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This slide was added after the presentation for 
MyAberdeen use

• This online session was held on Thursday 17 December 2020 in 
the PGR Collaborate Meeting Room 

• A recording is available in MyAberdeen: MyPGR > Meeting room 
> Meeting Room (Collaborate Room) > 3 lines on top left > 
Recordings (thank you to Anton for the instructions ☺)

• Each of the sessions is supported by worksheets and information 
sheets – you learn more by doing than watching and listening! 
The worksheets are available in the Library folder/module along 
with the presentation slides



Outline: support materials

• Recordings and/or presentation slides

• Library induction (in pandemic times)

• Literature searching: Part 3 - Scopus and Web of 
Science databases

• Off-campus access

• Live online sessions and worksheets

• Literature searching: Part 1 - Overview, plan, access 
and library support

• Literature searching: Part 2 - Primo, Ebooks & Google

• Literature searching: Library Q&A 





Aim and outline

• Identify suitable and relevant databases

• Highlight powerful search features

• Introduce the idea of managing references

Feel confident that you can make effective use of 
databases to find journal articles and research level 
material to support your research
[Note – we covered books and other support materials in Part 2 of this 
series, and the basics – planning a search – in Part 1]



Information in academic environment

• Reliable = authoritative, scholarly, current, academic, respected 

• Format can be a helpful indicator of this

• Books and Journal articles/papers – written by academics, articles= 
original research, editorial control or peer reviewed before publication

• Conference papers and reports – may be written by academics or industry 
specialists, original research, generally not peer reviewed/checked

• Web pages – may be written by anyone…

• Many tools available to find reliable information

• Primo, databases (e.g. Scopus), search engines (e.g. Google and Google 
Scholar)



Tools/resources for academic information

• Tools/resources depend on the type of information you’re looking 
for

• Books: Primo, subscribed sites (ebrary, Springer, ScienceDirect 
etc.) Google and Google Scholar

• Journal articles (research papers): Databases 

• Technical standards: BSOL database, OHSIS database, IEEE 
Xplore, Google (we have limited access to this type of 
material)

• Reports and commercial/trade information: Google 
(Advanced search)



Identify relevant 
databases



Image: Primo – Find databases

Use Find Databases tab in Primo to find out what 
databases we have access to. Use the Categories 
option, or type in the name of a database that 
you have used before. You can link out to 
individual databases from here. (More reliable 
than using Google)



TIP: perhaps it would be useful to carry out an initial 
search on published theses in your research area?

December 2020: We have a small number of specialist 
theses database records in the system – more will be 
added. In the meantime see the handout in 
MyAberdeen for details on how to link to them in 
advance of records being added to Primo





Image: Primo – Find Databases

Categories: to view a list of Key databases (you should search 
these!), and Other more specialised/niche databases in the topic



Image: Primo – Fid databases – Engineering Key Databases
Engineering – All Key Databases: short list of important resources. 

Use Other Databases sub-category for a more extensive list



Access from on- and 
off-campus: login 
process





Scopus options appear confusing - you may go round in circles a few 
times. First time user? Use Sign in and as part of that create your 
personal account. 

Sign in: an authentication process using your computer username and 
password. Use this every time you access the database

Create account: a personal account that gives you access to extra 
services. Only need to do this once









Databases: personal account - advantages

In many instances:

• An allocation of space on the database’s servers

• Ability to:

• Save items to Lists

• Save complex search strategies to re-run at a later date

• Set up Alert features, e.g. new papers on a topic or by your 
supervisor (or by you ☺), notification of who is citing specific 
papers

• Can set up speedier access to your reference management 
software (if using), e.g. RefWorks account



Searching databases:
Web of Science & 
Scopus



Scopus & Web of Science

• We have access to several hundred databases (use 
Primo – Find Databases to identify and link to these)

• Scopus and Web of Science are the two largest

• They cover most disciplines although there will be alternative and 
additional “go to” specialist databases for subject areas including 
Law (Lexis and Westlaw) and Medicine (Medline)

• In many subject areas we suggest starting with both of the “big 
two” (one then the other) THEN move into niche databases



Image: hypothetical search

Safety issues related to wind farms particularly those located offshore



Image: Planning grid for searches



Image: Planning grid for hypothetical search

Idea 1 “wind farm*” OR “wind turbine*” OR

AND

Idea 2 maintenance OR inspection* OR access

AND

Idea 3 offshore OR OR

Plan your search – never type in sentences!

