
Foley Center Library 
presents 

What is a Controlled Vocabulary? 
 

(and why do I need it?) 

Created by  Theresa Kappus, Distance Services Librarian at Foley Library.  



It’s a common problem. 

I’ve tried searching 

the library databases 

for articles and I can’t 

find anything. 

Same 

here! 

Hey! I’m not 

the only one! 

Same 

here! 



So, what’s going on? 

 

A few examples from “real life”: 

 Is your noon meal lunch or dinner?   

 Do you drink pop, soda, soda pop or coke? 

 Do you wear sneakers or tennis shoes? 

 Do you ride a toboggan or wear one on your head? 

Some things go by different names depending on 

where you are.  It helps to know the local lingo. 

Each library database has a “local lingo”, too!  

It’s called a controlled vocabulary. 



A Controlled Vocabulary is... 

O a standardized set of terms used by a database to 

categorize articles based on the content.  
 

O a good way to improve your search results. Using  

terms from a database’s controlled vocabulary 

retrieves more relevant articles. 



The yellow pages in a phone book 

(remember those?) have a 

controlled vocabulary. Cafes are 

listed under “Restaurants”, car stuff 

is listed under “Automobile”.  

 

Yeah, yeah, I know. You could just 

look it up on your cell phone, but 

I’m trying to make a point here! 

Cheers! 



How to find & use a controlled vocabulary. 

The  controlled vocabulary for the  

Academic Search Complete 

database can be found under the 

Subject Terms tab. 

 

------------------------ 
 

To check your keyword against 

the list, enter it in the box and click 

the Browse button. 

 
 

In this database, articles about 

heart attacks can be retrieved 

by searching for:  

MYOCARDIAL Infarction. 
 

To find articles on heart bypass 

surgery, search, use the Subject 

Heading: 

CORONARY artery bypass. 



So, I can browse the controlled 
vocabulary of a database to 
find preferred terms and 
related terms to use in my 

search.  Perfect! How about 
some more examples? 



More Keyword vs. Subject Heading 

examples from  

Academic Search Complete 

Keywords in black    Subject Headings in Blue 



To use controlled vocabulary terms in a search… 

The Subject Terms in this field 

are all part of the controlled 

vocabulary for this database. 

Enter the controlled vocabulary term in 

the search box, then select  SU 

Subject Terms  here. This search  will 

retrieve article records  that have 

“OJIBWA language” as a Subject Term.  



Other databases 

Each database has its own 

controlled vocabulary and 

they may be called: 

• Subject Headings 

• Subject Terms 

• Thesaurus 

• Descriptors 
 

Here are examples from a few other databases.  
 



From the nursing database CINAHL  
Controlled Vocabulary = CINAHL Headings 

Using controlled 

vocabulary terms is very 

important when searching 

medical databases. 

There are a lot of flus! 



CINAHL also uses a “tree view” to show 

subheadings underneath the main headings. 

For more about tree views, look 

for the tutorials link on the 

CINAHL Headings screen.  



From the education database ERIC  
Controlled Vocabulary = Thesaurus of ERIC Descriptors 

A Scope Note explains 

what the term means in 

this database. 

 

Notice the list of Broader 

Terms and Related Terms 



From the psychology database PsycINFO  

Controlled Vocabulary =Thesaurus 

Even one letter can 

make a difference! 



Got it? 

When searching a database: 

O Start with your own keywords. 

O Browse the Subject Headings or Thesaurus 

to find preferred terms and related terms, 

narrower terms or broader terms. 

O Certain fields like medicine, psychology and 

engineering use very specific terminology. 

Always check the controlled vocabulary when 

searching databases related to those fields.  



Try it! 

If you need help, let us know! 
 

Email:  refdesk@gonzaga.edu 

     Call: 313-5931 / 800-498-5941 

Chat reference is also available on the library website. 

 

On campus? Come in 

and talk to a librarian! 
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