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Evaluating the effectiveness of a librarian led workshop in a health services 
environment

1. Introduction 

Healthcare librarians are increasingly being encouraged to increase their profile by 
engaging with their clients outside the physical library context by offering training at 
their place of work or within their existing CPD infrastructures. This has led to 
alternative roles for librarians such as the NIH led informationist programme in the 
USA (4), the clinical librarian model in the UK (5) and the embedded librarian role 
which has expanded across all areas of librarianship (6).  In April 2015, an 
opportunity to get involved in a healthcare professionals’ CPD conference by offering
a librarian led information skills workshop presented itself to three librarians working 
in two different Irish healthcare organisations.   This paper presents the outcomes of 
that workshop.

The Health Service Executive (HSE) is the national public health service in the 
Republic of Ireland.  Its library services are organised broadly by geographic region 
and HSE librarians work collaboratively with librarians working in other areas of the 
health services.  Recent collaborative initiatives include hosting joint seminars during
International Open Access Week (1) and producing a Health Evidence Awareness 
Report (2).  Collaboration has proven to be a successful strategy for librarians 
working in the Irish health service, particularly in an environment with few resources 
and even fewer librarians (3).  A library service manager in the HSE was approached
by the organisers of a continuing professional development (CPD) conference in 
April 2015 about librarian involvement in the delivery of an information skills 
workshop at the annual CPD conference for Health and Social Care Professionals 
(HSCPs) in Ireland.  A consultation with the organisers determined the best model 
for the workshop, which took place in June 2015.  

2. Background

Reasons for conducting research into information skills training are varied.  Health 
librarians conduct studies of this nature to assess for instance, whether their efforts 
are an effective use of resources (7) or to support improvements to services (8).  
However, the types of training conducted and the means used to measure the 
results vary widely, and have led some to conclude that there is ‘no valid way of 
measuring the contribution from the library and information service’ (9).  

There are a considerable range of views about approaches to teaching information 
skills.  Brettle conducted a systematic review examining a range of different training 
styles (10).  In her later review (7), she studied the lack of reliable information skills 
evaluation tools in greater detail and discussed the importance of ensuring the 
reliability and validity of outcome measurement instruments. Some of the problems 
encountered in such verification are methodological.  Although Brettle (10) noted a 
limited number of objective post-skills tests, she observed that training tends to be 
measured by self-evaluation with surveys or questionnaires. These collect valuable 



data but are inevitably subjective, as Ayre et al. (11) observed: “in a satisfaction survey…
there is the temptation to give a deceptively positive answer to please the teacher”. 

Much of the existing literature focusses on teaching students rather than health 
professionals, so the evidence for the wider utility of information literacy training (i.e. 
its impact on health services) is currently limited.  Ayre’s study (8) did measure in 
some detail the impact of an NHS training program on patient care.  Most efforts to 
evaluate the impact or effectiveness of librarian-led training in information skills have 
involved the use of surveys, questionnaires or post-testing (and much more rarely, 
pre-testing).  Alternative methods such as statistical analysis of electronic resources 
following training have also been suggested (14). These are objective but are of little 
help in measuring outcomes such as improved patient care or time saved in 
conducting literature searches.  A survey conducted by Ayre et al (11) was one 
notable attempt to add greater methodological rigour to the evaluation process, 
utilising the Kirkpatrick model (15) to measure training impact. The Kirkpatrick model 
has the advantage of measuring impact at four levels – reaction, learning, behaviour 
and results; it is seen as an answer to the problem of objectivity and has been 
recommended for use in healthcare contexts (11).  A modified version of this survey 
was included to evaluate the workshop in this study, the main of which was to 
evaluate an information literacy program delivered to qualified professionals outside 
a regular academic setting, as very little literature dealing with this specific cohort 
exists. 

2.1.  Aims

The primary focus of this study was to evaluate perceptions of the effectiveness of a 
librarian led workshop, specifically in relation to patient outcomes and research 
practice in the Irish health services.  As the workshop was delivered to health and 
social care professionals, the aim was to evaluate its effectiveness in imparting skills 
which a) affect patient care and b) enhance their ability to carry out research.  A 
secondary motive for carrying out this research is to assist health science librarians 
with service planning. 

3. Methods 

Three librarians were involved in the design and delivery of the conference 
workshop.  Two work at the national health service for Ireland, the Health Service 
Executive (HSE) and the other at Our Lady’s Hospice & Care Services, the venue for
the conference.  The conference organiser was the director of professional 
development of the Association of Occupational Therapists in Ireland (AOTI).  The 
conference was aimed at all Health and Social Care Professionals (HSCPs), not 
exclusively occupational therapists.  

Several teleconferences and email exchanges were held between the librarians and 
the conference director in designing the workshops. Six key questions were agreed 
as live examples to use with the professions attending the training.  It was important 
to obtain these scenarios, as the workshop attendees formed a diverse group of 
health and social care professionals, representing up to 50 different professional 



groups.  Learning outcomes included how to formulate a clinical question, where to 
find the evidence and how to search for the evidence.  The conference held three 
parallel workshops, one of which was the information skills workshop. Each lasted 90
minutes and all were repeated three times.  This meant that all attendees at the 
conference attended all three workshops.  The other workshops covered critical 
appraisal and the use of social media for continuing professional development. 
Knowing what other content was being covered during the conference prevented any
duplication or overlap with the content of the library workshop.  

