
Simultaneously searching Medline, 
PsycInfo, Embase: the Ovid platform
PD Dr. Christian Appenzeller-Herzog, December 11, 2024



Course attendance certificate for medical students
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few days (e.g. for WIKO.flex)
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Agenda.
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1 Basics in literature searching

2 Databases on Ovid

3 Subject headings (MeSH, Emtree, etc.)

4 Searching in title/abstract fields (also using ADJn proximity operators)

5 Building a search strategy in Ovid/MS Word

6 Applying database limits

7 Transferring a Medline search into another Ovid database

8 Multi-database searches on Ovid and deduplication

9 Exporting results to literature management software



PICO framework: Search example
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Does animal-assisted therapy improve psychomotor agitation in 
people with dementia?

Search concept Possible search terms

1) Population
2) Intervention
3) Control
4) Outcome



PICO framework: Search example
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Does animal-assisted therapy improve psychomotor agitation in 
people with dementia?

Search concept Possible search terms

1) Population Dementia Alzheimer Senile 
forgetfulness

2) Intervention Animal-assisted
therapy/intervention

Pet-facilitated
therapy/intervention

hippotherapy

3) Control -
4) Outcome Agitation Restlessness Hyperactivity



Boolean operators

Connecting two terms with …

AND  =  both search terms occur

OR    = at least one of the two search terms occurs 

NOT  = second term must not be present
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Attention: 'NOT' usually leads to 
unwanted exclusions. Best to 

contact an information 
specialist



Boolean operators: Combining the PICO aspects

P AND I AND C AND O

or with synonyms:

(Population 1 OR Population 2 OR …) AND

(Intervention 1 OR Intervention 2 OR …) AND

(Control 1 OR Control 2 OR …) AND

(Outcome 1 OR Outcome 2  OR …)

Intersection = final search results
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P
I

C

O

Note: Not all aspects of the PICO question need to be included in a search.
→ initially only search for a few, clearly describable aspects (e.g. drugs)
→ Outcomes often not mentioned in the abstract. Therefore omit them if possible.
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1 Basics in literature searching

2 Databases on Ovid

3 Subject headings (MeSH, Emtree, etc.)

4 Searching in title/abstract fields (also using ADJn proximity operators)

5 Building a search strategy in Ovid/MS Word

6 Applying database limits

7 Transferring a Medline search into another Ovid database

8 Multi-database searches on Ovid and deduplication

9 Exporting results to literature management software



Electronic databases
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Adapted, table by Martina Gosteli

Nursing, all 
health 
professions

Clinical 
medicine

Biomedicine Biology Pharmacy
Pharma
cology

Psychology
Psychiatry

Health 
Sciences

Medline
Ovid

Ovid

Ovid
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1 Basics in literature searching

2 Databases on Ovid

3 Subject headings (MeSH, Emtree, etc.)

4 Searching in title/abstract fields (also using ADJn proximity operators)

5 Building a search strategy in Ovid/MS Word

6 Applying database limits

7 Transferring a Medline search into another Ovid database

8 Multi-database searches on Ovid and deduplication

9 Exporting results to literature management software



Subject headings are database-specific
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Database Subject headings

Medline MeSH

Embase Emtree

PsycINFO PsycINFO subject headings

etc.



Subject headings – Text words
Two complementary search modalities
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1. Subject heading search:
Dementia

2. Text word search:
Dement* OR Alzheimer* 
OR…

1. Subject heading search: 
Animal-assisted therapy

2. Text word search:
Animal-assisted therapy
OR hippotherapy OR…

1. Subject heading search:
Psychomotor agitation

2. Text word search:
agitation OR restlessness 
OR…

AND

AND



Unibas access to Ovid
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Scroll down on https://ub.unibas.ch/en/locations/university-medical-library/

https://ub.unibas.ch/en/locations/university-medical-library/


Unibas access to Ovid
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Unibas
access link

Unibas
access link



Finding subject headings in Ovid Advanced Search
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See Ovid Live Demo



SH Search: Possibilities to narrow the scope
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Not «Auto Explode»
• Limitation to articles indexed 

with exactly this subject 
heading (e.g. MeSH-Term).

SH «Tree»



SH Search: Possibilities to narrow the scope

Searching with OVID, Christian Appenzeller-Herzog University Medical Library 18

Focus
• Limitation to articles in which the 

MeSH term was indexed as the 
major topic

SH «Tree»

!

