
Figure 2:  The use of specific search terms varied over time. Use of the term 
“atopic dermatitis” increased from 1999-2004 (25%) to 2005-2009 (79%) and 

continued at similar rates in 2010-2014 and 2015-2019. 1999-2003 to 2016-2019. 
The terms “dermatitis, atopic” (50% to 34.4%), “Besniers prurigo” (25% to 14%), 
“infantile eczema” (25% to 14%), “childhood eczema” (25% to 9%) were all used 

less frequently over time. 

1. Flohr, C., Atopic dermatitis diagnostic criteria and outcome measures for clinical trials: still a mess. J Invest Dermatol, 2011. 131(3): p. 
557-9.

2. Futamura, M., et al., Mapping systematic reviews on atopic eczema--an essential resource for dermatology professionals and 
researchers. PloS one, 2013. 8(3): p. e58484-e58484.

3. Lefebvre C, G.J., Briscoe S, Littlewood A, Marshall C, Metzendorf M-I, Noel-Storr A, Rader T, Shokraneh F, Thomas J, Wieland LS, 
Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions version 6.0 (updated July 2019). Cochrane.

4. Salvador-Oliván, J.A., G. Marco-Cuenca, and R. Arquero-Avilés, Errors in search strategies used in systematic reviews and their effects 
on information retrieval. Journal of the Medical Library Association : JMLA, 2019. 107(2): p. 210-221.

5. Cardili, R.N. and A.M. Roselino, Elementary lesions in dermatological semiology: literature review. Anais Brasileiros de Dermatologia, 
2016. 91(5): p. 629-633.

6. Kantor, R., et al., Atopic dermatitis, atopic eczema, or eczema? A systematic review, meta-analysis, and recommendation for uniform 
use of ‘atopic dermatitis’. Allergy, 2016. 71(10): p. 1480-1485.

7. Andersen, R.M., J.P. Thyssen, and H.I. Maibach, Qualitative vs. quantitative atopic dermatitis criteria – in historical and present 
perspectives. Journal of the European Academy of Dermatology and Venereology, 2016. 30(4): p. 604-618.

8. Eichenfield, L.F., et al., Guidelines of care for the management of atopic dermatitis: section 1. Diagnosis and assessment of atopic 
dermatitis. J Am Acad Dermatol, 2014. 70(2): p. 338-51.

Many different search strategies have been used
in systematic reviews (SRs) of the atopic dermatitis
(AD) literature. However, the impact of different
search strategies on SR results is unknown.
Objectives: To evaluate different search

strategies used in SRs of AD and the impact of
different search strategies on the number of articles
identified in SRs.

• There was considerable heterogeneity of search strategies
among SRs of the AD literature.

• In simulations, the optimal number of search terms was
identified as 5 in MEDLINE and 4 in EMBASE.

• A substantial number of published SRs used a lower
number and suboptimal combinations of search terms. The
number of such studies has significantly increased over
time.

• We recommend that future studies use standardized
search strategies in order to optimize search results.

• Overall, 1,086 articles were screened, of which 250 SRs met inclusion criteria and 225 specified
search strategies.

• The mean number of search terms used across the 225 studies was 4.5 (SD 3.8, median 3).
Twenty- eight papers searched only 1 term (12.4%), 119 papers searched between 2 and 4
terms (52.8%), and 78 papers searched 5 or more terms (35.7%).

• The most commonly searched terms were “atopic dermatitis” (n=166), followed by “eczema”
(n=156), “dermatitis atopic’” (n=81), “atopic eczema” (n=74), “neurodermatitis” (n=59),
“besnier’s prurigo” (n=29), “infantile eczema” (n=27), and “childhood eczema” (n=19).
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MEDLINE and EMBASE were searched for AD-relevant
SRs. Search strategies for AD search terms were
extracted. The most commonly used search terms were
identified overall, and stratified by time, target population,
journal specialty and research focus. Simulations were
performed by running different combinations of search
terms in MEDLINE and EMBASE. Search results were
compared to determine the optimal search terms and
number of terms to maximize search hits.

Methods

Figure 1: Number of search terms varied over time: 
• SR using 5-6 (1999-2009: 20.0% to 2015-2019: 12.1%; OR 

[95% CI]: 0.24 [0.09-0.62]) or ≥7 (40.0% to 18.8%; 0.37 [0.14-
0.97]) search terms decreased

• SR using 3-4 terms numerically increased (18.8% to 30.2%), 
• SR using only 1-2 terms (37.5% to 38.9%) were similar 

Figure 4: Simulations revealed that the terms “eczema” and “atopic
dermatitis” yielded the most hits in MEDLINE and EMBASE.
• “Eczema” and “atopic dermatitis” maximized the number of hits for

any two-term combinations.
• The optimal number of search terms to maximize hits in MEDLINE

was 5 (“atopic dermatitis”, “eczema”, “neurodermatitis”, “dermatitis,
atopic”, “besniers prurigo”) and in EMBASE was 4 (“atopic
dermatitis”, “eczema”, “neurodermatitis”,“dermatitis, atopic”).

• Six-, seven-, and eight-term combinations did not yield additional
search hits.

Figure 3:  Overall, 225 papers 
specified search strategies that 
were rerun on MEDLINE and 

EMBASE.  Search results ranged 
from 1,043 to 481,311 in MEDLINE 

(median: 37,786) and 347 to 
890,144 in EMBASE (median: 

80,262). 


