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❶ Develop a national healthcare library and information strategy
to include: 
● an integrated multi-disciplinary and co-ordinated health

sciences library and information network with an emphasis on
shared information resources;

● a policy on the training and education of staff and students in
library use and information handling skills;

● a policy to improve the provision of healthcare information for
the public, patients and their carers.

❷ Establish a national forum for the exchange of views and
information, to represent the interests of libraries and users. Such a
forum will inform relevant policy makers and promote collaborative
effort between all providers of healthcare information.

❸ Carry out an audit of current healthcare information services in
Ireland. 

❹ Provide a professional library and information service in all
Health Boards areas.

❺ Ensure specialist groups like nurses, EHOs and paramedical
staff have adequate information and library services.

❻ Develop library use and information skills training courses for
all healthcare professionals.

❼ Increase investment in information technology and networking
resources which will offer cost-effective information dissemination,
facilitate resource sharing and improve access to information for health-
care professionals, and provide the relevant training and support.

❽ Formulate policy on the integration of management information
systems with library systems in healthcare organisations.

❾ Undertake further research in the area of consumer health
information:
● assess the demand for and provision of information by

self-help organisations, voluntary organisations and charities,
● adopt a national co-ordination and dissemination policy and

develop a database of information sources,
● introduce a consumer health information service, similar to

Help for Health and others in the United Kingdom.

❿ Foster and improve communications and information exchange
with voluntary organisations including self-help groups, charities
and other information providers.

Recognise the need for professional librarians to manage
healthcare information services, and provide appropriate career
structures and salaries.

Publish directories of specialist information resources.
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A NATIONAL SURVEY OF INFORMATION NEEDS OF HEALTHCARE STAFF, PATIENTS AND THE PUBLIC WAS CARRIED OUT IN 1994/1995. 
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Information Needs

Healthcare professionals in Ireland seek
information 
● to keep up to date; 
● for patient care;
● for research;
● for continuing education.

The Survey found that
● Less than 50% of respondents find all

the information they need.
● 33% of all respondents need access to

information outside normal office hours.
● 70% of doctors regularly need access to

information within 24 hours.

Barriers to Accessing Information

Healthcare professionals do not make
regular use of libraries because
● information and library services do not

exist in their locality or discipline;
● services that do exist are not readily

accessible;
● training in using information services is

not widely available;
● services that do exist are not well known. 

Health service professionals have difficulty
accessing information because of
● lack of time;
● lack of access to professional librarians

and information handling skills training;
● access problems including

▼ geographical isolation,
▼ restricted opening hours, 
▼ policy related restrictions,
▼ lack of electronic and networking
resources. 

Need for Access to Information and
Library Services

Healthcare professionals say they need
improved access to information and library
services to be better informed.

Healthcare professionals need:
● accurate, up-to-date information;
● increased access to information and

library resources;
● access to professional librarians;
● improved information technology skills;
● training and support in accessing infor-

mation including electronic resources.
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An effective Health Information Service

should

● provide relevant information when and

where it is needed;

● support the basic functions of 

▼ patient care;

▼ continuing education;

▼ study and research;

▼ management decision-making.

● organise inservice training in information

handling skills, new information products

and services.



Lack of Adequate Consumer Health
Information

Healthcare professionals have indicated
there is:
● lack of adequate information at the right

level for the public, patients and their
carers; 

● lack of knowledge of what consumer
health information exists and from
where it is available. 

Public Librarians report an increase in
demand in public libraries for healthcare
information.

Public Librarians state that consumer health
information would be improved by
● greater co-ordination and dissemination

of consumer health information;
● the production and maintenance of a

guide to sources of consumer health
information; 

● government funding to develop a con-
sumer health information service to
those who need it. 

Healthcare Information Services
Today

The limited number of healthcare informa-
tion and library services that do exist are used
extensively by members of the healthcare
professions and are appreciated by them.

The Survey revealed 
● lack of strategic planning at national

level for the development of comprehen-

sive healthcare information services;
● lack of appropriate resourcing and

recognition at national level of the
importance of information; 

● unsystematic and uneven approach to
provision of information and library ser-
vices;

● inadequate access to up-to-date clinical
information; 

● serious deficiencies in access, awareness
and availability of consumer health
information for healthcare workers,
patients and the public.
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Ireland's existing information network:
● university medical libraries;
● a limited number of Health Board, semi-stateand hospital libraries;
● libraries in government departments such asthe Department of Health;
● the national public library service;
● professional associations, trade unions andother workers groups;
● voluntary, self-help & support organisations;● the media, supplying specialist programmesor features as well as coverage on issues anddevelopments as they occur;

● a modern telecommunications network.



INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICE

Sophisticated access to the world's knowl-
edge base of healthcare is not available to
many healthcare professionals in Ireland. 

Best practice internationally (including
countries like New Zealand with similar
sized populations) demonstrates that profes-
sional library and information services save
the time of health professionals and reduce
institutional costs, by identifying informa-
tion needs cost-effectively and by providing
timely access to relevant information in the
required format.

International best practice recommends
● a systematic review of information strat-

egy and planning;
● firm support from central government

and the Health Boards for the future
development and role of healthcare
libraries.

Major decisions must be made to ensure
that the investment already made in infor-
mation technology and library services is
not wasted.

CONCLUSIONS

A strong and pro-active information and
library service is required to support the
aims and objectives of the recent national
strategy for healthcare, Shaping a healthier
future: strategy for effective healthcare in the
1990s. Cost-effective information manage-
ment and retrieval is necessary for all health-
care professionals in Ireland. A recognition
and commitment from central government
to the provision of information and informa-

tion services, together with recognition of
the value of professional library and infor-
mation specialists is vital.

The recommendations stress that urgent
attention should be given to a major review
of library and information provision in
Ireland, in line with best international prac-
tice. Emphasis too is placed on a structured
review of information and library services
for healthcare in this country. The involve-
ment of librarians and other information
specialists is essential. The Department of
Health has a key role in any review. A cost-
effective and realistic framework for future
planning of information and library services
for healthcare professionals and the public is
recommended. The need for increased
investment in information technology and
IT skills training and support is also stressed.

Further development of healthcare informa-
tion and library services requires an agreed
national strategic framework. Targeted
resources are necessary and official recogni-
tion of the importance of access to informa-
tion for healthcare professionals and the key
role librarians play in providing information
services is essential. Recognition of the
importance of training all healthcare staff in
information handling and library skills is
also necessary.
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Healthcare
libraries 

● save lives,
● save money,
● save time.



T H E  R E S E A R C H  P R O J E C T

Terms of reference

Research was commissioned in 1994 by the
Library Association of Ireland to investigate
access to healthcare information and library
services for healthcare staff, patients and the
public. This occurred against a background
of change in the healthcare environment,
the publication of Shaping a healthier future
(Department of Health) and the report on
The future of nurse education and training in
Ireland (An Bord Altranais). This research
was supported by the Department of Health
from National Lottery funds.

Objectives of the Research

The main objectives of the research were 
● to determine the information needs of

healthcare professionals, managers,
patients and the public;

● to determine best practice internationally;
● to make recommendations for the future

development of healthcare information
services in Ireland.

Methodology

The methodology used included:
● interviews with senior health service

managers, professional organisations
and academic institutions, and voluntary
bodies representative of staff, patients,
carers and the public;

● national postal questionnaire survey of
500 healthcare staff from different
grades and specialities;

● a telephone survey of all city & county
librarians;

● a literature search and review of best
practice internationally. 
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