Apply correct search rules to your keywords and phrases

Safety issues related to wind farms particularly those located offshore

Fourth idea could be safe* OR risk*



Linking words (Boolean operators)

• OR Broadens the search 
Use alternative words

• AND Narrows the search 
More specific

• NOT Cuts out unwanted terms 
Use with care!

OR

AND

NOT



Search rules – Web of Science & Scopus

• Check the search rules
• Boolean connecting words

• AND e.g. safety AND offshore
• OR e.g. safety OR risk
• NOT e.g. wind NOT solar (wind AND NOT solar – Scopus)

• Not case sensitive – do not need to use capital letters
• Truncation symbol *

• environment* looks for environment, environments, environmental, environmentalist, 
environmentalists

• Wildcard symbol ?
• wom?n will find woman, women

• “Phrase search”
• “wind turbine” 
• “word1 word2 word3” = these words in this order
• {word1 word2 word3} used in Scopus as exact search, “ “ is a looser phrase search

• Can use * in a phrase search
• “wind farm*” (but not if using the braces search, e.g. {wind farm} in Scopus)



Image: Web of Science landing page





Image: Web of Science – search screen

Every database looks different but they often share similar 
features. Web of Science: Basic Search

Note: WoS is a platform for many databases. The Core 
Collection is the default 



Image: Web of Science – use initial search screen

Web of Science: Advanced Search

The Basic Search option is satisfactory for most searches!



Image: Web of Science – mimic your search grid

Web of Science: use Add row to reproduce your planning 
grid/matrix  



Image: Scopus – search screen

Every database looks different but they often share 
similar features: Scopus



Image: Scopus use + to mimic your search grid

Scopus: use        to reproduce your planning grid/matrix 



Search approach: Method 1

Method 1

• As on your planning grid

• Multiple lines/boxes each containing an individual concept

• Use the OR operator between each separate search word or 
search phrase describing an individual concept

• Use the default AND operator between each line/box

• Obtain results

• Add further search terms as needed

Advantages

• Immediate results to skim, analyse, evaluate 



Image: Web of science – Method 1 searchMethod 1: Standard search approach in many databases:

Each idea on a separate line. Combine in one step. Gives immediate 
results



Image: Web of Science - results



Search approach: Method 2

• Method 2 (= the only available option within Medline)
• As on your planning grid/matrix, but one step at a time
• Single line/box 

• Idea/Concept 1: Use the OR operator between each separate 
alternative search word or search phrase

• Obtain results for that single Idea/Concept – “sets”
• Clear the search box
• Insert the terms for Idea/Concept 2
• Obtain results for that single Idea/Concept 
• Repeat as needed for further ideas/concepts – lots of sets of results

• Combine the sets in different ways
Advantages:

• Flexible. Can get a “feel” for each Idea/Concept within the database. Can 
identify areas where search terms may need further consideration

• Can save time when carrying out more complex searches



Images: Web of Science – Method 2 searchMethod 2: One idea/concept at a time. Combine in different ways. 
(This is the only search method available in Medline)



Image: Web of Science – combine sets

Web of Science - Method 2: One idea at a time then combine in different ways. This lesser 
used, more traditional, approach may provide added flexibility at PGR level



Image: Web of Science – combining sets
Web of Science - Method 2: Use tick boxes to Combine



Image: Scopus – Method 2 combining

Scopus - Method 2: One idea at a time then combine in different ways

In Scopus: to combine the results of each individual idea/concept you type the 
set number (prefixed with #) rather than the tick box approach provided in Web 
of Science 

