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Introduction 
Compendex is an engineering database of journal 
articles from over 5000 engineering journals, 
conference papers and technical reports.  
Coverage includes chemical and process 
engineering, computers and data processing, 
applied physics, electronics and communications, 
and civil and mechanical engineering.  Online 
coverage is from 1884 to the present.  The 
database contains over 8 million records and is 
updated weekly.  
 
Once you have identified relevant publications, 
consult the Library Catalogue 
http://libcat.bham.ac.uk   and the eLibrary 
www.elibrary.bham.ac.uk  to see whether we 
stock/have access to those titles.  In some cases, 
where we have a subscription, you will be able to 
access the full text article direct from Compendex. 
Using the  ‘Findit!@bham’ button. 
 

Accessing Compendex 
 
For access on- or off-campus, we recommend 
that you access e-resources via eLibrary 
www.elibrary.bham.ac.uk  to avoid 
authentication problems. Search for 
Compendex under the ‘Find Resource’ tab of 
eLibrary.  Should you encounter any problems 
please log a call to the IT Service Desk 
www.itservicedesk.bham.ac.uk. 
 
At log-on, Compendex defaults to the Quick Search 
screen. 
 
Note the features of this first screen: 
There are 8 blue tabs along the top: 

 Tags  + Groups 
 Easy Search 
 Quick search  
 Expert search  
 Thesaurus  
 eBook Search 
 Ask an expert 
 Help 

 
There are also 4 blue hyperlinks across the top of 
the screen: 

 Search history (to view any searches you 
have undertaken in the session so far, and 
combine them if necessary) 

 Selected records (to view a cumulative list 
of the records you have marked in this 
session) 

 My Profile 
 My Alerts 

 
Compendex will keep track of all of your searches 
for your session in the search history.  Also, you 
can maintain a list of records that you select over 
the course of a session.  However, when your 
session ends you will automatically lose your 
search history and selected records – unless you 
save them to a personal account.   
 
Personal Account 
A personal account enables you to save records 
and searches as well as to receive weekly email 
alerts (messages that contain any new records 
matching a saved search when updates are added 
to the database).  There is a link to the personal 
account option from the Personal Account box on 
the left hand side of the screen.  To set up your 
account, click on the red Register hyperlink, 
complete the details and submit.  You will then be 
able to access your account by clicking on the 
yellow ‘Login’ button.   
 

Searching Compendex 
Firstly ensure that only Compendex is ticked under 
Select Database, just above the search boxes.  
(Inspec is an electrical engineering, computing and 
physics database, GEOBASE covers geography 
and Referex is an engineering eBook collection).  
Click on the boxes for the other databases to untick 
them.  You can cross search the four databases, 
but you will lose the advanced features of the 
individual databases such as the thesaurus search. 
 
There are four ways to enter a search in 
Compendex: 

1. Quick search (default) 
2. Expert search 
3. Thesaurus search 
4. Easy search 

 
 
1. Quick search 
Enter your search term(s) in one or more of the 
search for textboxes. Select the field from the 
search in pull-down menu to the right of the textbox, 
for example, title, author, author affiliation, 
publisher, or all fields. 

http://libcat.bham.ac.uk/
http://www.elibrary.bham.ac.uk/
http://www.elibrary.bham.ac.uk/
http://www.itservicedesk.bham.ac.uk/
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The three search boxes allow you to combine 
terms using Boolean operators AND, OR, and 
NOT.  

OR is used to broaden a search, or to allow for 
variant spellings, (results contain any specified 
term),  
e.g.1  rapid transit OR light rail OR subways 
e.g.2  seatbelts OR seat belts  

AND is used to narrow the scope of a search, 
(results contain all specified terms). 
e.g. prosthetics AND biocontrol. 

NOT should be used with caution as it can 
eliminate results from your search which may have 
been useful.  For instance, a search for CFC NOT 
HCFC would eliminate articles comparing CFCs 
with HCFCs which may have proved useful.   

If terms are entered into all three textboxes, Quick 
Search will always combine terms from the first two 
textboxes first, and then the term in the third 
textbox.   

For example, a search for safety devices and 
rapid transit or light rail using these boxes would 
pick up articles concerning safety devices in rapid 
transit, and also all articles on light rail, whether they 
mention safety devices or not.  However, a search 
for rapid transit or light rail and safety devices 
would “or” rapid transit and light rail first, and then 
look for articles within this set that are concerned 
with safety devices. 

Using the browse indexes function 
Quick search gives you the option to browse 
indexes for the following fields:  

 Author 
 Author affiliation 
 Controlled term 
 Source title (Journal title) 
 Publisher 

This allows you to pinpoint the exact terms you 
want to search for.  You could also use serial titles 
to search across one or several publications at 
once. 
 
Selecting a term from Browse Indexes 
automatically inserts it into the next available search 
for text box, and the field will be altered accordingly.  
When you have finished selecting your terms, close 
the Browse indexes window by clicking on the X in 
the top right hand corner.   
 

