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1 What is it? 
The definition is evolving during International Conferences on Grey Literature,  from 1997 in 

Luxembourg, where the critical feature was “not controlled by commercial publishers”, to the 2004 

New York conference where there is an expansion of this definition to "...not controlled by 

commercial publishers…., i.e., where publishing is not the primary activity of the producing 

body". The 2010 Prague criteria was that this needs to be “of sufficient quality to be collected by 

libraries” but not created by commercial bodies. 

Easier to say what it is not. Grey literature is not 

- Standard book, chapter or journal article 

- Peer reviewed 

- “Controlled”  either by a commercial publisher, or in terms of the language it uses. 

- Guaranteed to always be available from the first place you found it (as you might expect an 

abstract in Pubmed to be, for example) 

Consider grey literature to include reports, newsletters, conference abstracts, government papers, 

power point presentations, data sets, social media posts, film/video, audio, newspapers, email 

discussion lists, discussion forums etc etc. 

2 Why do you need to include it? 
There are 2 striking examples of why including grey / “unpublished” data in a systematic review can 

significantly impact the conclusions of the work. 

One is the Tamiflu expose (read here and here), and the other involves an antidepressant Reboxetine. 

Both demonstrate that simply using traditionally published data alone will only give you a partial view. 

They are also illustrations of some of the publication bias that is part of the current system. 

With complex, messy, questions, and non-traditional reviews such as realist reviews, it is even more 

relevant to include grey literature since the evidence for what works might only published at a local 

level. Sometimes traditional research methods don’t answer all the important questions – the 

objectivity is less important than proximity (ie knowing what the folk next door did to address the 

same problem) – exactly the inverse of the traditional hierarchy of evidence. 

3 Challenges 
The down side to need to find the grey literature is that  

- It’s not in one place 

- It’s not easily exportable to a reference management tool, and certainly not in bulk 

http://www.srels.org/index.php/sjim/article/view/48718
http://www.srels.org/index.php/sjim/article/view/48718
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grey_literature#cite_note-4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grey_literature#cite_note-4
http://www.opengrey.eu/item/display/10068/700015
https://www.bmj.com/content/339/bmj.b5164
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001201
https://www-bmj-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/content/341/bmj.c4737
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- The language used varies enormously 

- It’s not necessarily going to be available tomorrow, even if you found it today (websites crash 

or are abandoned)  

- Your web search may not be reproducible owing to algorithmic variations etc. 

- Deciding which resources to search (for) 

- Your search terms are likely to be vastly simplified in comparison to those used in bibliographic 

databases 

- Screening criteria and processes might need to be adjusted from those used for journal articles 

(eg how to double screen if the search is not reproducible owing to search engine algorithms) 

You should identify why you’re searching the grey literature – this might help identify relevant sources, 

and identify possible bias in your approach. 

If systematic reviews by their nature are time consuming and resource intensive. Including grey 

literature is, almost by nature, even more time-consuming and inefficient. 

4 Where to find it? 
Grey literature can be found in databases, sometimes, but this is the exception, rather than the rule. 

Consider what you need to find, and this will influence where you look.  

NB you don’t need to search all these places. This list is not exhaustive. 

4.1.1 Databases of grey literature 

OpenGrey Grey Literature in Europe. Examples include technical or research reports, doctoral 

dissertations, some conference papers, some official publications, and other types of grey 

literature. OpenGrey covers Science, Technology, Biomedical Science, Economics, Social 

Science and Humanities. 

GreyNet International GreyNet focusses on Research, Publication, Open Access, and Education 

in the field of Grey Literature. Includes the resources Grey Source, The Grey Journal and 

many other resources on the subject of grey literature 

4.1.2 Aggregations of sources 

Grey Matters  CADTH’s (Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health) free online 

resource for grey literature searching 

Northern Grey Literature Collection holds the hard copy grey literature collection of the 

former North West Grey Literature Service. It is collecting an increasing range of electronic 

Grey Literature relating to health and public health in the North of England. The collection is 

funded by the North Health Care Libraries Unit and delivered by Stockport Foundation NHS 

Trust. Follow on Twitter @northgreylitc  

Public Health England Grey Literature Sources This list has been compiled to help librarians 

and researchers, particularly in Public Health  

http://www.opengrey.eu/item/display/10068/700015
http://www.greynet.org/
https://www.cadth.ca/resources/finding-evidence/grey-matters
http://allcatsrgrey.org.uk/wp/
https://twitter.com/NorthGreyLitC
https://phelibrary.koha-ptfs.co.uk/greylit/
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4.1.3 Clinical Trials Registers 

ICTRP – World Health Organisation register, which searches across multiple national trials 

registers. 

