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Aim of this webinar

The aim of this webinar is to give you a better  understanding of 

Embase indexing tools and rules and how to make use of Emtree to 

get the best results out of Embase 

I will be showing you:

- How we index a typical article using Emtree

- How Emtree is built-up and managed

- How drugs, diseases and devices are indexed in Embase
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What is Embase indexing?

Indexing facilitates consistent and comprehensive retrieval of 

information from Embase, significantly enhancing search options 

which would otherwise be limited to citation and abstract only

http://supportcontent.elsevier.com/Support%20Hub/Embase/Files%20&%20Attachements/4683-Embase%20indexing%20guide%202015.pdf
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Agenda

• How a typical article is indexed

• Emtree: controlled vocabulary for Embase indexing and searching

• Emtree content

• Synonyms for taxonomy-supported searching

• Polyhierarchy for taxonomy-supported searching

• Check tags

• Emtree updates & management

• Make use of Emtree to get the best results out of Embase
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What is Embase indexing?

How a typical article is indexed
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ScienceDirect.com
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ScienceDirect.com
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Embase indexing

The article full-text 

is read to extract 

significant concepts
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Embase index (overview)
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Embase indexing principles

1. EXTRACT relevant information

In assigning index terms, indexers check the full article 

(not just title and abstract). All concepts with significant 

information are indexed

2. EXPAND by giving context

Index terms are controlled by the Emtree thesaurus, 

resulting in consistent coverage of concepts that may 

be expressed in many different ways in the literature

3. FOCUS by applying guidelines

Indexing is carried out according to well-defined 

guidelines (summarized in the Indexing Guide), which 

further enhances the consistency of the database
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Controlled vocabulary for Embase indexing and searching

Emtree
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Emtree provides the controlled vocabulary for indexing

Content

• Terminology that can be used to index

• Focus on drugs, almost 32,500 terms: generics, 
trade names and chemical names

• Medical devices: 3,350 devices and counting

Structure

• Faceted structure

• Term types

• Natural language, synonym-rich

• Polyhierarchical

Updates & Management

• Candidate term source lists

• Updates 3 x per year

• Backposting of terms
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Emtree content



|  16

Content: terminology that can be used to index

Term types e.g.

Drugs paracetamol

Drug trade names and lab codes tylenol, ‘mln 128’

CASRNs 1224844-38-5

Disease terms headache

Device terms ‘hancock valve prosthesis’

Medical terms
Check tags

‘self medication’
‘human’, ‘clinical trial’
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Emtree content: faceted structure

A anatomical concepts………...…………………………

B organisms………………………………………………

C diseases ...……………………………..……………….

D chemicals and drugs…………………………………

E procedures, parameters and devices…………….....

G biological functions…………………………….……….

H chemical, physical and mathematical phenomena…

I society and environment……….................................

J types of article or study…………..................................

K geographic names……………..…………………………

L groups by age and sex……………..……………………

M named groups of persons………....…………………..

N healthcare concepts……..……………………………….

Q biomedical disciplines, science and art…….…………

Total for all 14 facets……………….......................

3,835

9,584

9,500

32,447

11,737

6,553

.1,424

3,381

343

541

204

1,129

942

447

82,067
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Synonyms for taxonomy-supported searching

Emtree structure
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Emtree is rich in synonyms

Synonyms can originate from:

Alternative spelling: aspirin, aspirine

Alternative naming: ‘myocardial infarction’/‘heart attack’

MeSH terms: ‘Shock, Cardiogenic’

Chemical names: ‘2 acetoxybenzoic acid’

Trade names and laboratory codes
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Indexing and searching with Emtree: mapping

• In Emtree, synonyms are linked to a preferred term

• Emtree controls what the preferred term is that will appear in the 

Embase index

• Synonyms or concepts in the original texts are ‘translated’ (mapped) 

to Emtree preferred terms
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Indexing and searching with Emtree: mapping

• The link between synonyms and preferred terms can also be used 

while searching in Embase 

• Synonyms can be used for searching, no need to know what 

terminology was in the original document
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Indexing and searching with Emtree: mapping

Mapping means that Embase searchers get the same results 

regardless of which term they use and regardless of how the concept 

was named in the original document

aspirin

acetylsalicylic acid

aspirine

catalgine

other names
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Without taxonomy support…
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Searching without taxonomy support

Without the connection between terms and synonyms, retrieval of 

information is dependent on the terminology that is used in the 

document and also on the terminology used to retrieve the information

aspirine

catalgine

other names

aspirin

acetylsalicylic acid
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A special type of synonyms: trade names
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Polyhierarchy for taxonomy-supported searching

Emtree structure
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Emtree structure

The hierarchy of terms defines the context

Drugs can be classified via different routes:

• Drug class: 

• therapeutic use

• system affected

• mechanism of action

• Pharmacological activity

• Chemical structure
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Make use of the Emtree structure: explosion searching 
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Check tags
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Check tags

http://supportcontent.elsevier.com/Support%20Hub/Embase/Files%20&%20Attachements/4683-Embase%20indexing%20guide%202015.pdf

Category Examples

item types article, review, letter, erratum, conference abstract

human study types human, major clinical study, case report, human 

experiment, human cell

animal study types nonhuman, animal model, animal experiment, animal

cell

sex and age male, female, newborn, child, adolescent, aged

clinical trials and EBM randomized controlled trial, meta analysis, double 

blind procedure, systematic review, phase III clinical 

trial
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Check tags have scope notes
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Using check tags in searches

• Check tags are consistently indexed so they can be found in the 

index

• Embase.com has pre-defined filters or limits to refine search results 

based on indexed check tags
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Candidate terms and backposting

Emtree updates & management
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Emtree management and backposting

- New concepts are found continuously and Emtree is updated 3 times 

per year to make new terminology available for indexing

- What is done during updates and where does new terminology come 

from?

https://www.elsevier.com/solutions/embase-biomedical-research/embase-coverage-and-content

Sources for new Emtree terms

 Candidate terms from literature, “caught” during the indexing process

 Active screening for new drugs marketed by top 25 Pharma and medical devices 

marketed by top medical device companies

 FDA/EMA approvals and WHO issued International Nonproprietary Names

 MeSH terms

 Focus projects, customer requests/internal requests
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Candidate terms

Candidate terms can be indexed 

Candidate terms can be searched for in the index

Indexed candidate terms are accompanied by:

• A broader Emtree that covers the concept

• The term ‘unclassified drug’ with drug candidate terms
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In literature it usually starts 

with a laboratory code 
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Candidate terms can be added to Emtree
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Adding to Emtree: synonyms and structure

Terminology searched for:

Generic name

IUPAC chemical name

Laboratory code/trade name

Drugs can be classified 

via different routes:

• Drug class 

• therapeutic use

• system affected

• mechanism of action

• Pharmacological activity

• Chemical structure
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Backposting

When older terms are replaced in Emtree by newer 

terms, articles with the older index terms can be 

backposted so that the old terms are replaced by 

the new index terms. This procedure is used on 

Embase.com, but is not available on all platforms.
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Make use of Emtree to get the best results out of Embase

Using the knowledge
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Get the best out of Embase: systematic searching with Emtree

Q:

Use Embase to find reports on comparison between aspirin and 

clopidogrel in the treatment of thrombosis.

But don’t get too many results: limit to ‘randomized controlled trial’

A:

Understanding the principles of indexing and the structure of Emtree

helps create search strategy: breakdown the question into indexing 

terminology
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Questions?

Thank you for your attention