!

!

!

!



SH Search: Possibilities to narrow the scope
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SH «Tree»

Heading/Subheading1
Heading/Subheading2
Heading/Subheading3
Heading/Subheading4
Heading/Subheading5

Subheadings
• Limitation to articles for which the 

subject heading has thematically 
been further restricted.
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PICO framework: Search example
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Does animal-assisted therapy improve psychomotor agitation in 
people with dementia?

Search concept Possible search terms

1) Population Dementia Alzheimer Senile 
forgetfulness

2) Intervention Animal-assisted
therapy/intervention

Pet-facilitated
therapy/intervention

hippotherapy

3) Control -
4) Outcome Agitation Restlessness Hyperactivity



Searching titles/abstracts in Ovid
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See Ovid Live Demo



ADJn operators (proximity operators)
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https://site.ovid.com/site/help/documentation/osp/en/index.htm#syntax.htm?TocPath=Searching%25
7CSelecting%2520a%2520Search%2520Mode%257CAdvanced%2520Search%257C_____1
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Two ways to combine search elements
(implications for documentation)
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Subject heading search elements
Text word search elements

PICO concepts

Combination in OVID Combination in Word Doc



Building a search strategy
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See Ovid/MS Word Live Demo



PICO framework: Search example
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Does animal-assisted therapy improve psychomotor agitation in 
people with dementia?

Search concept Possible search terms

1) Population Dementia Alzheimer Senile 
forgetfulness

2) Intervention Animal-assisted
therapy/intervention

Pet-facilitated
therapy/intervention

hippotherapy

3) Control -
4) Outcome Agitation Restlessness Hyperactivity
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Adding limits to database searches
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Two ways:

Adding limits during
searching

Adding limits to completed
searches



Adding limits to database searches
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See Ovid Live Demo



Additional limits: Both very simple and professional 
search filters as basis
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Find limit details here:
https://ospguides.ovid.com/OSPguides/medline.htm#limits

https://ospguides.ovid.com/OSPguides/medline.htm#limits
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Changing Ovid resources
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See Ovid Live Demo



Adapt subject headings for new database!
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Transfer of premade search strategies into other databases
via «change resource» does not automatically adapt the
subject headings, which are database-specific. 

Subject headings from different databases may differ in their level of detail and 
hierarchical structure. 

E.g. Indexing of pharmacological substances is more detailed in Emtree than in MeSH
terms. 
Indexing of Psychosocial disorders is more detailed in PsycINFO subject headings than
in other thesauri.
etc
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Multi-database searches
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Multi-database searches should list the relevant subject
headings from all databases and combine them with
Boolean ORs. 



Multi-database searches and deduplication
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See Ovid Live Demo



Multi-database searches

Searching with OVID, Christian Appenzeller-Herzog University Medical Library 38

The deduplication feature is only available for results sets 
that have less than 6,000 records. For larger sets, the 
deduplicate link is not available.
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Exporting search results
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See Ovid Live Demo



Thank you
for your attention.

Further Informations:
systematicreviews.unibas.ch
Contact:

 christian.appenzeller@unibas.ch

https://evasys.unibas.ch/evasys/online.php?p=S7GCN

https://evasys.unibas.ch/evasys/online.php?p=S7GCN


Finding subject headings in Ovid Advanced Search
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Finding subject headings in Ovid Advanced Search
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Using subject headings in Ovid Advanced Search
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Scope notes and «used for» synonyms
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Using subject headings in Ovid Advanced Search
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Using subject headings in Ovid Advanced Search
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Searching in title/abstract fields in Search Fields mode
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Searching in title/abstract fields in Advanced mode
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Combination of searches in OVID
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Editing (and saving*) of searches in OVID
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* Requires an OVID account



Composing, optimizing, and documenting search
strings in MS Word
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Example optimization path for Animal-Assisted
Therapy concept
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Full topical Medline-Search
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Adding limits during searching
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Adding limits to completed searches
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Change to other databases («Resources»)
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Change to other databases («Resources»)
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Changes database Runs all searches in history in new database



Multi-database searches
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Results display of multi-database searches
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Deduplicate multi-database searches
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Reviewing duplicates
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Exporting search results
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or

1000 records is the maximal exportable volume. 



Exporting search results
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Format: EndNote (or whatever else favorite literature management software)
Fields: Complete Reference recommended
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