ClinicalTrials.gov – registry and results database of publically and privately supported RCTs, 

covering 192 countries. 

EU Clinical Trials Register 

Also consider searching by pharmaceutical company – they often have their own trials 

registers (eg https://www.astrazeneca.com/our-science/pipeline.html and 

https://uk.gsk.com/en-gb/research/trials-in-people/clinical-study-register/ )  

4.1.4 Institutional Repositories  

CORE Aggregates open access research outputs from repositories and journals worldwide 

OpenDoar  Directory of academic open access repositories 

Oaister -  From OCLC, uses Open Archives Initiative Protocol for Metadata Harvesting. For 

information, and to search. 

BASE -  Provides access to more than 100 million documents from more than 5,000 sources. 

Prospero – the international register of prospective systematic reviews 

4.1.5 Guidelines 

NICE Evidence Search 

TRIP 

4.1.6 Dissertations 

There are specific databases of theses and dissertations: 

PQDT (ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Abstracting & Indexing Service)   

PQDT Open (ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Open) 

Open Access Theses and Dissertations (OATD) 

eTHOS  

4.1.7 Conference abstracts 

Web of Science Core Collection – conference proceedings citation index science, and 

conference proceedings citation index social science and humanities (or search by 

“conference”) 

Zetoc  The British Library's Electronic Table of Contents, Zetoc contains 16,000 conference 

proceedings as well as journal articles and other material. 

4.1.8 Tweets 

https://twitter.com/search-advanced?lang=en-gb 

4.1.9 UK Non-Governmental Institutions 

King's Fund The King's Fund's Information and Knowledge Services provide a unique and free 

source of information on health and social care policy and management 

http://apps.who.int/trialsearch/
https://clinicaltrials.gov/
https://www.clinicaltrialsregister.eu/ctr-search/search
https://www.astrazeneca.com/our-science/pipeline.html
https://uk.gsk.com/en-gb/research/trials-in-people/clinical-study-register/
https://core.ac.uk/
http://www.opendoar.org/search.php
https://www.oclc.org/en/oaister.html
https://www.oclc.org/en/oaister.html
https://oaister.worldcat.org/
https://www.base-search.net/
https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://www.tripdatabase.com/
https://ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/pqdt?accountid=9851
https://pqdtopen.proquest.com/search.html
https://oatd.org/
https://ethos.bl.uk/Home.do;jsessionid=3E00A87E98C1FCC9FBD9F2E98A8F55BD
file://///me-filer1/home$/ilk21/THIS/toptips/wok.mimas.ac.uk
http://zetoc.jisc.ac.uk/
https://twitter.com/search-advanced?lang=en-gb
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/
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Nuffield Trust Provides evidence-based research and policy analysis. 

The Health Foundation Publications are available to download. Hard copies of many 

publications can also be ordered free of charge. 

Charity Choice  Charity directory and fundraising website with a list of all UK registered 

charities. 

4.1.10 Use Google to help you search better 

Use the advanced search in Google to select PDF or ppt or xls as the file format. 

Or type into the search box: malaria filetype:pdf to refine your search. Replace pdf 

with ppt etc, as appropriate. 

Search in specific domains – to avoid having to use the (often poor) search functionality of 

individual websites) 

Use the advanced search, or type into the search box: malaria site:who.int 

(changing the domain as appropriate) 

 

5 How to report your methodology? 
Current Cochrane Handbook:  

The search process needs to be documented in enough detail throughout the process to ensure 

that it can be reported correctly in the review, to the extent that all the searches of all the 

databases are reproducible. (section 6.6.1) 

Note – transparency does not equate to reproducibility for web searching. 

