
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

GENERAL PRACTICE IN
MEDICAL LIBRARIES

Sir,
Your editorial concern over the quality
of library services for general prac-
titioners (July Journal, p. 387) will be
warmly welcomed by those working in
the field. The most serious adverse
comment you are likely to meet is that
you are too modest both in your
criticisms and in your demands.

It is perhaps in consequence of this
modesty that you advocate the out-
moded policy of reserving a separate
section of the library for general
practitioners. Most medical libraries
arrange their books by subject, not by
speciality, so that many approaches to
the same subject are brought together to
give each enquirer a wide choice of
reading on his current interest.
You yourself point out that young

doctors in all branches of medicine
should have the chance to dip into
books about general practice. Con-
versely, general practitioners should be
exposed to books written for both
senior and junior hospital staff. The
best way to provide that chance is to
ensure that general practice is
adequately represented in every section
of the library, not to segregate 'books
for general practitioners' into an
academic ghetto.
Some enlightened health authorities

are now providing large multi-user
libraries for both medical and nursing
staff. It is customary in these libraries to
integrate the bookstock, with Toohey's
Medicine for Nurses side by side with
Price's Textbook of Medicine. Readers
from both professions, noticeably
including community nursing staff, find
that this juxtaposition is of great mutual
benefit and creates few if any problems.
I cannot believe that a shelf
arrangement happily used by pupil
nurses is likely to baffle a general
practitioner-provided of course that
general practice is as well represented in
the library as practical nursing.
Book selection and arrangement is

still only one aspect of the un-
derprovision of library services for
general practitioners. In this region we
are concerned that the whole concept
and organization of medical libraries
seems to be so geared to the needs of
hospital doctors that we are failing the
general practitioner.

We therefore intend to set up an
experimental service specifically for
general practitioners and other com-
munity health professionals. A full-time
librarian will be appointed to provide
library and information services in one
health care district. She will be based in
a good postgraduate centre library but
she will have her own supplementary
budget and will have no responsibility
for library services within the hospital.
Among the services she will offer are:
A reference service by post and
telephone.
A current literature service.
A literature searching service (including
the use of computer searches).
A postal lending and photocopying
service covering books, journals, and
audiovisual materials.
A link with the hospital based drug
information service.
Assistance in the selection and
organization of core libraries within
practices.
Advice on the indexing and organiz-
ation of incoming information within
practices.
And (most important) any other library
or information service that is asked for
or suggested during the experiment.

There is a catch, of course. Since the
service is experimental it is scheduled to
last only two years. During the two
years the use and the cost of the service
will be carefully monitored so that we
can determine which services once
offered will really be used by general
practitioners and how much they will
cost.
We hope that as a result of this ex-

periment we shall be able to offer
realistic suggestions to health auth-
orities, medical librarians, and general
practitioners on the range, style, and
scale of service that libraries should be
offering to this branch of the pro-
fession. In the meantime, we shall
welcome any ideas and suggestions you
or your readers can offer.

M. J. CARMEL
RegionalLibrarian

South West Thames Regional Health
Authority
Guildford Medical Centre
St Luke's Hospital
Guildford
Surrey GU1 3NT.
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Sir,
Your editorial on "General Practice in
Medical Libraries" (July Journal, p.
387) does not give a true picture of the
services provided for general prac-
titioners by medical libraries in this
country.
A substantial number of libraries in

hospitals and postgraduate medical
centres encourage local general prac-
titioners to use their facilities. Many
assist in training programmes, have
general practitioner representation on
their library committees, and devote a
section of books on the shelves to the
subject of general practice.
The choice of books for this general-

practice section is not the straight-
forward matter that you suggest. It
should certainly contain books devoted
to the organization of general practice,
and those books on special subjects
which have been written with special
reference to general practice, but, to
place arbitrarily other specialized
publications in a section devoted to
general practice would detract seriously
from the main function of a library,
which is to act as an organized
arrangement of published information
for the benefit of all its users.

If, as you say, general practitioners
have difficulty in tracking down books
of their own discipline on library
shelves, the reason lies, not in the
library classification, but in the absence
of full-time qualified library staff, who
would have organized the book-stock in
the most helpful way in the first place,
and be constantly at hand to provide the
skilled guidance that all readers in
libraries require.
The inadequacy of some hospital and

postgraduate medical centre libraries is
a fact that cannot be denied. This
situation will not be remedied until the
real worth of medical libraries to the
NHS is officially recognized and until
those libraries are adequately staffed by
trained librarians with a proper career
structure of their own, which at present
they do not have.
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