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Choose, design, write and present PhD 
research projects and results

How to prepare, run and 
organize a literature search 
using online databases 

 Davide Pettenella and Laura Secco
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… we need to know 
how to select 

the relevant documents 

The problem:
too much 
information…
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Outline
1. General information on (a) catalogues, (b) 

bibliography and (c) databases
2. Special tools: bibliographic DB
3. Organizing your bibliography: exploring 

databases and selecting the published 
documents 
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Catalogue, bibliography
and databases

Database

Catalogue Bibliography

Bibliographic Database
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a. Catalogue
Shows all bibliographic material (books, serials) owned by one or 
more libraries (or publishing company and other organizations) and 
gives information on where to find these documents (e.g.: the 
catalogue of the journals available in Padova’s libraries)

b. Bibliography
Shows all documents published on a certain subject or by a certain 
author/institution but it does not necessarily locate them

To prepare a paper or the thesis we have to use both, normally first 
Bibliographic databases, then one or more Catalogues (if we find 
them!)

Catalogue and bibliography
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a. Catalogues
Show all bibliographic material (books, serials) owned by one or more 
libraries (or publishing company and other organizations) and give 
information on where to find these documents (e.g.: the catalogue of the 
journals available in Padova’s libraries)
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Some examples of catalogues
https://biblio.unipd.it/en/libraries

8



27/11/25

5

SBN 
To search books and periodicals owned by Italian Libraries

https://opac.sbn.it/opacsbn/opac/iccu/free.jsp Web

10

ACNP
To search periodicals owned by Italian Libraries

http://acnp.unibo.it/cgi-ser/start/it/cnr/fp.html
Web
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https://opac.sbn.it/opacsbn/opac/iccu/free.jsp
https://opac.sbn.it/opacsbn/opac/iccu/free.jsp
http://acnp.unibo.it/cgi-ser/start/it/cnr/fp.html
http://acnp.unibo.it/cgi-ser/start/it/cnr/fp.html
http://acnp.unibo.it/cgi-ser/start/it/cnr/fp.html
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Catalogue (publishing house)

http://www.routledge.com/sustainability/ 

Note: forthcoming books

Web
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Catalogue (seller)

http://www.ecoalleco.it/ 

Web
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http://www.routledge.com/sustainability/
http://www.ecoalleco.it/
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b. Bibliographies
Show all documents published on a certain 
subject or by a certain author/institution but it 
does not necessarily locate them

15

Bibliography on… 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/015/md012e/md012e00.pdf 
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Bibliography on forest illegality 

http://www.illegal-logging.info

Web
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Look for bibliographies in review papers or 
papers/books that are presenting a good state of 

the art in some subject areas 
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Look for bibliographies in review papers 
or papers/books that are presenting a good 

state of the art in some subject areas 
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Look for bibliographies in special issues 
of journals

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/forests/special_issues

Forests: >400 special issues!!

22
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(Un)Fortunately AI is now reducing the room for 
preparing 
bibliographies 

A Systematic 
bibliographic 
review is now a pre-
condition for a 
science-based 
review

23

c. Databases

24
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Databases
Is an electronic archive with organized 
information 

Database are based on records (e.g.: an article, a 
book, … à bibliographic DBs; but there are also 
non bibliographic DBs or mixed DBs, i.e. with 
bibliography and other information)

Records are normally divided into fields (Title, 
Author, Key words,…) 

25

Non-bibliographic DBs: a huge no.
e.g.: DB on forest Decision Support Systems

http://www.forestdss.org/CoP/

Web

Mixed BDs (with 
bibliographic and 
other information)

26

http://www.forestdss.org/CoP/
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e.g.: 
NWFPs

http://www.fao.org/forestry/nwfp/78836/en/chn/ 

Web

27

e.g.:

https://www.economia.unipd.it/ricerca/databases

28

http://www.fao.org/forestry/nwfp/78836/en/chn/
https://www.economia.unipd.it/ricerca/databases
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Bibliographic Databases

• Can be used to search for journals
articles, books and other publications

• Some are multidisciplinary, others are
highly specialised

• The search is normally user friendly
• Results (records) should be easily saved

in a file

 
30
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Boolean operators and phrase search
https://service.elsevier.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/25974/supporthub/sciencedirect

• Boolean operators currently supported include AND, OR, NOT, and the 
hyphen (or minus symbol).  Boolean operators must be entered in all 
uppercase

• The hyphen (or minus symbol) is interpreted as the NOT operator. 
Example: black -hole will return results containing ‘black’ but exclude any 
instances where ‘hole’ appears with it.