Example: #6 AND #8



Recommendation: try the different search approaches for yourself



Images: databases cover different journals

Databases index different 

journals           different 

results



Images: displaying results – change 

TIP: WoS & Scopus - change the number of results per page for 
speedier skimming
Can do this at the bottom of your list of results



Sort your results

• Viewing your results: Sorting features
Do not rely on the default Sort option - change order of results to view them in 
different ways

• Publication Date (by Newest or Oldest)
• Most recently published
• Oldest material (in this database)
• Useful for trends/development type analysis

• Times Cited 
• Most frequently referenced papers - may identify classic/important papers

• Favours older papers over newer ones
• Can indicate subject areas not heavily researched

• Relevance (based on search terms used)
• Useful when carrying out initial searches

• Authors or Source Title 
• Papers from high impact or important journals, or respected authors, are well-

regarded



Image: refining results

Depends on the database. Look for options to:

• Add extra keywords (will operate an AND search or 
your previous set)

• Categories or Subject Area
• Can help to narrow the focus of your results

• Document Type
• Very useful for Review articles!

• Source Title
• If you are aware of important journals in the 

discipline
• Various others including

• Authors
• Publication Years
• Funding Agencies
• Countries/Territories

Refine and limit your results



Images: refining to Review articles

TIP: if available refine/limit Document Type to Review at the start of a 
piece of research – overview, background, trends, gaps, authors, 
references. 

Particularly useful if Review paper has been published in last few years



What is a Review Article?

• Special type of journal article 
• Author(s) provide an overview or summary i.e. a review of a 

specific subject or topic
• Presents critical evaluation from many different research 

papers
• Often include an extensive bibliography/reference list of 

primary literature, original research articles. Can be 100+ 
items

• Examines, comments and evaluates progress in a particular 
area

• May highlight areas of difference or similarity
• May identify areas for future research
• Good for background information and identifying key areas of 

interest, and useful keywords



Images: Web of Science – go beyond the initial display

WoS: Click on View Abstract for additional information



Images: look for keywords to enhance your search

WoS: Click on title of paper for extra information and options



Checking availability:
use the Find It service



Images: Find It and other buttons

Web of Science: results Scopus: results



Image: Linking option for full-text

• Buttons to help you 
link out to full-text 
content

• Find It is the standard 
service used at this 
University

• December 2020 – you 
shouldn’t see these

• SFX is the old name for 
Find It



Image: Find It option

December 2020 – still working on a fix:
Use the top link to navigate to the actual journal article
The second link takes you to the home page for the journal – you’ll then need to 
“drill down” the year, volume, issues to get to the paper you want 



Image: Link to full-text at publisher site



Image: Full-text paper as PDF



Image: If Find It link leads you here

A different record: No indication that we have access to this item in electronic or 
print format. We do not have access to everything that has ever been published



We do not have access to everything

• Availability

• Databases provide information on millions of articles and research papers
• UoA library spend of >£3,000,000 per annum does not provide us with access to everything that has 

been published. If item not held by us you can try other means of obtaining it
• If not available and item is very relevant

• Carry out an Advanced search in Google (phrase search using title of paper + author surname, 
or filetype PDF) – author may have made it freely available on their home page, in Academia, 
ResearchGate, Mendeley or in their institutional repository

• Use contact details in the database to contact author (short, polite email from your university 
email account) to ask if it is possible for them to supply a copy

• Check with colleagues in department – do they have a personal subscription to the journal 
(paper format)?

• Pandemic – SCONUL suspended. Discuss with supervisor: if many items you may need to visit 
another University Library that holds print copies of what you require. (SCONUL access -
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/using-libraries/accessing-our-libraries-145.php#panel149)

• Pandemic - Discuss with supervisor: inter-library loan (ILL) may be possible. Free service (within 
reason). Email library@abdn.ac.uk with full bibliographic details (CC your supervisor). E-only is 
default, for print-based material you need to be Aberdeen based (you need to collect it from 
library, we do not provide a mail service)

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/using-libraries/accessing-our-libraries-145.php#panel149
mailto:library@abdn.ac.uk


If you do not find 
many results…



Image: Scopus – full recordScopus (& WoS): Use found items to widen your 
search: keywords, references used, citing papers, 
related documents



If you do not find many results

• If you are struggling to find relevant material
• Check your spelling!
• Identify several good/relevant papers: use what you have found to move off 

to other papers
• Move backwards in time – look at the References used to support the 

paper
• Move forwards in time – look at who has Cited that paper since it was 

published
• Look at papers Related to this one (different options in each database)
• Use keywords from relevant papers to revise your search

• Try searching using non-keyword information
• Known authors or research institutions?

