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33 diabet .mp. (471099) 
34 asthma*.mp. (140539) 
35 (brain adj5 (trauma* or injur*)).mp. (68497) 
36 (bowel* adj5 inflammatory adj5 (condition* or disease* or illness*)).mp. (31393) 
37 (sickle cell adj5 (disease* or disorder* or anemia*)).mp. (19955) 
38 ((skin adj5 (disease* or disorder*)) or eczema*).mp. (105706) 
39 ((gynecologic* or gynaecologic*) adj5 (disease* or disorder*)).mp. (5081) 
40 dysmenorrh*.mp. (5152) 
41 endometriosis.mp. (20182) 
42 Chronic Disease/ (219791) 
43 ((chronic* or longterm or long-term) adj5 (condition* or ill* or disease*)).mp. 
(418976) 
44 or/18-43 (5469388) 
45 randomized controlled trial.pt. (376608) 
46 controlled clinical trial.pt. (88576) 
47 randomized.ab. (297316) 
48 placebo.ab. (155203) 
49 drug therapy.fs. (1708731) 
50 randomly.ab. (214956) 
51 trial.ab. (308738) 
52 groups.ab. (1366808) 
53 45 or 46 or 47 or 48 or 49 or 50 or 51 or 52 (3363144) 
54 exp animals/ not humans.sh. (3954113) 
55 53 not 54 (2885271) 
56 7 and 12 and 17 and 44 and 55 (1119) 



 



Allen, 1999 ; Gann, 2013; Saleh, 2014 and unpublished data 
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Hours needed to create search strategy 

Meta-analysis (N=100)



A new search method 

 



() (''/exp) ('hip osteoarthritis'/exp) ('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR ():ab,ti) ('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR 
(coxarth*):ab,ti) 
 
(() NEAR/3 ()) 

('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (coxarth* 
OR (() NEAR/3 ())):ab,ti) 
('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (coxarth* 
OR ((hip OR cox) NEAR/3 ())):ab,ti) 

Basic Query 

('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (coxarth* 
OR ((hip OR cox) NEAR/3 (arthros* OR 
arthrit* OR osteoarth*))):ab,ti) 



Basic Query – 494 hits 
('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (Coxarthros* OR 
((hip OR cox) NEAR/3 (arthrit* OR arthros* 
OR osteoarthr*))):ab,ti) AND 
('kinesiotherapy'/exp OR (kinesiotherap* OR 
kinesitherap* OR ((exercise) NEAR/3 
(technique* OR treat* OR therap*))):ab,ti) 



Optimization 
('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (Coxarthros* OR 
((hip OR cox) NEAR/3 (arthrit* OR arthros* 
OR osteoarthr*))):ab,ti) AND 
('kinesiotherapy'/exp NOT (kinesiotherap* 
OR kinesitherap* OR ((exercise) NEAR/3 
(technique* OR treat* OR therap*))):ab,ti) 

 



 

 



1141 hits 
('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (Coxarthros* OR 
'malum coxae sinilis' OR ((hip OR cox) 
NEAR/3 (arthrit* OR arthros* OR 
osteoarthr*))):ab,ti) AND 
('kinesiotherapy'/exp OR (kinesiotherap* OR 
kinesitherap* OR exercise* OR 
((conservative*) NEAR/3 (technique* OR 
treat* OR therap*)) OR 
physiotherap*):ab,ti) 



Optimized – 3241 hits 
('hip osteoarthritis'/exp OR (Coxarthros* OR ((hip 
OR cox) NEAR/4 (arthrit* OR arthros* OR 
osteoarthr* OR oa))):ab,ti) AND 
('kinesiotherapy'/exp OR Kinesiology/exp OR 
walking/exp OR physiotherapy/exp OR 
'conservative treatment'/exp OR 
physiotherapist/exp OR 'manipulative 
medicine'/exp OR exercise/exp OR 'movement 
(physiology)'/exp OR (kinesiotherap* OR 
kinesitherap* OR exercise OR ((motion OR 
conservative OR manual OR manipulat*) NEAR/3 
(technique* OR treat* OR therap*)) OR Chiropract* 
OR physiotherap*):ab,ti)  



Translating the strategy between 
databases 

Embase.com (Embase and Medline)  
Thorough optimization of thesaurus terms and title / abstract terms in search strategy 

Macro and edit thesaurus 

Medline (Ovid incl Epub)  
MeSH terms in PubMed / Optimization 

Add extra terms Remove thesaurus 

Cochrane library  

Macro  

Web-of-science  

Macro  

Scopus 

Macro and edit 
thesaurus  

 

CINAHL (EBSCO) 

edit 
thesaurus  

PsycINFO 
(Ovid) 

Macro and edit 

Google Scholar  

Liliacs / Scielo / Popline / 
Trials Registers / WorldCat 
Basic search strategy with 

AND, OR parentheses based 
on basic Google terms 



 



Do the results differ from controls? 