• Parentheses can be used when nesting clauses, so the grouping is clear and 
unambiguous
Example: instead of searching a OR b AND c OR d

use (a OR b) AND (c OR d)
• Quotation marks can be used to specify terms which must appear next to 

each other
Example:  (“heart attack” OR “myocardial infarction”) diabetes -cancer

• Punctuation is ignored in a phrase search. The searches ”heart-
attack” and “heart attack” return the same results.

• Plurals and spelling variants are included: “heart attack” includes “heart 
attacks”, “color code” includes “colour code”

Check these rules in the DBs you are using (some changes in the rules are possible)

31

The 3 most well-known citation databases 
(Source: Chirici, 2012)

a. Web of Science (WOS) formerly owned by Thomson Reuters, now 
by Clarivate:  different databases, of which five are for citations 
from scientific journals (www.thomsonreuters.com ); e.g. the Social 
Sciences Citation Index covers more than 1900 social science 
journals. 

b. In 2005, Elsevier made available SCOPUS 
(https://www.scopus.com/search/form.uri) which currently is 
providing an on-line services that is becoming a leading source of 
information for scientific literature; Scopus is also offering a service 
called ScienceDirect (http://www.sciencedirect.com/ )

c. Since 2004 is available Google Scholar 
(http://scholar.google.com), a web search engine developed by 
Google Inc. providing free access to the world’s scholarly literature. 
Google Scholar searches records from commercial, non-profit, 
institutional and individual bibliographic databases.

32

http://www.sisef.it/iforest/contents/?id=ifor0613-005
http://www.thomsonreuters.com/
https://www.scopus.com/search/form.uri
http://www.sciencedirect.com/
http://scholar.google.com/
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A test: payment environment service 
(full text – 11.10.2021)
Note: this will include payments environmental services

Web of Science:         3,474
Scopus:          46,029
Science Direct:     100,904
Google Scholar:     2,330,000
Google:       2,590,000,000
What can we do to restrict the figures to a workable size?
• Work not on the full text but on the abstract+keywords+title or on the 

title alone
• Add some more key words...
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A test: payment environment service fire ital 
(full text – 11.10.2021)

Web of Science:                0
Scopus:             5
Science Direct:            137
Google Scholar:          27,700
Google:          68,800,000

Other querries: payment (environment OR ecosystem) (service or benefit) fire ital 

34
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a. Web of Science: a section of Web of Knowledge

Web

http://apps.webofknowledge.com 

35

E.g.: under “Authors” search for “Dalla Fontana”

36

http://apps.webofknowledge.com/
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Web of Science: a special service on the Journals

Try with “forest” and 
“forest management”
… and find the journals 
on this topics

https://mjl.clarivate.com/search-results 

Web

37

B. Scopus and ScienceDirect

https://www.scopus.com/search/form.uri

Web
You need to enter as a user 
of UNIPD (see later) 
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https://mjl.clarivate.com/search-results
https://mjl.clarivate.com/search-results
https://mjl.clarivate.com/search-results
https://mjl.clarivate.com/search-results
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ScienceDirect

https://www.sciencedirect.com/search 

Web

40

Scopus – ScienceDirect: 
what’s the difference?