Each session utilised exactly the same material and format, and was jointly delivered
by two of the librarians.  The size of the groups involved in our workshop made a 
hands-on approach impractical, and this was a limitation in the delivery of the 
workshop given that more traditional, didactic approaches have been identified as 
much less effective when teaching practical skills such as literature search 
techniques (13).  Spring (12) felt that employing conceptual tools like PICO was a good 
way of helping students to frame their queries in simple, database-friendly terms, which 
could then be manipulated using Boolean logic.
 

Participants were invited to write their expectations for the session on post-it notes 
and add them to flipcharts positioned around the room. This engaged users in the 
learning process from the outset. Following a live demonstration of PICO using a 
number of library databases participants were then divided into groups and given two
tasks to complete.

Workshop attendees completed an evaluation form directly after the workshop, and 
via an online survey distributed to all participants three months later.  The nine item 
survey was compiled by adapting questions from the survey by Ayre et al. (11) which
had been used by NHS libraries and proven to be reliable.  Permission was obtained
from the authors to adapt the survey.  The survey was piloted three months before 
the workshops to 5-6 health and social care professionals to ensure that it was 
understandable and comprehensive.  Following feedback, some modifications were 
made to the questions.

At the librarians’ request, the questionnaire was then distributed to all participants 
(n=87) via e-mail by the CPD Officer who had organised the workshop. Survey 
participation was voluntary and anonymity was guaranteed.

The survey addressed the following headings:
 Health and Social Care Professional Group 
 Area of Employment
 Use and Non-Use of training
 Patient Care
 Teaching and Learning
 Changes in Behaviour
 Information Skills Training

Data received was analysed using the online software tool, SurveyMonkey.  



Research approval for the study was obtained from the Education and Research 
Committee at Our Lady’s Hospice and Care Services.

4. Outcomes

4.1 Results of Immediate Post-Workshop Feedback

87 participants attended the three workshops of whom 37 (43%) completed the 
immediate post-workshop evaluation. The majority of respondents said that their 
objectives for the workshop had either been fully met (n=22) or partially met (n=13).  
No one reported their objectives were unmet.  The majority of respondents found the
content of the training to be very useful (n=21) the remainder reported it to be useful 
(n=9) or fairly useful (n=7).  The training materials were found to be very useful 
(n=18) and useful (n=14) while the remainder (n=5) rated them ‘fairly useful’.  This 
would suggest that the use of handouts, post-its and flipcharts worked well.  The 
presentation was rated as excellent (n=23) and good (n=13).  Only 1 person found it 
to be fair.  The majority of attendees found the workshop to be relevant (n=15) or 
highly relevant (n=17) to their job.  Only 5 people found it fairly relevant. 

Most participants indicated strong satisfaction with workshop duration, 
administration, venue, and helpfulness. Everyone who attended the session and 
completed the questionnaire said they would recommend the course to others.

One open ended question invited comments and suggestions.  Some of the 
responses received validated the content and delivery of the course, for example:

‘Excellent content, has really helped me focus my research proposal and 
search terminology’
  
‘It was well paced, practical with a good mix of practical examples’

Some responses included suggestions for improvement, for example:

“To have participants come up with their own PICO questions after potential 
scenarios so as to apply to their own fields”

‘I would like a longer, more detailed course.  Very interesting and useful 
content, speakers excellent, very engaging and approachable - easy to 
understand’

‘PICO analogy helpful but could have carried it further to creating the actual 
research question with time and facilities to practice’

4.2 Results of 3-Month Follow-up
The 3-month follow up survey achieved an overall response rate of 24% (n=21)

Health and Social Care Professional Group



Seventy per cent (n=12) of responses were received from HSE employees, the 
majority of whom were dieticians (35.29%) (n=6) and physiotherapists (29.4%) (n=5).
The remainder were from voluntary hospitals and the private sector.

Use and Non-Use of Training

Respondents were asked about their post-workshop use of information. 80.95% 
(n=17) of respondents had used the information which is a positive finding (See 
Figure 1).

Figure 1 Use of Information Post-Workshop

Reasons provided for post-workshop non-use of information included: lack of time; 
required further help; didn’t feel the need; and had forgotten what was learned on the
day (25%) (n=4).

Change in Behaviour

A question was posed to determine any change in participant behaviour post 
workshop (Did the training you received change any of the following?) which 
received 14 responses.  50% (n=7) of respondents indicated that their workshop 
learning had saved them time. The most frequent use of learning was in influencing 
decision making regarding patient care/practice (28.5%) (n=4) and in the reduction of
errors/risk (28.5%) (n=4).  28.5% of participants also highlighted that the workshop 
had no effect/impact.

