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Guest Editorial

 

A little knowledge is a dangerous thing …

 

Bernard Barrett, Information Scientist, Mental
Health Directorate, Health Service Executive, Mid-
West Office, Limerick, Ireland and Chairperson,
Health Sciences Libraries Group, Library Associa

 

-

 

tion of Ireland 

 

As health-care librarians, 

 

Knowledge

 

 has become
an important word and concept for us over these
last few years. There appears to have been a rush
to incorporate both the word and the concept
into the structures in which we work and the
professional services that flow from these.
Increasingly, we are keen to stress that the
process of knowledge creation, and consequently
of knowledge management, is something that
health-care librarians have (and have always had)
a very close affinity with. But just how real is our
conversion to knowledge? We are quick to espouse
the principles of knowledge management to those
we call ‘users’ and to embody them within the
work we do which we often refer to as ‘services’.
But has this knowledge led to deep, sustained and
positive change, not only in our practice, but also
in the way that we ourselves are perceived and
behave? If knowledge is to know, to discern, to
change and grow, then that process must start with
ourselves—not simply with the services we provide.
The only true route to knowledge is to begin by
learning to ask clearly focused questions, which force
us to reflect on who, not what, we are as health-
care librarians. There are many questions that need
to be asked, but the key ones are outlined below.

 

Do we use the right language?

 

Perhaps the first question is to ask whether we

use the right language to describe what we do and
who we are? It can be both disappointing and
frustrating to still read literature that speaks of
‘services’ to ‘support’ our ‘users’. In the context
of health care, high-quality and research-based
information which can be translated into knowledge
is not just a service. It is absolutely mission critical.
Any person that performs this function does not
play a support role—they contribute directly to the
knowledge base of health care, and the health of
the patient. If we acknowledge that this is our role
then it can be no longer appropriate to speak about
supporting our users. The only way that we will do
this is by working or ‘collaborating’ with them.

 

Have we sufficient self-confidence and 
competence?

 

A second question might be to ask whether we
really believe the above, and have the self-
confidence to act accordingly? These are not easy
times for health-care librarians as ‘information
professionals’. We can no longer lay sole claim to
this title (if  in fact we ever could) and often see it
being used with success by others such as Research
Officers, Statisticians, and IT professionals. We
often have to contend with ‘superficial thinking’
which effectively seeks to re-model existing services
and jobs in the light of new terminology and
technology, some good examples of which are the
many jobs advertised through the UK’s Chartered
Institute of Library and Information Professionals
(CILIP) for Library and Knowledge Officers, and
Knowledge Services. We sometimes doubt that we
have the required skills to function on an equal
plane with others who call themselves information
professionals. Other than through experience of
life and additional training, we seem to know
little about marketing, self  promotion, and
understanding the psychology of fellow health-
care professionals. These are daunting prospects
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when each area of the health-care service is so
different but essential if  we are to collaborate with
them.

If, therefore, we as health-care librarians are to
function in a shared environment as ‘information
professionals’, we must begin to ask ourselves,
what are the core competencies of an information
professional? and what competencies do health-
care librarians need to function on a level playing
field with them? The questions below indicate a
few areas where greater confidence and com-
petency on our part would do just this:

 

•

 

How many of us are competent to teach and
train? Should we just recruit specialists to these
posts?

 

•

 

What level of IT literacy should be common to
all information professionals?

 

•

 

How many of  us are numerate enough to
analyse health-care statistics?

 

•

 

How many of us are confident enough to under-
take and interpret the results of health-care
research?
Both in the Republic of Ireland and in the UK

we can see many examples of  librarians engaged
in all of these areas and more. The answer to the
above is not necessarily no or definitively yes as
while these competencies are on the increase they
are still comparatively rare.

 

What are you doing in the library?

 

A third area is to both challenge the services we
provide through libraries and to be honest in
appraising whether these are still of any use or
value. How did we arrive at these services to
begin with? Was it as a process of reflection and
planning, or did they simply evolve? Given that
health portals and e-Libraries across the world will
offer desktop access to much of the information
that is also available in print, is there any need for
libraries as physical places to exist? Do we need to
function in a place called a Library? We need to
discern planned, positive answers to these questions
and not simply react when threatened.

In both the Republic of Ireland and in the UK,
working in libraries as they are currently structured
can sometimes be an impediment to achieving a
collaborative relationship with other health-care
professionals. Our purpose is to provide infor-

mation, filter information for research, and help
create knowledge, and move beyond the optional
services which may or may not be of use. This can
be achieved by developing a much closer working
relationship with those who we currently call ‘users’
They have to cease being ‘users’ and become fellow
health-care professionals who see us as members
of the multi-disciplinary health-care team. For many
of us, this has begun to come about through being
steeped in the subject area in which we work. We
can talk and discuss frequently with fellow health-
care professionals, and design simple and effective
information and knowledge systems that respond
to their expressed needs.

There is no reason that this cannot occur within
the physical space that we currently call ‘library’.
But does the present evolution of services enable
us to really meet the needs of those who visit them?

Can we, through the place that we call library,
effectively work with all those whose need for
information and knowledge is so mission critical?
If the space we call library is to work effectively, we
have to begin by reflecting on our own role and
engage in a dialogue to plan for what we need from
a library, as a consequence of that discussion. All
too often, process and structure comes first, and it
must be the other way round.

 

Do we behave as information professionals?

 

This is perhaps the most serious question of all,
and one of the most awkward to address. As
information (and knowledge) professionals, we
have a responsibility, not just to provide information,
but to work with all those who need information,
to ensure that they are sufficiently empowered to
use and interpret information, no matter who has
found it. The implications and the responsibility
of this role are huge, both in terms of health-
service improvement and overall patient-care
improvement. Neither are we slow to say this.
However, we seriously and openly need to question
whether we practice what we preach, particularly
with regard to our own fellow information pro-
fessionals. Just how committed are we to really
sharing information with each other, and creating
structures within our libraries that facilitate
information, knowledge transfer and personal
development? There can be no room for benign
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dictatorships, ancient hierarchies and personality
cults. These are the antithesis of information and
knowledge management, and are effective barriers
to progress. In those corners where they still exist,
they undermine the work we all want and need to
do to be recognized on an equal footing with other
health-care information professionals.

 

More questions than answers?

 

This editorial is entitled ‘A little knowledge can be
a dangerous thing …’ Certainly, this paper raises
more questions than answers but questions are the
precursor to knowledge. Questions can often be
unsettling, and when asked in a challenging way of
a whole career in health information, can perhaps
provoke uncertainty, scorn and worst of all, blind

fear. If, as health-care librarians or as health-care
information professionals, we want to find effective
answers to these and other questions, we must begin
with the acknowledgement that we continually
need to ask questions of ourselves, and of our roles
as health-care librarians. There is no need to do
so alone, and nor should it be done alone. The
questions as well as the answers must be discerned
collectively, and as a group—from this everything
else will flow.

 

Developed from paper given by Bernard Barrett
entitled ‘Nurturing growth in our sector of the
profession: an overview of the Irish Health Sciences
Libraries Group’ given at the United Kingdom’s
Health Libraries Group Conference 2004 on the
6th September 2004 at the Waterfront Hall,
Belfast.
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