Use of the browse indexes function is strongly 
recommended when searching for an author, as 
this helps to ensure that all variations of an author’s 
name are identified.  Alternatively, author’s names 
can be truncated using an asterisk * as a 
truncation symbol for example Smith, A* will 
retrieve Smith, A.B., Smith A.A. etc.  Consider 
combining this with a search for the author’s 
institution or affiliation.   
 
Autostemming 
Quick search offers a facility called Autostemming 
as the default, allowing you to retrieve variants of a 
word.  For example, a search for management 
would search for the word root manag, and hence 
collect results containing managing, managed, 
manage, manager, managers etc.  To disable this 
feature, click the “autostemming off” box.   
 
Wild Card and Proximity Operators 
Limiting your search 
It is often useful to limit your search, especially if 
you are retrieving an unmanageable number of 
results.  Underneath the Search for boxes on the 
Quick search screen, there are several drop-down 
menus that you can use to limit your search by: 
Document type (eg journal article, dissertation etc) 
Treatment type (eg literature review, management 
aspects, experimental, economic etc) 
Language 
Date Compendex defaults to searching material 
from 1884 to the present, but you can alter this.  
You can also restrict your search to the last 4 
updates by clicking on the radio button – this is 
particularly useful if you are re-running a search that 
you undertook only recently. 
 
When you are happy with the search you have 
entered, click on the yellow Search button.  You will 
then be presented with the Search Results screen.   
See page 3 for instructions on viewing your results. 
 
2. Expert search 
Expert search provides more power and flexibility 
than Quick Search, as it has more search options 
and incorporates advanced Boolean logic.  Your 
search needs to specify which field you are 
searching, to do this insert your term and use the 
“within” (wn) command and select a field code from 
the list.  (NB: it is not necessary to add the wn ALL 
code to search for All fields. 
 
The search terms are linked by Boolean operators, 
AND, OR and NOT.  You can also browse the 
indexes to identify your search terms. 
 



 
 

A search for water purif* wn KY and organic 
carbon wn KY and Elsevier* wn PN will  find all 
articles published in journals from Elsevier, Elsevier 
Science, Elsevier Ltd and so on, which contain the 
terms organic carbon and water purification in the 
subject, title or abstract.   
 
Expert search also allows you to use brackets to 
specify the order of operation for your search terms.  
Eg:(LCD or liquid crystal display) AND 
(television or TV) and English wn LA and IEEE 
wn PN will pick up results containing either LCD or 
liquid crystal display, and either tv or television, and 
all of the articles will be in English and published by 
IEEE. 
If you do not use brackets to specify the order of 
operation, then they will be performed from left to 
right. 
TIP: Placing your search term within quotation 
marks forces Compendex to search for that exact 
phrase within the selected field.  Otherwise an AND 
search is automatically assumed. 
 
When you are happy with the search you have 
entered, click on the yellow Search button.  See 
the“Search Results” section for instructions on 
viewing your results 
 
 
4. Thesaurus search 
Compendex uses a thesaurus to index the articles 
within the database.  Searching by thesaurus 
allows you to efficiently pinpoint the references you 
need as the indexing brings all articles on a subject 
together. 
 
The thesaurus is hierarchical in structure, so for 
each term there is one or more of the following, 
Broader terms, Narrower terms, Related terms.  
For example, the term plastics has the following: 
Broader term: materials 
Narrower terms: conductive plastics, foamed 
plastics, plastic coatings, plastic filaments, etc 
Related terms: adhesives, latexes, 
petrochemicals, plastic products, polymers, resins 
etc 
 
Once you have identified your thesaurus terms, you 
will need to combine them with and or or and then 
execute the search 
 

 
Fig 1: Thesaurus search screen 
 
There are three radio buttons beneath the Enter 
term box, Search, Exact term and Browse. 
 
The thesaurus search defaults to search - this 
looks for your term anywhere in the controlled 
vocabulary, and lists any matches alphabetically.  
Type your term into the search for box, and click on 
submit.  If your term is not in the thesaurus, 
Compendex will suggest alternatives.   
Browse will allow you to scan the thesaurus 
alphabetically, starting at the term you entered into 
the enter term box.   
 
Whichever method you use to scan the thesaurus, 
click on the term itself to find out the broader, 
narrower or related terms.  Clicking on the select 
box to the right of the term will transfer the term into 
the search box in the lower half of the screen.   
Once you have selected your search terms, use 
the radio button to the right of the search box to 
combine your terms with either AND or OR.  
Thesaurus search also allows you to limit your 
search by document type, treatment type, language 
and date. 
 
Combining searches 
Click on the blue hyperlink for Search History.  
Each of your searches will be displayed and 
allocated a search number, shown on the left hand 
side of the screen.   
 
To combine your searches, insert the numbers of 
the searches you wish to combine, together with 
your chosen search operator (AND, OR, or NOT), 
where it asks you to “enter searches to combine”.  
Each search number entered will need to be 
preceded by #.  If you have entered more than one 
search operator, use brackets to tell Compendex 
the order in which you wish to combine your 
search.   
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Click on the yellow Search button to execute your 
search.   
 

Search Results 
 
Once you have performed your search, 
Compendex takes you into a list of Search Results.  
This screen is always the same, for quick, expert or 
thesaurus search.   
 

