Ovid Web Gateway nobody does it better.,  
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No wonder CD Plus changed its name last year to Ovid Technologies, Inc. The company benefits from the halo effect that its topnotch search program has earned. Once again, Ovid has delivered a knockout punch, practically in the first round. 

There are others who have been sparring in the Web ring using Web browser-based search software. Ovid Technologies, Inc., however, was the first professional online service that delivered with commitment a fully functional, sophisticated Web product that could manage search sets, provide complex thesauri, and handle databases of a million records with aplomb. 

The Ovid Web Gateway does not have all the capabilities of the CD-ROM and the client-based online versions of Ovid but it still very impressive considering the limitations of Web browser-based search engines. I saw it at the early implementation stage with EMBASE and NLM databases (AIDSLINE, CANCERLIT, MEDLINE) only, but most of Ovid Technologies' other databases will enjoy Ovid Web Gateway's power and grace by the time this article is published. Given the complexity and sheer size of MEDLINE and EMBASE, I'd say that once you've made it there, you can make it anywhere. 

There are two modes of searching the Web Gateway: basic and advanced. I will discuss advanced mode and use examples from a number of databases in order to demonstrate the navigational, browsing, searching, and output features of Ovid Web Gateway 

NAVIGATION 
Online graphical interfaces should be optimized for the typical screen estate of 640 x 480 pixels, so that users don't need to scroll to the next screen to activate a button, or to click on a check-box to limit a search. The Ovid Web Gateway performs this optimization very well without cluttering the screen (Figure 1). Radio buttons that indicate exclusive choice (e.g., searching all years of the database versus a segment of it), and checkboxes that indicate complementary choices (articles in English and with abstracts, and added in the latest update) are consistently applied and well placed. Pop-up and scroll down menus that work somewhat as spring-loaded roller shades are used in cases where a field may have several, but a reasonably limited number of values (e.g., age groups in PsycINFO, target audience in ERIC, document types in most database). The nice touch in these menus is that they show the first three to four entries in the field, so you can get an impression of what it may include. This is helpful with nonobvious data, such as empirical population in PsycINFO. 

The ability to jump back to the Ovid Web Gateway search screen, or to another part of the index, does not depend on the Back button of the browser. The Gateway's own navigational buttons help you move around, and often much quicker than your browser. The navigational buttons often appear both on the top and the bottom of multiple screen lists. Anyone who has ever had to scroll up three to four screens just to press the Perform Search button will appreciate this design. 

BROWSING 
Ovid Web Gateway does not presently offer as many browsable fields as the other versions of Ovid, at least not in a click-and-show or drop-down window fashion. At the simplest level, the only directly browsable fields, except for the publication year field, are the author and journal name fields that are a click away. You type in the first few characters, and the index shows the terms closest to or matching the character string you entered. The posting information, i.e., the number of citations in which the term appears, is shown next to the term. You may mark one or more of the entries, and proceed Back or Forward to other screens to browse and pick other terms (Figure 2). At this stage, the terms you select are automatically combined in an OR relationship, i.e., as synonyms and alternative search terms. This functionality makes it easy to spot and pick inconsistently spelled journal and author names, a characteristic of many databases. The search is then initiated by the click of a button. 

Though there is no indication or hint to do so, an experienced user may soon find out that numerous other indexes can be displayed in the same way by entering the . . root term (tag[s]) command in the search box, i.e., . . root online (ti,jn) to find the term online in the title or journal name indexes. Tags need not be used; . . root online would display the terms from all the indexes, including the abstract, conference title, descriptor, company and journal name indexes (Figure 3). (According to Ovid, prompts for additional field browsing are to be expanded in the next release.) 

It would be a great help for the novice user to have an Other Indexes button that would display the name of the fields that are indexed, along with check-boxes, so users could check one or more to indicate the fields to be browsed. (In Ovid you can mix your own indexes on the fly!) Permuterm indexes are not available even through ptx commands. They would help to find, for example, drug adverse effects even if you remember it as adverse drug effects, by generating an index entry to start with every substantial word in a corporate or journal name, or in a compound descriptor. For certain terms (such as disease, syndrome), however, Ovid does generate a permuted list of descriptors in the NLM and EMBASE databases, but it does not apply to every word that is part of more then one descriptor, even in these databases. 

