
Search tools and search services
The main search tools and search services that you should be aware of in your search for water and 
sanitation information are:

1.	 Key search engines

2.	 Databases

3.	 Subject gateways or water and sanitation portals

4.	 Discussion Groups

5.	 Blogs

Key search engines

Search engines work with “robots”, which are indexing full texts (or large parts of it) of internet 
documents. While doing a search this robot is retrieving data from the indexes. The search system 
looks for documents with the best resemblance to your search question, and sorts the results 
based on resemblance. This is called relevance ranking. 

Very often there is not much overlap in the results search engines come up with2, so it is worthwhile 
to try more than one search engine when you are not happy with the results you get. For an 
overview of search engines worldwide, you may want to check the international directory of search 
engines.  

Three search engines are suggested to support your searches:  

Google, http://www.google.com is the most popular search engine. Google offers a good free guide 
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For many people, the Internet has become the first medium to turn to when they need information. 
Water and sanitation professionals are no different. Currently there are around 1 billion Internet users 
worldwide

http://www.searchenginecolossus.com
http://www.searchenginecolossus.com
http://www.google.com
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to help you in your searches: http://www.googleguide.com.  To search for authors or scientific 
articles, Google has developed http://scholar.google.com  

Yahoo! http://search.yahoo.com  
Originally just a subject directory, it is now a search engine, directory, and portal.  

Teoma, http://www.teoma.com  
Teoma is a good search engine for identifying metasites and communities, for research in new 

http://www.googleguide.com
http://scholar.google.com 
http://search.yahoo.com 
http://www.teoma.com
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classified or for new information on a specific topic. Many portals provide fact sheets, thematic 
overviews or technical briefs on specific topics3, see http://www.irc.nl/page/10923  

Discussion groups and communities of practice

A way to find more information on your topic is to ask other people or organisations interested 

http://www.irc.nl/page/10923
https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?SUBED1=water-and-san-applied-research&A=1
http://www.feedster.com/
http://www.bloglines.com/
http://blogsearch.google.com/
http://www.technorati.com/
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What to use
One way to set up your search strategy is to look at the number of elements a topic consists of. The 
following table is a free adaptation of this strategy, developed by Karen Drabenstott.5 
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http://www.conferencealerts.com
http://www.conferencealerts.com
http://www.infominder.com
http://www.infominder.com
http://www.googlealert.com/
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Web feeds

Another way to keep on top of things is by subscribing to web feeds. They are a useful tool for 
receiving news, blog or web site updates, not just for text but increasingly also for audio and video 
broadcasts. Web feeds are usually offered in RSS or Atom format. In order to receive them you 
need special aggregator or feed reader software, which can often be downloaded for free – popular 
online aggregators include bloglines (http://www.bloglines.com/), NewsIsFree (http://www.
newsisfree.com/) and My Yahoo! (http://my.yahoo.com), for more see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_news_aggregators.

Web feeds are preferable to (e-mail) newsletter updates because they are instantaneous; you don’t 
have to wait until a designated day of the week to receive your summary. They will also never be 
held up by a spam filter.

 

     The availability of web feeds is typically indicated by orange icons like these. 

Click on the orange “RSS” or “XML” button next to the topic of your choice and copy the URL into 
your feed reader.  

There are several search engines for web feeds such as syndic 8,

http://www.syndic8.com/, while Yahoo! advanced search offers an option to search on RSS/XML 
files (http://search.yahoo.com/web/advanced?vf=rss) (see Fagan Finder for more search engines - 
http://www.faganfinder.com/blogs/)  

Beyond the web
Last but not least, do not forget there is a world beyond the Internet! Web pages are generated by 
people, and sometimes people are the most valuable search resources you can find.8 So, look at the 
contact details of relevant organisations (see http://www.irc.nl/page/10860 for a selection of water 
and sanitation portals, check some organisations directories) or try to get your query answered by 
contacting a specialised help desk; such as: 

Ask IRC http://www.irc.nl/askirc 

GATE question and answer service, http://www5.gtz.de/gate/gateid.afp 

Practical Action technical enquiry service, http://www.itdg.org/?id=tes   

WaterAids technical enquiry service, http://www.wateraid.org/international/what_we_do/how_we_
work/sustainable_technologies/3133.asp 

This fact sheet is based on Krukkert, I., Dietvorst, C. (2003). How to find water and sanitation 
information on the Internet? Revised version, 5 Nov 2004. Delft, The Netherlands, IRC International 
Water and Sanitation Centre. http://www.irc.nl/page/10742 

http://www.bloglines.com/
http://www.newsisfree.com/
http://www.newsisfree.com/
http://my.yahoo.com
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_news_aggregators
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_news_aggregators
http://www.syndic8.com/
http://search.yahoo.com/web/advanced?vf=rss
http://www.faganfinder.com/blogs/
http://www.irc.nl/askirc
http://www5.gtz.de/gate/gateid.afp
http://www.itdg.org/?id=tes
http://www.wateraid.org/international/what_we_do/how_we_work/sustainable_technologies/3133.asp
http://www.wateraid.org/international/what_we_do/how_we_work/sustainable_technologies/3133.asp
http://www.irc.nl/page/10742
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