• Look at your Search History
• Modify or start again using new/different keywords

• Move into a different database



Managing what you 
find



Image: Scopus – action on marked records

Scopus: Mark relevant records then:

Export, Download, Save to list, Create bibliography, Print, Email, PDF



Image: Scopus – create bibliographyThe Create bibliography feature is 
helpful if you need a quick download 
of formatted items. It is not the same 
as Exporting records to RefWorks (or 
other reference management software 
packages)



Image: Scopus – bibliography from a marked list



Image: WoS WoS: Sort options

WoS: Output options



Image: Search History option

If you “lose your way” or cannot find relevant items look at your Search 
History. Can try different keywords or combinations.
WoS and Scopus: Additional features available from the Search History screen



Search process - results

• As you view your records…

• Decide on relevance to your topic
• Skim and scan titles and abstracts
• Evaluate - change sort order, use refine options

• Check availability 
• Link to full text if available
• Keep a note of shelfmark for items in paper format
• Keep a note of important unavailable items

• try specific search (exact title plus author surnames) in Google in case item is in institutional repository or on 
author website

• check with departmental colleagues – personal subscription (paper format)?
• contact the author to ask for a copy
• discuss interlibrary loan (ILL) possibility with supervisor

• Note new keywords or search terms
• Refine/improve/modify your search terms

• Manage the references that you find - export relevant items, save a list
• Save your search strategy, set up an alert
• Repeat in another database



Scopus & Web of 
Science: Advanced 
features



Advanced features

• Vary from one database to the next

• Generally require a personal account (look for Register/Sign In, or 
as part of Institution/Shibboleth login)

• Can be time effective and impressive

• Save complicated search searches to run when you want

• Alerts – get information on new items pushed to you

• Citation Alerts – keep on top of what your supervisor is publishing (and 
who is citing it!), and who is citing your papers

• Easy export to RefWorks or similar reference management software

• See video tutorials by database providers for more detail 

• May offer additional workshops in 2021 which will cover individual 
databases/platforms (and extra features)



Many other databases 
are available



Suggested approach

• Use biggest and most 
comprehensive databases first 
and see what you get 

• Then move off into smaller or 
more specialised databases to 
find research papers from 
subject specific sources

✓ Use Scopus and/or Web of Science 
for most topics (Westlaw, Lexis & 
Hein Online for Law; Medline for 
Medicine and Medical Sciences)

✓ Use Primo > Find Databases to help 
identify these



Pick’n’Mix databases

• Many specialised databases are hosted on supplier platforms (search 
interfaces): Examples:

• ProQuest (wide subject range)

• EBSCO (wide subject range)

• Ovid (Medicine, Medical, Psychology)

• Clarivate = Web of Science (Core Collection + specialised others)

• Single platform databases include:

• JSTOR

• OnePetro

• Reaxys

Each platform, and each independent database, applies its own search rules –
check the handout in MyAberdeen, or the Help screens in each database



Image: Primo – Find databases – supplier/host



Image: Primo – Find Databases - medline

Link through to the Ovid platform where Medline and other 
medical/health databases reside



Image: Primo – Find Databases – Ovid platform



Image: Primo – Find Databases – Ovid platform

Many entries for Medline – click on the  entry for the year 
range you require

TIP: we recommend use of 
Ovid Medline (not Pubmed)



Access from on- and 
off-campus



Remote access to resources – covered in Part 1

To access our electronic books, journals and databases you must prove that you 
are a student from University of Aberdeen (= authentication)

• Several authentication/login methods used by our suppliers 
• Use Primo > Find Databases route for reliable access

• Shibboleth/Institution login works on and off campus – for most 
databases. (A very small number require use of VDI)

• Virtual Desktop Infrastructure (VDI) – makes your personal PC look as if it 
is a classroom PC. Access to classroom software…

• Using the VDI is essential if you are off campus and want to access 
classroom specific software

• Toolkit (Remote Access module) and Library guides available



Finishing off…



Why use databases?

