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	Boolean Logic: The Key to Electronic Searching


Want to know some great tricks to faster and better searches? Read on…
What is Boolean Logic? 

Boolean logic is a way of searching electronic databases (indexes, catalogs and web search engines) that allows you to indicate relationships between search terms by using the words AND, OR, and NOT. Those words are called Boolean operators in this context. Using Boolean operators is an easy way to make your electronic searching more effective. The diagram below shows two circles, each representing one subject and the areas of overlap. Notice what happens to those circles as the Boolean operators change in the searches below.
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The AND operator narrows searches

Using the AND operator limits searches (usually resulting in fewer items) by telling the computer to find items about two or more distinct concepts. For example: to find articles about communication among whales, a search statement would be: COMMUNICATION AND WHALES. The computer would try to find the word COMMUNICATION and also the word WHALES in the same article. In the diagram below, the circle labeled "A" represents articles about COMMUNICATION, and the circle labeled "B" represents articles about WHALES. The two circles’ overlap (the shaded area) represents articles containing both words.
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( articles about whales 

(154 articles)
articles about communication  (
(367 articles)
(
articles about both communication and whales (48 articles)
The OR operator expands searches
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Using the OR operator expands searches (usually resulting in more items) by telling the computer to find items that include any of the search terms. For example: to find articles containing either of the terms dogs or canines, the search statement would be: DOGS OR CANINES. The computer would try to find articles on either of the two subjects. The diagram below illustrates how using the OR operator expands the search. The circle labeled "A" represents articles containing the term DOGS, and the circle labeled "B" represents articles containing the term CANINES.  The shaded area represents articles containing either of the two terms.

articles about dogs  (
(126 articles)
( articles about canines 

(82 articles)
     (     (     (
articles about either dogs or canines (208 articles)
The NOT operator narrows searches

The NOT operator restricts searches (usually resulting in fewer items) by telling the computer to reject items that include certain terms. For example: to find articles about the color orange, but to exclude articles about Agent Orange, the computer needs to search for the word ORANGE but not the phrase AGENT ORANGE (see the section below about searching for phrases).  The search statement is: ORANGE NOT “AGENT ORANGE”. In the diagram below, the circle labeled "A" represents articles about ORANGE, and the circle labeled "B" represents articles about AGENT ORANGE. 
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articles about orange  (
(116 articles)
( articles about Agent Orange

(189 articles)
         (
articles about oranges but not Agent Orange (83 articles)
Phrase searching 

When searching for phrases, some databases require quotation marks around the phrase as seen in the search phrase above for ORANGE NOT “AGENT ORANGE”. Check the online help for the database being searched or ask library faculty for assistance if phrase searching doesn’t work as expected.

Using truncation symbols to speed typing

One easy way to save typing time is to truncate search terms.  Truncating words is telling the computer to search for words beginning with the letters typed in, and ending with any letters.  For example, to search for any of the terms ENVIRONMENT or ENVIRONMENTAL or ENVIRONMENTALLY, simply type ENVIRONMENT followed by a truncation symbol and the computer will search for any words beginning with the word ENVIRONMENT. Be sure to check the online help for each database or ask library faculty for assistance in finding the correct truncation symbol for the database being searched. The question mark (?) and the asterisk (*) are the most common truncation symbols. 

Boolean searching in the Pierce College library catalog

You have two options for using Boolean searching in library catalog: Boolean Keyword or Guided Search.  

When you select the “Boolean Keyword” option in the “Choose Type of Search” box, the computer will search for your keywords anywhere in all item records.  For example, to search for dogs or canines and nutrition, type (DOGS OR CANINES) AND NUTRITION.  Use parentheses to separate different Boolean expresses. In this example, the parentheses tell the computer that canines is the second part of the OR search, not the first part of the AND search.

Guided searching can be complicated, so ask library faculty to help with this until you feel comfortable doing it on your own. When you click on the “Guided Search” tab on the catalog’s search screen, the computer will display a screen with several search boxes and several option boxes.  

To perform a Guided Search, follow these steps: 

1. Type in the search term(s) you want to find in the “Search for” box. 

2. Select from the drop-down list whether you want to search for any of the search terms (connecting the terms in that one box with the OR Boolean operator), all the search terms (connecting the terms in that one box with the AND Boolean operator), or the search terms in that one box as a phrase.  

3. In the “Find in” box, select the fields in which you want the database to search.  

4. Select which Boolean operator you want to use to connect the terms in the next search box: AND, OR or NOT.

5. In the next “Search for” box, type in your next search term(s).  

6. In the “Find in” box, select the fields in which you want the database to search.

7. Repeat as necessary.

For example, to search for dogs or canines and nutrition:

1. In the first “Search for” box, type DOGS CANINES.

2. Select “any of these” from the drop-down list (this tells the computer to search for dogs OR canines).

3. Select “Keyword anywhere” to find these terms anywhere in a record.

4. Select the “radio button” (circle with a dot in the middle) next to “AND”.  

5. In the next “Search for” box, type NUTRITION.
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6.  Select “Keyword anywhere” to find these terms anywhere in a record.

Boolean searching in our electronic indexes

Our electronic indexes (ProQuest Direct, EBSCOhost, etc.) support Boolean searching.  In most indexes, you type the Boolean operators between your search terms in exactly the same way you perform Boolean Keyword searches in our library catalog. EBSCOhost, and ERIC also include Advanced Searching options (called "Guided" searching in ProQuest Direct) that are similar to Guided Keyword searching in our catalog.































Library faculty are available to help with your research during all hours that the library is open.  Feel free to contact the Reference Desks at 964-6555 (Fort Steilacoom) or 840-8302 (Puyallup).  Stop by our web site at http://www.pierce.ctc.edu/Users/Depts/Library/ for more information or to use our library catalog .
11/19/2001   kkells

Library faculty at the Reference Desks can help with your research in person or by phone at 964-6555 (Fort Steilacoom) or 840-8302 (Puyallup).  Stop by our web site <http://www.pierce.ctc.edu/Library/library.htm> for more information about our library or to use our library catalog and periodical indexes.
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