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Agenda

1. DEFINE the key characteristics and importance of grey literature

2. SOURCES of public health grey literature

3. SEARCH techniques

4. TRACK

5. CRITICAL APPRAISAL: what is credible?

6. COPYRIGHT considerations
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• Define what constitutes grey literature

• Identify at least two examples of grey literature

• Awareness of critical appraisal tools for grey literature

• Recognize some of the issues surrounding copyright of grey literature

Learning Objectives
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DEFINE



Grey Literature Defined

“Grey literature stands for manifold document types produced on all 
levels of government, academics, business and industry in print and 
electronic formats that are protected by intellectual property rights, of 
sufficient quality to be collected and preserved by library holdings or 
institutional repositories, but not controlled by commercial publishers 
i.e., where publishing is not the primary activity of the producing body.”

Proceedings of the Sixth International Conference on Grey Literature; 2004 Dec 6-7; New York.

Schnopfel J. Towards a Prague definition of grey literature. Presented at: Twelfth International Conference on Grey Literature: Transparency in Grey Literature. Grey Tech Approaches to 
High Tech Issues. Prague, 6-7 Dec 2010, Czech Republic. pp.11-26. Available from: http://archivesic.ccsd.cnrs.fr/sic_00581570/document
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…. In Plain Language

Anything that’s not a 
book or journal article 
is most likely grey 
literature
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Grey Literature can be…

Websites

Dissertations / Theses

Statistical Reports

Conference Proceedings

Technical Reports

Government Publications

Green / White Papers  

Institutional Reports

Streamed Video

Blog Posts

Podcasts

Tweets

Wikis

Newsletters

social 
media 
channels  
are a great 
way to stay 
on top of 
new 
releases of 
grey 
literature 
documents
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Usually not peer reviewed Supplement peer-reviewed 
literature

Outside publishing channels

Limited quantities, may disappear 

Difficult to know when to 
stop searching

Characteristics of Grey Literature

Hard to find 
(not indexed in databases)
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Why is Grey Literature Important in Public Health?

• Numerous, diverse partners & stakeholders outside academia

• Journal article conventions may not be a good fit for in-depth reports

• Importance of best practices & public health guidelines

• Fewer researchers in academia specialize in public health

• Reliance on non-health data sources

• Leadership role of agencies, government: open publishing

• Front-line practitioners tend to publish via grey literature
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IDENTIFY



Identify Your Sources

1. Knowledge-Producing Organizations

2. Experts

3. Guidelines

4. Best Practice Resources

5. Evidence Synthesis Repositories 

6. General Grey Literature Repositories
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Geo Sample Resources

CAN • BC Centre for Disease Control (BCCDC)
• Institut national de santé publique du Québec (INSPQ)
• National Collaborating Centres for Public Health
• Public Health Agency of Canada
• Public Health Ontario

USA • Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

International • Euro. Center for Disease Prevention and Control
• Public Health England
• World Health Organization

#1 Knowledge-Producing Organizations

• organizations who produce research; can be primary research or synthesized findings from pre-
existing research

• often archive and preserve intellectual output from their institution 

12

http://www.bccdc.ca/
http://www.inspq.qc.ca/english/default.asp
http://www.nccph.ca/
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/index-eng.php
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/
http://www.cdc.gov/
http://ecdc.europa.eu/en/Pages/home.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england
http://www.who.int/en/


#2 Experts in the Field
• have in-depth knowledge of subject matter

• are aware of grey literature sources

• are up-to-date on new research that is being conducted in their field through information 
sharing with other researchers

Identify an expert from:

University / Government / Committees
Commission websites
Conferences / Keynote Speakers
Press
Internal Institutional Experts
Colleagues (Academia etc.)
Twitter
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Geo Sample Resources

CAN • Canadian Task Force on Preventive Health Care
• Cancer Guidelines Database
• RNAO Database of Nursing Best Practice Guidelines

USA • ECRI Institute (free access with login)

International • NICE Public Health Guidance
• TRIP Database

#3- Guidelines
• public health collections of grey literature guidelines
• may consist of organizationally produced guidelines or a collection of guidelines from multiple 

organizations
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http://canadiantaskforce.ca/guidelines/all-guidelines/
https://www.partnershipagainstcancer.ca/tools/cancer-guidelines-database/
http://rnao.ca/bpg
https://guidelines.ecri.org/
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/published?type=ph
https://www.tripdatabase.com/


Example
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Some websites give you 
the ability to filter by 
evidence types –
(e.g., clinical guidelines, 
public health 
guidelines, etc.)