If you’re doing a web search of any search engines (eg Google) consider including:  

 the search engine name 

 dates searched 

 search terms 

 how results were selected (eg title only, or click through to each result).  

 screen between 10 -15 pages on Google (100 – 150 results per search)  

 # results retrieved and # actually included 

NB you may want to trial using different search engines to compare search results. Search engines you 

might want to compare: 

 www.google.co.uk  

 duckduckgo.com/ an Internet search engine that emphasizes protecting 

searchers' privacy and avoiding the filter bubble of personalized search results. 

  www.bing.com/  

 www.dogpile.com/ a metasearch engine for information on the World Wide Web that 

fetches results from Google, Yahoo!, Yandex, Bing and results from other popular 

http://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/
http://www.health.org.uk/
https://www.charitychoice.co.uk/
https://handbook-5-1.cochrane.org/chapter_6/6_6_1_documenting_the_search_process.htm
http://www.google.co.uk/
https://duckduckgo.com/
https://www.bing.com/
https://www.bing.com/
http://www.bing.com/
http://www.dogpile.com/
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search engines, including those from audio and video content providers such as 

Yahoo! 

If you’re searching specific websites, either using their own search functionality, browsing, or using 

Google to search a specific domain, the recording process is different. 

To help with reporting the research make sure you include  

 website names 

 url 

 date searched 

 any specific sections searched 

 search terms you used 

 

Example of recording keeping tool for the search process (Stansfield et al, 2016): 

 

Example of recording keeping tool for the screening process (Stansfield et al, 2016): 

 

 

6 How to assess quality? 

https://systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13643-016-0371-9
https://systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13643-016-0371-9
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The AACODS checklist is designed to enable evaluation and critical appraisal of grey literature. As with 

CASP checklists, it encourages you to consider questions of  

authority 

accuracy 

coverage 

objectivity 

date 

significance 

Unpublished RCTs and other studies can be assessed using the same CASP (or similar) checklists as you 

would use for published studies. 

Screening is also a challenge. Double, blind screening of all titles and abstracts is a gold standard 

approach for systematic reviews. The results of web searches are neither replicable by different 

researchers nor easily exported into a reference management tool. Screening either has to be done in 

pairs working at the same PC, or to be done singly.  

Screening while the results are on screen is a pragmatic approach. 

7 Further reading 

7.1 Articles: 

Adams J, Hillier-Brown FC, Moore HJ, et al. Searching and synthesising ‘grey literature’ and ‘grey 

information’ in public health: critical reflections on three case studies Systematic Reviews 2016, 5:164 

 

Briscoe S: A review of the reporting of web searching to identify studies for Cochrane systematic 

reviews. Res Synth Methods 2018, 9(1):89-99.  

 

Briscoe, S: Web searching for systematic reviews: a case study of reporting standards in the UK Health 

Technology Assessment Programme. BMC Research Notes 2015, 8:153 

 

Godin K, Stapleton J, Kirkpatrick SI, et al. Applying systematic review search methods to the grey 

literature: a case study examining guidelines for school-based breakfast programs in Canada. 

Systematic reviews 2015;4(1):138.  

 

Stansfield C, Dickson K, Bangpan M. Exploring issues in the conduct of website searching and other 

online sources for systematic reviews: how can we be systematic? Systematic reviews 2016;5(1):191.  

 

7.2 Useful presentations 

Bethel A, Briscoe S, Rogers M. Searching for Grey Literature University of Exeter  

https://dspace.flinders.edu.au/xmlui/bitstream/handle/2328/3326/AACODS_Checklist.pdf
https://casp-uk.net/casp-tools-checklists/
https://systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13643-016-0337-y
https://systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13643-016-0337-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29065246
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29065246
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25889619
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25889619
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26494010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26494010
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27846867
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27846867
https://medicine.exeter.ac.uk/media/universityofexeter/medicalschool/research/pentag/documents/Grey_Lit.pdf
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Briscoe, S. Web searching for systematic reviews: how to develop the current guidance on 

methods and reporting standards October 2015 Conference: 23rd Cochrane Colloquium, At 

Vienna 
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