SEARCHING 
Users may bypass browsing the indexes (though it is not a smart idea to do so), and proceed directly to the search stage by entering a search term. If a database has no mapping function (discussed shortly) then the search engine retrieves the records that have the words of the search expression adjacent to each other and in the same order in the indexed fields. Indexed fields vary from database to database, but they commonly include title, abstract, descriptor, and identifier fields. Adjacency is not strictly enforced; stopwords are automatically ignored. 

The search may be restricted to the title field by the click of a button. Restricting to other fields, such as the abstract, is possible only through the command language--except for those databases that offer mapping to subject headings (discussed shortly). Again, a pop-up list of fields with check-boxes would offer more options for users who are not familiar with Ovid's command syntax or field tags. In command mode, such sophisticated operations as right-hand truncation (both unlimited and controlled: librar$, librar$3), exact and `up to' wildcarding (organi#ation, arch?eology), multiple field restrictions (tonsillitis [ti,ab,hw]) and proximity operations (searching adj3 databases) are possible. 

SEARCH TERMS & DESCRIPTORS 
Mapping of search terms is available for about half of Ovid's databases, regardless of delivery format. That functionality is carried over to Ovid Web Gateway. In mapping, the system offers additional terminology from the controlled vocabulary of a database in response to a search term entered by the user. I discuss mapping strategies in detail elsewhere[ n1], so only a short summary is given here. 

The automatic mapping feature may be turned on or off by the user; its default status is set by the systems administrator. If the mapping option is turned on, the software tries to find one or more subject headings that match the term entered by the user (Figure 4a). Ovid does not discuss the mapping algorithm in its documentation or the help file. I was able to identify a pattern with a few dozen test searches, and Ovid's director of product development Dana Johnson shared some details of the mapping algorithm. There are two types of mapping; although Ovid does not make a formal distinction between the two, I refer to them as direct and derivative mapping. 

Direct mapping 
If the user's entry matches either a subject heading or a non-preferred or formerly used term (a "see from" or "use for" entry) listed in the controlled vocabulary, the preferred subject heading(s) will be displayed, along with the user's original query with subject field qualifiers (Figure 4b). Next to the heading there is an Explode check-box to select the term and its subordinated (narrower) terms as well. Ovid does not require literally exact matches. Quasi and partial matches--within some limits--would also qualify. These limits include such situations as matching singular and regular plurals (database/databases), straight versus reversed order (ocular toxoplasmosis/toxoplasmosis, ocular), simple term versus qualified term (income/income [economic]), partial match (sex differences/human sex differences), and possessive versus straight form (change of attitude/attitude change). 

Derivative mapping 
When Ovid does not find one of the above equivalencies, it uses what I call derivative mapping. Ovid automatically creates and conducts a search based on the user's query, retrieves the qualifying records, ranks the major subject headings in some of those records, and presents the user with up to ten of the most often occurring subject headings or the permuted index of a term. The original user query is also displayed, allowing the user to do her own keyword search. 

Ovid does not reveal how many or what records are analyzed in this mapping operation, but the algorithm works very well, and seems to be adjusted to various databases. In contrast to SilverPlatter's mapping system, only the major headings are displayed, and codes that appear in the descriptor field (as in sociofile) are excluded from the recommended terms. The decision to restrict some terms and codes from the mapping process increases relevancy and makes mapping more informative to users. 

Ovid Web Gateway will display a maximum of ten subject headings. Clicking on the subject heading will display its broader term, posting information, a clickable icon to pop up a scope note, and check-boxes to select the term itself or explode the term (Figure 5). The presence of posting information is a great help for modifying the query. 

Selected terms can be combined with either the OR or the AND operators, which appear on the top of the screen in a pull-down window. The NOT operator is available only in command mode. 