Screenshots reproduced with permission from NICE

https://www.nice.org.uk/


Geo Sample Resources

CAN • Best Practices in IPAC
• Canadian Best Practices Portal (updated to 2016)

USA • NACCHO Model Practice Database
• MMWR Recommendations and Reports

#4- Best Practice Resources

• repositories or collections of best practices often produced by various organizations
• content is selected by website administrators and therefore may be limited
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https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/health-topics/infection-prevention-control/best-practices-ipac
http://cbpp-pcpe.phac-aspc.gc.ca/public-health-topics/
https://eweb.naccho.org/eweb/DynamicPage.aspx?site=naccho&webcode=mpsearch
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/index.html


Geo Resources

CAN • Health Evidence
• Public Health +

USA • The Community Guide

International • Campbell Collaboration

#5- Evidence Synthesis Repositories

• produce summaries or appraisal of evidence
• might include published journal articles as well as appraisals of the research
• grey literature is the organization’s appraisal of the published literature 
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https://www.healthevidence.org/
http://www.nccmt.ca/public_health_plus/all/1/list-eng.html
https://www.thecommunityguide.org/
http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/


Example 
Grey Literature Evidence SummaryPublished Article by Cochrane vs
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Screenshots reproduced with permission from Health Evidence™

https://healthevidence.org/


#6- Grey Literature Repositories
• general grey literature repositories which gather together all different kinds of grey literature
• specific grey literature repositories which gather focused content on one topic (e.g., DISASTERlit)

Geo Resources

CAN • National Collaborating Centre for Methods and Tools Registry
• OPHLA Grey Lit Repository (Coming Soon) 

USA • New York Academy of Medicine Grey Literature Report
• DISASTERlit

International • Social Science Research Network eLibrary
• GreySource
• OAIsterOpen (Archives Initiative)
• OpenDOAR (Directory of Open Access Repositories)
• OpenGrey: System for Information on Grey Literature in 

Europe
19

https://www.nccmt.ca/knowledge-repositories/search
http://www.ophla.ca/
https://www.nyam.org/library/collections-and-resources/grey-literature-report/
https://disasterinfo.nlm.nih.gov/disaster-lit
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/DisplayJournalBrowse.cfm
http://www.greynet.org/greysourceindex.html
http://oaister.worldcat.org/
http://www.opendoar.org/
http://www.opengrey.eu/


Where can I find all these links? 
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slsp.ca/images/greylit.pdf

http://slsp.ca/images/GreyLit.pdf


SEARCH



Principles of Searching Grey Literature

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

Step 5

Step 6

Identify your sources in advance
Make a list of key knowledge-producing organizations (core and topical), grey literature repositories, 
conferences, etc. you are going to search

Consult colleagues, experts to prioritize sources
Social media can be a good source for this type of expertise

Set clear parameters to avoid information overload
Specify the # of pages of web search results you will review; Set limits: date, jurisdiction, language, etc.

Do a targeted search of websites (key organizations, conferences, repositories, etc.)
Track your search and results

Do a general web search to capture other sources
Use search engines to explore additional relevant resources

Scan references lists of all relevant items you find
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General Tips: How to Search a Website

1. Don’t Start with the Search Bar
Does the website have: a Publication Listing? Topic Drop Down Menu?

How has the organization already organized their content for you?

2. Is there an Advanced Search option or Search Tips?
Exact Phrase “built environment”

Truncation (e.g., build* = builds, building, builders, etc.)

Boolean (AND / OR)

3. When using the search bar, type ONE concept at a time
Add more concepts as needed

No search tips? Try variations of a word and see if you bring back more,

less, or the same number of results in the search bar
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A – Z Health Topics 

Emergency Preparedness 
Mental Health 
Vaccination

SEARCH TIPS | ADVANCED SEARCH

Tobacco



Search Engines

• Why not just use search 
engines? 

• Why bother searching 
organizational websites and 
repositories? 
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Search Engine: Google Advantages

Diverse

Mega hits 

Filters

Relevancy 

Ideal for quick searches 

Ideal for scoping questions 
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Search Engine: Google Drawbacks

• Personalized searching

• Echo chamber effect

• Proprietary ranking algorithm

• Searches for unknown synonyms and related terms

• Limits the number of search terms you can use (32)

• Impossible to remove duplicate results

• Often cannot search within online databases (“invisible web”) or 
deep web

26



Overcoming Limitations

• If overwhelmed by search results, review only 
first 100 (relevancy drops dramatically after this 
point)

• Test synonyms by searching a single word and 
looking at bolded words in the results list

• Change your search settings

• Use Advanced Search options to increase number 
of terms and control over search
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https://www.google.com/advanced_search


Beyond Google, Bing & Yahoo 

Alternatives
• Dogpile Web Search: metasearch returning results from Bing, Google and 

Yahoo 

• Duck Duck Go: launched 2008, best known for privacy

• MedNar: federated search engine for Deep Web searching

• Million Short: users can filter off top web sites to see what else is retrieved

• Google Scholar
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Custom Search Engines

• Retrieve results from only from specified websites

• Good for targeted searches – promotes efficiency

• Examples

• Ontario's Public Health Units

• Canada's Provincial and Federal Health Departments and Agencies

• Canadian Government Documents 

• You can also create your own Google Custom Search
• Free
• Include up to 6,000 websites 
• Can be public or private
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http://www.ophla.ca/customsearchoph.htm
http://www.ophla.ca/customsearchcanada.htm
http://www.google.com/cse/home?cx=007843865286850066037:3ajwn2jlweq
http://www.google.com/cse/


TRACK



Keeping Track
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Reporting

32

• Identify search queries/keywords 
used in an Appendix

• Specify targeted jurisdictions or 
scan of geographical areas

• Describe documentation of search 
process



APPRAISE



Definition of Critical Appraisal

• “… process of systematically examining research evidence to assess its 
validity, results, and relevance before using it to inform a decision.”

