using only the most important concepts in bold or upper case with process words connecting them. An example of a bare bones restatement of our question above is:

Do FEMALE MANAGERS improve their WORK-LIFE BALANCE?

Here are some more examples of research questions and their counterparts in the bare bones format.

· What economic influence have U.S. labor unions had on outsourced jobs under NAFTA?
Do UNIONS affect NAFTA OUTSOURCING?

· Can business management coaching affect organization productivity?
Does MANAGEMENT COACHING affect PRODUCTIVITY?
In each of these examples, only the words or phrases in upper case should be included in a search statement. These are the concepts for which you’ll generate keywords, and then synonyms for the keywords.

4. Leaving out a key concept.

In the examples above, each research question has at least two key concepts. Sometimes complex research questions may have three or even four concepts. Usually all major concepts must be present in an article for it to answer your question completely. An article with most, but not all, of the key concepts may answer part of the question. You should begin any database search hoping to find “the perfect article.” In other words, look first for that one paper that will answer your question entirely. You should start with a search strategy that contains all of your major concepts. If you search with that strategy and can’t find anything, you can then start removing concepts.

For instance, the question above asks: “Do UNIONS affect NAFTA OUTSOURCING?” This question has three main concepts: unions, NAFTA, and outsourcing. The first search statement you create should contain one word or phrase for each concept:

· outsourcing AND NAFTA AND unions

Search strategies for this question that include only two of the three concepts may retrieve many irrelevant articles. Asking about NAFTA and outsourcing might find articles that make absolutely no mention of labor unions. These articles may be interesting, but won’t help you answer your question.