By clicking on the broader or narrower terms you may easily climb up and down the descriptor tree. (Those who are familiar with the Ovid command language can get directly to this stage by using the . . tree term command. Similarly, the scope note can be popped up by the . . scope term command. This is by far the most sophisticated and yet still intuitive approach to handling such complex thesauri as MeSH or EMtree. 

The insatiable in me, of course, would like to see one more check-box offering the user the option of restricting retrieval to records where the term is a major term. (This capability would be effective in databases that distinguish between major and minor descriptors, such as EMBASE, ERIC, PsycLIT, INSPEC, and all the NLM databases). Note that this type of majoring (or focusing) would be independent from the fact that the software picks only descriptors in a major MeSH term capacity during mapping. What I suggest here is that when you choose one of the terms, you should be able to qualify it as a major heading in the follow-up search that you initiate. 

While this option is not available, a different essential filtering option is--the display of subheadings linked with a specified MeSH subject heading. Again, there are postings next to each subheading to let you know that the MeSH term Eye infections, parasitic occurs only once with the Surgery subheading in the AIDSLINE database (Figure 6). 

COMBINING SETS 
Combining sets--on the Web? It's true. Ovid Web Gateway offers the ability to combine sets. This functionality was pioneered by Ovid last spring. It is still rare in Web information systems (though the powerful Web software of IAC and SilverPlatter now have it too), as the Internet is a stateless system that does not retain prior searches. Ovid Web Gateway does the trick in an elegant way. Choose the option to Combine Searches. A Search History screen pops up, displaying previous searches together with set numbers, search statements, results, and a Select box for each set. Mark the sets that you want to use in refining your query, then choose either the OR or the AND operator (Figure 7). Only the last four sets are shown, but all are retained and can be displayed by choosing an Expand History option. 

LIMITING THE SEARCH 
For each database there are some on/off filters that can be selected before initiating a search. The choices offer commonly-used criteria used to limit retrieval, but a searcher should combine a filtering system with knowledge of the database. Even though the search form offers a limit box for it, there is no need to limit a search to English-language documentation in ABI/INFORM, for example, since almost all its 1.2 million documents are in English (20 are in French and 205 in German). All of the databases have a publication year filter; several offer limits to factors such as Human, English, Full Text Available, etc. 

After the initial search, these filters, along with a number of other limit options, may be displayed again by clicking on the LIMIT button (Figure 8). Additional selections are database specific, but may include Language, Publication Type, Journal Subsets, Country of Publication, and Age Groups As opposed to the client and CD-ROM versions of Ovid, this Web version does not undo the Limit operation when it yields a zero set. 

OUTPUT FUNCTIONS 
After the search is performed, records are shown in groups of ten if you are using the Gateway to access Ovid Online. If you are using Internet technology on a local system, your system administrator can set the number in groupings. In either case, you may display the results of any of the previous sets if your refinements turn out to limit the search too much, by clicking on the Display option of the previous set. Content, format, and destination options for the output are displayed following the last record on the screen. There are no user defined options, but the predefined ones are good enough. You may display all citations on a page or in a designated set, or you may make selections from multiple pages. You may also select certain field groups or formats. Records may be displayed on screen, saved to a file, or sent by email (Figure 9). The destination option for emailing the output is convenient, and a natural for Internet-based searching. 

Sorting is not yet available, but there is a feature that not even the CD-ROM or the client online version have: hotlinking from the author and subject heading fields to find other records with the same author and/or with the same subject heading(s). 

CONCLUSION 
Ovid has been pioneering impressive software developments in the past few years, and I believe nobody does it better. Still, there are fierce contenders, both in the professional and the online services arena, for Web browser-based search software. SilverPlatter, IAC, and EBSCO come to mind, and a lesser-known but awesome system, KnowledgeFinder from Aries, Inc. This fierce competition will benefit all of us who can choose the most appropriate alternative based on software features, ease of use, power, convenience, currency of data, and price. 
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