58 published systematic reviews created with 
this method 
 
Control group: 94 systematic reviews published 
in 2014 from other Dutch university hospitals 
that reported librarian help 



Legend  

 



Complexity of the search 
The number of Boolean operators combined with 
the number of search lines 

median average 

This study 50 59 

Comparison  46 80 



Number of databases used 
(multiple databases within Cochrane library 
counted as one database) 



Number of articles retrieved 
(after deduplication) 

median average 

This study 2186 2721 

Comparison  1399 2434 



Number of references included 
Found in the databases or from other sources 

median average 

This study 26 45 

Comparison  19 33 



Precision  

Number of included references / total number 
of retrieved references 

median average 

This study 1.7% 1.9% 

Comparison  1.2% 2.5% 



Time needed to create search strategy 

Our data: from start of the reference interview 
to finalizing search strategies for all databases 
Does not include grey lit, hand searching, 
reference check 
• Different control group:  

3 published datasets,  
2 unpublished registrations 

median average 

This study 1.2 hr 1.3 hr 

Comparison  20 hr 27 hr 



Success factors / Time savers 

• Optimization techniques  
• Macros for syntax translation  
• Direct feedback by researcher  
• Database order and interface choice 



Bramer WM, Giustini D, Kramer BMR. Comparing the coverage, recall, and precision of searches 
for 120 systematic reviews in Embase, MEDLINE, and Google Scholar: a prospective study. 
Systematic reviews. 2016;5(1):39. 



 



Success factors / Time savers 

• Optimization techniques  
• Macros for syntax translation  
• Direct feedback by researcher  
• Database order and interface choice (Starting in 

embase.com) 
• Single-line search strategies 



Single line approach or set numbers? 
Well structured? 
 

#1  brassica[mh] 
#2  brassica*[tiab] 
#3  broccoli[tiab] 
#4  #1 OR #2 OR #3 
#5  neoplasm[mh] 
#6  neoplas*[tiab] 
#7  cancer*[tiab] 
#8  tumor*[tiab] 
#9  #5 OR #6 OR #7 OR #8 
#10  #4 AND #9 
#11  animals[mh] 
#12  humans[mh] 
#13  #11 AND #12 
#14  #11 NOT #13 
#15  #10 NOT #14 

 
 

Unstructured? 
 

(brassica[mh] OR brassica*[tiab] 
OR broccoli[tiab]) AND 
(neoplasm[mh] OR neoplas*[tiab] 
OR cancer*[tiab] OR tumor*[tiab])) 
NOT (animals[mh] NOT 
humans[mh]) 

 
 

 

 

 

Well structured? 
 

#1  brassica[mh] 
#2  brassica*[tiab] 
#3  broccoli[tiab] 
#4  #1 OR #2 OR #3 
#5  neoplasm[mh] 
#6  neoplas*[tiab] 
#7  cancer*[tiab] 
#8  tumor*[tiab] 
#9  #5 OR #6 OR #7 OR #8 
#10  #4 AND #9 
#11  animals[mh] 
#12  humans[mh] 
#13  #11 AND #12 
#14  #11 NOT #13 
#15  #10 NOT #14 
#16 cauliflower*[tiab] 
#17  #1 OR #2 OR #3 OR #16 
#18 #17 AND #9 
#19  #18 NOT #14 

 
 

Unstructured? 
 

(brassica[mh] OR brassica*[tiab] 
OR broccoli[tiab] OR 
cauliflower*[tiab]) AND 
(neoplasm[mh] OR neoplas*[tiab] 
OR cancer*[tiab] OR tumor*[tiab])) 
NOT (animals[mh] NOT 
humans[mh]) 

 

 
 

 

 

 



Success factors / Time savers 

• Optimization techniques  
• Macros for syntax translation  
• Direct feedback by researcher  
• Database order and interface choice (Starting in 

embase.com) 
• Single-line search strategies 
• Create query in Word and paste in database 
• Experience (be pro-active)  
• Computer literacy  



Quality is the norm, not speed! 

Method is not a blueprint for speed but for  
confidence by standardization 

 
Speed can only be a result of experience 

 
By gaining experience and speed more 

customers can be helped and overall review 
quality will improve 

 



 



Ongoing research 

 
Direct comparison 
 
When can you stop 



Contact details 

 
 
E-mail:  w.bramer@erasmusmc.nl 
Twitter:   @wichor 
LinkedIn:  nl.linkedin.com/in/wichor 
Slideshare:  www.slideshare.net/wichor 
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