• Why critically appraise?
• Develop skills to allow the researcher to identify  the best available evidence 

on subject matter which will guide the evidence based public health process

• Focus on the quality of studies not quantity

Source: Hill & Spittlehouse, 2001

34



Critical Appraisal 

• Evaluating website content
• Date of publication? (currency is important) 

• URL
• Web Design
• Contact Information 
• Authorship
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Critical Appraisal 

• Is the agency well-known?

• What are the biases?

• Consult colleagues or 
experts if possible
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Key Questions:

1. Who is the author, are they who they claim to be? (legitimacy)

2. How current is the information?

3. Is the information based on research/data/analysis or is it opinion piece?

4. Does the author/host have an agenda? (bias)

5. Is the information shared for commercial purposes?

6. Can you verify some cited sources, facts? (methodological quality)

7. Does the hosting site have a sponsor?

8. Does this information add anything new?

9. Is the evidence clear and relevant?

10. Tools: AACODS | Public Health Ontario Guide to Critically Appraising Literature 
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https://dspace.flinders.edu.au/jspui/bitstream/2328/3326/4/AACODS_Checklist.pdf
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/appraising-grey-lit-guide.pdf?la=en


Public Health Ontario 
guide to critically 
appraising grey 
literature 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-
/media/documents/appraising-grey-lit-guide.pdf?la=en
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https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/appraising-grey-lit-guide.pdf?la=en


COPYRIGHT



Copyright and Grey Literature

• All internet content (even free content) is copyrighted

• Infringement of copyright poses legal risks even when using grey literature 
sources

• Copyright applies regardless off the use of the © symbol

• Avoid copyright infringement by:

• Attributing your sources

• Checking for a copyright or permissions statement

• Determining if your purpose infringes copyright 

• Obtain permission from the rightsholder for uses not covered by fair dealing

• Get written permission for these uses and attribute the work as per the rights 
holder's wishes
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Additional Resources

1. Ontario Public Health Libraries Association Resources

2. Grey matters: a practical tool for searching health-related grey literature / CADTH 

3. Book: Searching the grey literature / Sarah Bonato

4. McArthur A. How to find and use grey literature for scoping reviews / Public Health 
Ontario 2016

Recording will be posted to http://slsp.ca/training

http://www.ophla.ca/resources.htm
https://www.cadth.ca/resources/finding-evidence/grey-matters
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781538100646/Searching-the-Grey-Literature-A-Handbook-for-Searching-Reports-Working-Papers-and-Other-Unpublished-Research
http://pho.adobeconnect.com/p3nx4e9ub7c/
http://slsp.ca/training
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SLSP Middlesex London Health Unit
library@mlhu.on.ca
Phone: 519-663-5317 ext. 5320
Fax: 519-663-9800

SLSP KFL&A Public Health 
library@kflaph.ca
Phone: 1-800-267-7875 ext. 1659
Fax: 613-549-0946

SLSP Simcoe Muskoka District Health 
Unit
hublibrary@smdhu.org
Phone: 1-877-721-7520 ext. 7368 
Fax: 705-721-1495

SLSP Thunder Bay District Health Unit
dlibrary@tbdhu.com
Phone: 807-625-8309
Fax: 807-623-2369

Middlesex London Health Unit
Carolynne.Gabriel@mlhu.on.ca
Phone: 519-663-5317 ext. 2561
Fax: 519-663-9800

KFL&A Public Health 
melanie.dittburner@kflaph.ca
Phone: 1-800-267-7875 ext. 1220
Fax: 613-549-0946

Simcoe Muskoka District Health Unit
Camille.Coles@smdhu.org
Phone: 1-877-721-7520 ext. 7116
Fax: 705-721-1495

Thunder Bay District Health Unit
Stephanie.Commisso@TBDHU.COM
Phone: 807-625-5901
Fax: 807-623-2369

Unsure which SLSP library you belong to? 
http://slsp.ca/about-us/#findHU

If you work at the following health units, 
your library contact is:

mailto:library@mlhu.on.ca
mailto:library@kflapublichealth.ca
mailto:hublibrary@smdhu.org
mailto:dlibrary@tbdhu.com
mailto:Carolynne.Gabriel@mlhu.on.ca
mailto:Melanie.dittburner@kflaph.ca
mailto:Camille.Coles@smdhu.org
mailto:Stephanie.Commisso@TBDHU.COM
http://slsp.ca/about-us/#findHU