Both Scopus and 
ScienceDirect are 
subscription-access 
databases owned by 
Elsevier, 
but Scopus includes 
abstracts and citation 
statistics about both 
Elsevier and non-Elsevier 
content,
whereas ScienceDirect 
hosts the full text of 
Elsevier content

41

https://www.sciencedirect.com/search
http://scopus.com/
http://sciencedirect.com/
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Scopus is offering also some associated 
services

https://www.scopus.com/ Web

42

Scopus is offering some associated services
Authors’ profile

https://www.scopus.com/freelookup/form/author.uri 

Web

43

https://www.scopus.com/
https://www.scopus.com/freelookup/form/author.uri
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Scopus is offering some associated services
journals (with info on ranking)

https://www.scopus.com/sources  Web

44

WOS and Scopus search 
differences

45

https://www.scopus.com/sources
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WOS and Scopus search 
differences

46

Why? Elsevier journals tend to 
dominate the market

Source: Vincent Larivière et al. 2015. The Oligopoly of Academic Publishers 
in the Digital Era- doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127502

47

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127502
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c. Google Scholar

http://scholar.google.it/ 
Web

48

E.g.: with “Advanced search” search for 
“Dalla Fontana”

49

http://scholar.google.it/
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A summary view of the 3 most well-
known citation databases (Source: Chirici, 2012)

“WOS is still considered the main bibliographic source of information, but data 
retrieved from SCOPUS and Google Scholar, in addition to WOS, produce more 
accurate and comprehensive assessments of the scholarly impact of authors.
(…) the considerable overlap between WOS and SCOPUS varies depending on 
the period of interest and the scientific area. In terms of content, the overlap 
between Google Scholar and each of WOS and SCOPUS varies even more than 
the overlap between WOS and SCOPUS. 
Google Scholar stands out in its coverage of conference proceedings as well 
as international, non-English language journals, and its greater coverage 
includes some items that are not found in the other databases. On the other hand, 
Google Scholar’s lack of quality control limits its use as a bibliometric tool 
because of non-scholarly sources, erroneous citation data and errors of omission 
and commission when using search features. 
(…) search results from Google Scholar are very “noisy” and therefore 
require considerable difficult and time-consuming filtering to obtain usable 
information, especially for evaluation purposes” but you can check your records 
and find link to full text papers!

50

A “special” bibliographic DB: Padua Research 
Archive, the institutional repository of UNIPD 
scientific production. PRA is based on IRIS (Institutional 
Research Information System) developed by Cineca. 

Webhttps://www.research.unipd.it/
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http://www.sisef.it/iforest/contents/?id=ifor0613-005
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Social networks as a source of 
bibliographic information

• ReseachGate
• Academia
• Mendeley 
• Kudos (for the communication of your results)

52

A social network of growing importance in the 
science world for spreading your bibliography
ResearchGate (https://www.researchgate.net/home)

https://www.research.unipd.it/

53
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Another social network of growing importance in 
the science world for spreading your bibliography
Academia (https://unipd.academia.edu)

https://www.research.unipd.it/

No information available for Dalla 
Fontana, but some of his papers 
under the Giulia Sofia (co-author) 
who has a profile under 
AcademiaEdu

54

Google 
Scholar

Se
lf 

re
co

rd
in

g 
da

ta
ba

se
s

(i.
e.

 a
ct

iv
e 

 re
co

rd
in

g 
by

 
th

e 
au

th
or

s 
no

t n
ee

de
d 

)

Mendeley

Research Gate

IRIS 
UNIPD

Academia

ScienceDirect

WOS

SCOPUS

Selected scientific pubblications Other publications

R
ec

or
di

ng
 m

ad
e 

by
 

ex
te

rn
al

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns

Kudos

55



27/11/25

26

56

Outline

1. General information on (a) catalogues, (b) 
bibliography and (c) databases

2. Special tools: bibliographic DB
3. Organizing your bibliography: exploring 

databases and selecting the published 
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At University of Padova: work with the SBA (Sistema 
Bibliotecario di Ateneo) portal  and its GalileoDiscovery

59

GalileoDiscovery, the portal of University of Padova to access the 
scientific literature, is including:
– AGRIS – FAO: http://agris.fao.org/ 
– AGRICOLA – USDA: http://agricola.nal.usda.gov/
– JSTOR, a collection of scientific journal (available full text)

