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A definable & measurable question 
 

Research Question 

Concept # 1 Concept # 2 Concept # 3 Concept # 4 

- Terms 
- Definitions 

- Terms 
- Definitions 

- Terms 
- Definitions 

- Terms 
- Definitions 



Search method 
Greenhalgh T, Peacock R. Effectiveness and efficiency of search methods in 
systematic reviews of complex evidence: Audit of primary sources. BMJ. 2005 Nov 
5;331(7524):1064-5. 
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Search strategy process = iterative 

Search  1

Search  2

Search  . . .

Final Search

 - Su bject Heading s

 - Keywo rds

 - Filters

 - Limits

- Save Strateg y in  Database Accou nt

- Prin t Strateg y

 - Make Notes o n Ch ang es

 - Sav e Strategy  in Datab ase Acco un t

 - Print Strategy

 - Co py  into a W ord  Do cumen t

 - Su bject Heading s

 - Keywo rds

Datab ase #  1



Developing a search template: An  
exercise in logic and linguistics 

1) What is the full range of keywords, phrases 
and subject headings required to ensure that 
a concept is captured thoroughly? 

2) How should specific keywords, phrases and 
subject headings be combined (AND, OR, NOT, 
adjacency) to capture discrete concepts in a 
logical way? 

 



Subject headings: the bedrock of 
electronic database searching 

• Subject headings (a.k.a. subject terms, controlled 
vocabulary, descriptors, indexing terms, indexing 
vocabulary) are standardized words or phrases 
assigned to an article to describe the contents of that 
article  

• A thesaurus is a collection of subject headings 
– MeSH is the thesaurus in MEDLINE  

– 25,588 descriptors in 2010 MeSH. There are also over 
172,000 entry terms.  

 



When applying subject headings… 
• Only the subject or descriptor fields within a 

database record are searched 
• Tends to increase relevance of retrieved items 
• Indexing is at the most specific level (i.e. explode 

goes from general to specific, not the other way 
around) 

• Explode determines breadth of the concept 
• Subheadings determine “angle” of the concept 
• Focus determines emphasis on the concept 
• Indexers are only human (for e.g. article about 

calves, as in part of the leg, indexed with Cattle/) 
 



Example of synonym mapping 
EMBASE 

 

EMTREE TERM: Heart Infarction 
 

Used For: 
 Cardiac Infarct 

Cardiac Infarction 
Cardial Infarct 
Coronary Artery Acute Occlusion 
Coronary Artery Occlusion 
Coronary Occlusion 
Heart Attack 
Heart Infarct 
Heart Micro Infarction 
Heart Muscle Infarction 
 

Infarction, Heart 
Myocardial Infarct 
Myocardial Infarction 
Myocardium Infarct 
Myocardium Infarction 
Premonitory Infarction Sign 
Second Heart Attack 
Subendocardial Infarction 
Transmural Cardiac Infarction 
Transmural Heart Infarction 
Transmural Infarction,Heart 
 



Differences Between Thesauri 
MEDLINE                                        EMBASE 



Explode (capture narrower terms)  
vs. Focus (place emphasis on a term) 
 MEDLINE 



Scope Notes 
MEDLINE 



Keyword Searching 
• Not pre-defined or standardized 

• Can search the subject, title, author, abstract, and other fields 

• May be search words, parts of words, phrases, names, or 
combinations of all of these  

• May retrieve large number of irrelevant items  

• Need to include all possible synonyms, alternate terminology; 
variant word endings (e.g. singular, plural, adjectives); variant 
spelling (UK, US) 

• Very useful when there’s no appropriate subject heading (for 
e.g. minimal clinically important difference) or with very new 
concept 

 



Keyword vs. Subject Search 
MEDLINE 



What are the effects (benefits and harms) of pre-operative traction to the 
injured limb following an acute fracture of the proximal femur in adults? 
Different methods of applying traction (skin or skeletal) will be considered 



Boolean Logic 
Question: Is hepatitis C transmitted from mother to child during the prenatal and 
postnatal period? 

Hepatitis  C

OR

Chronic Hepatitis  C

Disease Transmission

OR

Vertical Transmission

Pregnancy

OR

Breas t feeding

Concept #1 Concept #2 Concept #3

AND AND



Boolean Logic 
Combining Concepts Using AND 

He patitis C

OR

Chronic Hep C

Disea se Transm ission

OR

Ve rtic al Transm ission

Pre gnancy

OR

Bre ast fe eding



Search Filters 

• Pre-formulated, pre-tested strategies 

• Can help identify the higher quality evidence 

• Available for most experimental designs 

• Apply to the designated database  

• Available through variety of sources: for example, 
Centre for Reviews and Dissemination: 
http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/intertasc/index.htm 

 



An example: Observational Studies Filter  
• 1 Epidemiologic studies/  
• 2 Exp case control studies/  
• 3 Exp cohort studies/  
• 4 Case control.tw.  
• 5 (cohort adj (study or studies)).tw.  
• 6 Cohort analy$.tw.  
• 7 (Follow up adj (study or studies)).tw.  
• 8 (observational adj (study or studies)).tw.  
• 9 Longitudinal.tw.  
• 10 Retrospective.tw.  
• 11 Cross sectional.tw.  
• 12 Cross-sectional studies/  
• 13 Or/1-12  

 