• Essential that you use research information in support of your research 
reading

• Academic databases contain information about research published in journals, 
at seminars and conferences

• Databases offer powerful searching, sorting, displaying and alerting features

• If we could get by using just Google and Google Scholar we wouldn’t spend 
>£300,000 each year on databases

• Most effective way to find out about published academic research is to 
search across academic databases

• Time-saving features, e.g. personal accounts to save lists and complex search 
strategies, run saved searches, “push” features from Alerts

• Analytical options (not covered in this workshop)



Databases – search process

• Databases: search process• Plan your search, check search rules
• Link to relevant database (use Primo – Find Databases for this, not Google!)
• Try a quick/simple search – any results?
• Improve your search using your search plan/matrix

• Remember to apply search rules correctly – each database may have own rules
• View and Evaluate results

• Skim titles and abstracts
• Check keywords used in relevant papers
• Refine, limit, sort results

• Check availability – full text, paper format, not held
• Record/Manage your results
• Repeat in other relevant databases
• Critical Appraisal of found papers



Search process - 2

Keywords and 
Concepts/Ideas.

Search rules

Refine. Limit. 
Sort

Skim. 
Evaluate

Availability

Store 
citations

Set alerts

Repeat – relevant 
database(s)

Monitor alerts



Complying with copyright – your responsibility

Basic allowances: 1 chapter from a book, 1 article from a journal

However, some publishers work with more generous restrictions within our 
online licences e.g.:
• ScienceDirect (Elsevier)

• Books: can download multiple chapters 

• Journal articles: can download multiple papers from a relevant issue of a journal 

• SpringerLink (Springer) 

• Books: can download complete book or multiple chapters

• Journal articles: can download multiple papers from a relevant issue of a journal 

All publishers monitor downloads and will contact us if misuse, e.g. mass download 
occurs. Our advice is to take only those items that are required for personal study/research



Aim and outline

• Identify suitable and relevant databases

• Highlight powerful search features

• Introduce the idea of managing references

Feel confident that you can make effective use of 
databases to find journal articles and research level 
material to support your research
[Note – we covered books and other support materials in Part 2 of this 
series, and the basics – planning a search – in Part 1]



Library: Help & support - Subject contacts

• Arts & Humanities
• Ewan Grant – e.grant@abdn.ac.uk

• Business & Law
• Janet MacKay – j.i.mackay@abdn.ac.uk

• Dentistry, Medicine & Medical Sciences
• Mel Bickerton – m.bickerton@abdn.ac.uk

• Education & Social Science
• Claire Molloy - c.a.l.molloy@abdn.ac.uk

• Engineering, Life & Physical Sciences
• Susan McCourt – s.mccourt@abdn.ac.uk 

• General
• Eleni Borompoka – eleni.boro@abdn.ac.uk

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/support/contacts-106.php#panel162

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/support/contacts-106.php#panel162


Going further – next year

• Library session – RefWorks (basics)
• Reference management – RefWorks software

• Library induction
• Monthly slots 
• Will be added to the course booking system

• Critical Appraisal of the Literature (Life & Physical 
Sciences)
• To be arranged (a March or April date is likely)

All confirmed workshops are listed in the course booking 
system



• Any questions?

• Try things out for yourself

• See the database worksheets in the Library 
folder in MyAberdeen

• Next slot (11.30 am) is a Q&A session. Will be 
guided by questions raised at the session

Now…



Library services

Photograph acknowledgements: Library staff (many!) & fading isight –

Russell Moffatt