 
Fig 2: Results screen 
 
At the top of the results screen, under the “Results 
manager” box, the number of hits that your search 
produced is displayed, together with the details of 
your search terms and the date range of your 
search.  Results are displayed in order of relevance 
or publication year, according to your selection in 
the search screen but you can change this by 
clicking on one of the “sort by” options just 
underneath your search details.  To skip between 
pages use the drop-down menu in the top or 
bottom right hand corner of the results screen, or 
use the Next page or previous page links next to 
them.   
 
The author names are hyperlinked within the 
results screen –clicking on these will enable you to 
retrieve all of the results for that author. 
 
Links to the Full Text 
To find out if The University Of Birmingham 
subscribe to the journal containing the article you 
are interested in click the “Find It @ Bham” button.  
If we subscribe to the journal you will be offered one 
or more services, click on the GO button to get the 
full text.  If you do not get these options, click on the 
GO button to search The University Of Birmingham 
online catalogue to see if we have a print 
subscription in the library.   
 

You may also see a yellow “Full text” button but this 
route does not check The University Of 
Birmingham’s library holdings so may deny you 
access to journals you should be able to access.  If 
in doubt use the eLibrary and Library catalogue 
directly.   
 
Refining your results 
To refine your results, click on the blue Refine 
search button.  Alter your search, then click on the 
yellow search button.   
 
On the right hand side of the screen your results 
are analysed into categories (“facets”) and the top 
ten terms in that category listed e.g. the 10 most 
frequently occurring authors.  These can be 
included or excluded from your search.   
 
Marking records 
To mark references of interest from within the list of 
Search Results, click on the checkbox to the left of 
the reference.  It is also possible to mark references 
from within the Abstract or Detailed Record 
screens.  If you want to select records from more 
than one search make sure you untick to clear 
selected records in the “Results Manager” box.  
The view selection button lists your marked 
records. 
 

Making a copy of results 
 
Select the format (citation, abstract or detailed 
record) and output method for your selected 
records by using the radio buttons and blue view 
selections / email / print / download / save to folder 
button in the “Results Manager” box. 
 
View selections 
You can view your selected references at any point 
in your Compendex session by clicking on the 
Selected Records hyperlink at the head of the 
screen or the blue button for view selection.  To 
alter the output, reselect citation, abstract or 
detailed record by clicking on the radio button, and 
click on View Selections to refresh the screen. 
 
Email 
You may wish to email a copy of the selected 
records to your email account.  Once you have 
selected the format for your results, click on the 
blue button for Email, and complete the form.  You 
might use the notes field to record the search 
strategy you used. 
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Print 
Alternatively, to print your results out at the end of 
your session, click on the blue button for print.  A 
new window will open, serving as a print preview.  
This screen will display your selected results in your 
selected format.   
 
To alter the information included, close the window 
and reselect the format (citation/abstract/detailed 
record) by using the radio buttons at the top of the 
results screen.   
 
Download 
To save your records to disk, choose the Download 
option.  Select your format by clicking on the radio 
button, and then Download.  You can also 
download to Reference Management software 
such as EndNote. 
 
Save to folder 
Compendex provides the facility for saving results 
to the database, accessible via the personal 
account.  You will need to have registered and 
logged into your personal account to do this.  Click 
on the blue button for Save to Folder  and you will 
be prompted to select either an existing folder, or to 
create a new folder in which to store your saved 
references.  Select your folder by choosing the 
radio button and click on save.   
 
Saving searches 
If you have executed a search that you might like to 
re-run at a later date, you can save your search to 
your personal account.  You will need to have 
registered and logged into your personal account to 
do this.  Go to search history and click on the blue 
save button for the searches you want to save.  
The blue button will become a grey saved button.   
 
Re-running saved searches 
To re-run any saved searches, click on the My 
Profile hyperlink at the top of the screen, then on 
the “view/update saved searches” link.  You will 
then be taken into a list of your saved searches, 
including their type (quick, expert, or thesaurus).  
Clicking on the blue hyperlink for a search will re-
run the search for you, and you will automatically 
be taken into the search results screen. 
 
Setting up email alerts 
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Compendex offers the facility to set up email alerts, 
so that every time a new record is added to the 
database, which matches your saved search, you 
will be emailed the details.  To set this up, first of all 
save your search.  Then go to My Profile by clicking 
on the blue hyperlink at the top of the screen, then 

click the “view/update saved searches” link.  To 
activate the email alert for your search, click to 
place a tick in the Email Alert box.  You can also 
activate Email Alert from the “Search History” 
screen. 
 

Help 
 
Compendex provides context-sensitive help 
screens throughout the database.  Access this 
wherever you see the blue square with the white 

question mark.    Compendex also provides 
detailed help screens through the blue Help tab as 
well as printable versions.   
 
For more  information about searching 
Compendex, contact, Linda Norbury, 
l.norbury@bham.ac.uk  or Paula Anne Beasley 
p.a.beasley@bham.ac.uk   
 

Logging off 
 
When you have finished searching, click on the 
yellow “End session” button in the top right hand 
corner to exit Compendex. 
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All Library Services documents are available in other formats, please contact Library Services on 
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