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Keyword & Subject Searching: Basic Differences 
 

KEYWORD SEARCHING SUBJECT SEARCHING 
Looks for words in ANY field within the 
databases’ records (TITLE, AUTHOR, 
SUBJECT/DESCRIPTOR, and more) 

Looks for words ONLY IN the SUBJECT/DESCRIPTOR 
field 

• Searches using normal, everyday words 
(prozac, not fluoxetine)  

• Search box may call this a WORD(S) 
ANYWHERE search 

• Typically broadens a search 
• Good with emerging or technical topics 

(affluenza or helix-loop-helix motifs) 
• Often finds results that use your search 

term in a different way than you had 
intended (banking used in reference to 
airplanes, not finance) 

• Variant spellings and synonyms a problem 
in searching because a keyword search will 
only find records using exactly the word(s) 
you searched (woman will not find women, 
teenagers will not find adolescents) 

• Searches using words assigned to the topic by 
“experts” in the subject area or database 
construction (fluoxetine, not prozac) 

• Also known as CONTROLLED VOCABULARY or 
DESCRIPTOR searches 

• Typically narrows a search 
• Good with multi-faceted topics (World War, 

1939-1945 Aerial operations, American 
Fiction) 

• Finds only results on the topic searched 
(separate listings for nobility=royalty and 
nobility of character) 

• Can be difficult to find the “right” subject 
heading/descriptor for your topic (Is it sea 
mammals, or marine mammals?) 

• NOTE: Each database can use its own subject 
headings and descriptors 

 
 
 
Strategies for Effective Keyword & Subject Searching 
 
1. Begin with a keyword search for items on your topic. Be sure to put quotation 
marks around exact phrases (“animal rights”). See if this search finds even one result 
that closely matches what you are looking for—for example, 
“japanese internment” 
 

 
 
2. Open the record for the results that match your topic. Each 

Both these books use the word 
“japanese internment” in their 
title—but in very different senses. 
This is one of the problems of 
keyword searching! The first 
book is talking about American 
citizens taken prisoner by the 
Japanese during World War II, 
while the second book talks 
about American citizens or 
residents of Japanese ancestry 
who were placed in internment 
camps by the U.S. government 
during World War II.  



 

record will contain a listing of the subject headings given to the information resource 
described in that record.   
 

These subject headings can help you construct a much more precise search—as in this 
example, where there are separate subject headings to describe: 

4 World War, 1939-1945 -- Prisoners and prisons, Japanese 
4 Japanese Americans -- Evacuation and relocation, 1942-1945 

 

 
 

3. Watch for spelling when doing keyword searches. Sometimes you find few results 
because you are finding only those pages whose misspelling(s) match your own.  
 

In the example below, finding only 5 results for a search about “chemistry” seems kind of 
odd—until you realize that you’ve misspelled chemistry and found only those records that 
also had chemsitry.  
 

 
 
4. When possible, do a broad subject search (animals) and then browse resulting lists of 
subject sub-headings to see what the options are.  
 

 
 

 

5. If there is an online thesaurus of how words are used as subject headings/descriptors, 
or an index telling how often particular words are used in a database, consult it for 
possible search terms. 
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