… but not other DBs: 
• SSRN http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/DisplayAbstractSearch.cfm

• IDEAS, the largest bibliographic database dedicated to economics 
and available freely on the Internet. Over 700,000 items of research 
can be browsed or searched, and over 550,000 can be downloaded in 
full text

Useful DB 
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http://bibliotecadigitale.cab.unipd.it/en/
http://bibliotecadigitale.cab.unipd.it/en/
http://agris.fao.org/
http://agris.fao.org/
http://agris.fao.org/
http://agris.fao.org/
http://agris.fao.org/
http://agricola.nal.usda.gov/
http://agricola.nal.usda.gov/
http://agricola.nal.usda.gov/
http://agricola.nal.usda.gov/
http://agricola.nal.usda.gov/
http://www.jstor.org/
http://www.jstor.org/
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/DisplayAbstractSearch.cfm
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/DisplayAbstractSearch.cfm
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/DisplayAbstractSearch.cfm
http://ideas.repec.org/
http://ideas.repec.org/
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WOS

SCOPUS

Data bases Publications

Papers

Books

Proc.

…

Galileo 
Discovery

Agricola

AGRIS

PubMed

EconLit

IDEAS

SSRN

…

Publishing 
companies 

Sage

Taylor & 
Francis

Wiley-
Blackwell

Springer

Reed-
Elsevier 

Journals

Journals

Journals

Journals

Journals

Journals

selection

submission to …

Google Scholar
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ScienceDirect

WOS
SCOPUS

Proceedings, 
grey literature, 
documents in 

Italian language?

Where to find the 
best scientific 
publications?

Check for other 
top scientific 
publications?

GalileoDis
covery

Other 
scientific 

publications?

Google 
Scholar

https://scholar.google.it

www.scopus.com/

apps.webofknowledge.com

http://bibliotecadigitale.cab.unipd.it

A summary logical framework

63

http://bibliotecadigitale.cab.unipd.it/en/
http://bibliotecadigitale.cab.unipd.it/en/
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ScienceDirect

WOS
SCOPUS

Proceedings, 
grey literature, 
documents in 

Italian language?

Where to find the 
best scientific 
publications?

Check for other 
top scientific 
publications?

AIRE 
Portal

Other 
scientific 

publications?

Google 
Scholar

151*
(167 in Science Direct)

An example
 (results from a search with poplar & plantation & econom*)

137*
2617**

21,300 
(with “economics”)**: in all fields

*: in title, key words and abstract

64

• Catalogues are 
normally free

• Bibliographic DBs 
and Electronic 
Journals are 
licensed resources 
and can be used 
only by computers 
at the University

• Students and 
visitors can ask for 
an off-campus 
authorization by 
Autho-proxy at the 
link: https://bibliotecadigitale.cab.unipd.it/en/search-tools/off-campus-connection

Web

65
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Outline
1. General information on (a) catalogues, (b) 

bibliography and (c) databases
2. Special tools: bibliographic DB
3. Organizing your bibliography: exploring 

databases and selecting the published 
documents 

4. Organizing your bibliography: saving your 
search in your own PC à Mendeley?

66

A new leading SW 
for managing 
bibliograhic 
resources
Mendeley

http://www.mendeley.com

Web

72
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Mendeley joins Elsevier

73

Zotero is a free, easy-to-use tool to help you collect, organize, cite, and 
share your research sources. 

Note the Zotero Groups
menu: you can collaborate 
remotely with other 
scientists, set up and 
share web-based 
bibliographies.

https://www.zotero.org

Another useful service available on line:
Zotero
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Zotero and Mendeley: 
which is the best?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rntpuUySlC0
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5 Essential Apps for Every PhD Student

• Evernote (Padlet) 
• Zotero (Mendeley)
• Illustrator (Inskcape)
• Calendar
• Word (?)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktLPpGeP9ic
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rntpuUySlC0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktLPpGeP9ic
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Hoping you found 
some umbrellas! 

The problem:
too much information…
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