Anticipated Future Use of Training



The results from question 3 (Do you anticipate that in the future, the training you 
received may lead you to change some aspect of patient care?) were encouraging 
(see Figure 2) 

Figure 2: Future Use of Training and Patient Care
Answer Choices Respon

se %
Respon
se 
Count

 It will influence my decision regarding patient 
care/practice

50.00% 7

 It will enable earlier discharge of a service user/patient 0.00% 0
 It will save me time 35.71% 5
 It will eliminate the need to referral to another 

department
0.00% 0

 It will reduce errors/risks in my practice 35.70% 5
 It will have no effect/impact 21.43% 3
 Other (please specify) 7.14% 1

Total respondents: 14

One respondent commented that,

‘I will have greater confidence in developing a treatment plan for patients 
knowing I am better at accessing information regarding current practice’.

Teaching and Learning

Figure 3 shows the impact of the workshop on teaching and learning. 78.5% (n=11) 
said they had learned something new.  The next most frequent category of impact 
was using it for course work/CPD (57.1%) (n=8) followed by refreshing the memory 
of previous training.  

Figure 3: Impact of training 



Changes in Behaviour
There were a variety of responses to the open-ended question: ‘Please tell us about 
anything that you did differently as a result of this training and what impact any 
changes had on patient care?  These included:

‘It helped me get back on track for browsing the web.  Made me consider 
using Twitter’

‘More effective literature search, more time efficient’

‘It impacted how I pass on the information to others and helped to re-frame 
my existing knowledge to make it more beneficial to those I work with’

‘I have searched for some literature relating to areas of my patient care, it has
helped me narrow down relevant results’

Information Skills Training

Respondents were asked to indicate the topics on which they would welcome future 
training.  The most popular topics selected were: hands-on practice (35.7%) (n=5), 
critical appraisal (21.4%) (n=3) and use of Patient Intervention Comparison Outcome
(PICO) framework (21.4%) (n=3).

5. Discussion 

The response rate (45%) (n=37) to the questionnaire distributed immediately after 
the workshop produced a higher return than the survey (24%) (n=21) which was 
circulated to the same audience three months later.  Although both sets of results 



are valid, there is the danger that immediate feedback returns a more positive and 
therefore biased response as Ayre et al. (11) have pointed out.  

The three librarians involved in the workshop found that their collaborative approach 
had tangible benefits.  Their collective knowledge brought different strengths to the 
training and made for a higher quality workshop.  The librarians brought together a 
combination of technical expertise, research skills and teaching experience.    
Working together to use those skills was agreed to be more efficient than one 
librarian working in isolation. The content produced is suitable for reuse in each 
librarian’s individual work environment, thereby reducing duplication of effort.  The 
time involved in preparing and planning paid off in the delivery of the workshop, and 
the immediate feedback reflected a good level of user satisfaction.  Attendance from 
the Health and Social Care Professionals in Ireland was high.  By delivering this 
workshop, the librarians were meeting a large number of health professionals, 
something worth including in future service planning.  Previously, the librarians had 
run a series of ad hoc training sessions which were mainly demand-led.  The 
workshop approach at a national conference offers a greater return than running 
several smaller workshops where only 6 to 8 professionals can attend at a time.

The objective of the workshop was to impart information skills to the health and 
social care professionals attending that would have a practical application to their 
work help to improve patient care. Results from the immediate feedback and the 
follow up survey demonstrate that overall the workshop did have a positive influence 
on health professionals by saving them time and influencing decisions on patient 
care and practice.

6. Limitations

Ideally, a pre-workshop evaluation sent to all attendees combined with post-
workshop evaluation would inform performance and impact of the training, as 
advised by the Kirkpatrick model (16), however it was not possible to conduct a pre-
workshop evaluation as the organisers did not have a list of registrations available to 
the librarians in advance.  

The survey received a small response rate and a larger sample would have been 
more beneficial.  The use of a survey to evaluate learning has its own limitations. 
The survey instrument relied on subjective self-evaluation and satisfaction.  Small 
sample size and potential lack of pre-disposition is one common limitation (10, 16). 
By definition, surveys exclude non-users (16) and this also a flaw in the design.  The 
validated survey tool used is limited by reliance on self-reported usage which creates
inherent bias (11).  Although a modified version of the survey instrument designed by
Ayre et al (11) gives the present study a degree of validity, the lack of a widely-
applicable instrument for librarian-led training remains a concern (7).  Furthermore, 
as the main responses were from dietitians and physiotherapists, the results did not 
represent other professional groups. 



7. Conclusions 

The outcomes of the workshop were largely positive for the three stakeholder groups
involved.  Firstly for the healthcare professionals as demonstrated by the evaluation; 
secondly for the librarians as this reflective exercise shows, and finally for the 
organisations involved as a time and resource saving initiative.  The workshop 
demonstrated that librarians benefit from a collaborative approach to skills training in 
the context of a demanding health service environment.  An added benefit is that the 
healthcare professionals participating in the study appeared to validate librarian led 
information skills training.  While the preparation and delivery of workshops demands
a considerable amount of librarian time, their inclusion as part of service planning 
with an evaluative element is justified by the reported service improvements.
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