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Searching the Web

The World Wide Web provides access to vast amounts of information of many different sorts (Ó Dochartaigh, 2002). 
You can search the holdings of other libraries and download the complete text of government reports, some conference 
papers, and newspaper articles. You can find policies of local governments, descriptions of individual social scientists 
and particular research projects, and postings of advocacy groups. It is also hard to avoid finding a lot of information in 
which you have no interest, such as commercial advertisements, third-grade homework assignments, or college course 
syllabi. In 1999, there were already about 800 million publicly available pages of information on the Web (Davis 1999). 
Today, there may be as many as 15 billion pages on the Web (Novak, 2003).

After you are connected to the Web with a browser such as Microsoft Internet Explorer or Mozilla Firefox, you 
can use three basic strategies for finding information: direct addressing (i.e., typing in the address, or uniform 
resource locator [URL], of a specific site); browsing (i.e., reviewing online lists of Websites); and searching (i.e., 
Google is currently the most popular search engine for searching the Web). For some purposes, you will need to use 
only one strategy; for other purposes, you will want to use all three.

Exhibit A.4 illustrates the first problem that you may encounter when searching the Web: the sheer quantity of 
resources that are available. It is a much bigger problem than when searching bibliographic databases. On the Web, less 
is usually more. Limit your inspection of Websites to the first few pages that turn up in your list (they are ranked by 
relevance). See what those first pages contain, and then try to narrow your search by including some additional terms. 
Putting quotation marks around a phrase that you want to search will also help to limit your search; for example, search-
ing for “informal social control” on Google (on September 11, 2005) produced 31,100 sites, compared to the roughly 
15,500,000 sites retrieved when we omitted the quotes wherein Google searched “informal” and “social” and “control.”

Exhibit A.4 A Search in Sociological Abstracts on Informal Control


