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C o l le g e  & R e s e a r c h  L ib r a r ie sHealth Web
An Internet collaboration

by D oreen R. Bradley, Julia A. Kelly, and  Cara W ilhelm

T
he Internet has provided academic li­
brarians with a variety of opportunities 
and challenges. Health sciences librari

at universities in the Committee on Institu­
tional Cooperation (CIC), which includes the 
11 Big Ten schools plus the University of 
Chicago, realized an opportunity to work 
collaboratively to develop Web pages fea­
turing collections of health-related Internet 
resources. The goal of this collaboration is 
to provide resources that benefit all of the 
institutions involved, and, at the same time, 
reduce the redundant effort of librarians to 
develop and maintain Web pages on the 
same health-related subjects that their col­
leagues were developing at other CIC insti­
tutions. With the support of their directors, 
the librarians began developing a very suc­
cessful model of collaboration in Health Web 
(http://healthweb.org). Feedback has been 
extremely positive from librarians, health­
care professionals, and consumers. As an 
added benefit of promoting Health Web, li­
brarians have a more visible presence on 
their respective campuses.

Health Web model of collaboration
The seed for Health Web came from a sur­
vey done in 1994 by Patricia Redman at the 
University of Michigan’s Taubman Medical 
Library. She was interested in finding out 
whether faculty members who had taken 
Internet classes were finding information that 
was relevant to their clinical, research, and

ans

instructional needs. In an effort to expand 
the survey, she assembled an e-mail discus­
 sion group, which included representatives 
from each of the health sciences libraries at 
the CIC universities.

D iscussions quickly focused on two 
pressing problems for frontline librarians: 
finding useful Internet resources for a wide 
variety of classes offered by the libraries and 
selecting quality sites to include on the li­
braries’ Gopher or Web sites. Work was be­
ing duplicated at each of the schools, so the 
group decided to table the survey project 
and work on a joint Web site, dividing re­
sponsibility for the subject areas among the 
12 institutions.

With the exception of the BUBL project 
in the UK (http://bubl.ac.uk/), Health Web 
participants could find no examples of li­
braries working together to establish an 
Internet resource, so the organization and 
procedures were established as the project 
evolved. Working groups were set up to 
tackle standards, policies, and agendas. The 
five groups— communications, content, de­
sign, planning, and technical— meet mostly 
via e-mail. Meetings of the Health Web group 
are held twice a year, in conjunction with 
the national and regional meetings of the 
Medical Library Association.

Certain challenges will be universal to 
projects of this type, including limited re­
sources, changing levels of participation by 
individuals and institutions, continuous tech­
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nological advances, and geographical barri­
ers. Health Web participants have long hoped 
that librarians in other subject areas could 
learn from the Health Web experience as they 
worked to organize the quality Internet re­
sources in their subject areas.

Selection criteria
Along with collaboration, a principle e le­
ment of Health W eb has been the notion 
that the resources presented would be 
evaluated. Participating libraries choose an 
area or areas in which they excel, based 
on campus strengths, and take responsi­
bility for identifying, evaluating, and or­
ganizing resources in those subject areas. 
The content group established a set of collec­
tion developm ent 
guidelines (http:// 
www.ghsl.nwu.edu/ 
cic/content/papers/ 
g u id e lin e s .html# 
intro) to support 
this p ro cess , a l­
th o u g h  e a ch  l i ­
b rary  has so m e 
f le x ib il ity  as to 
how it will im ple­
ment these guide­
lines. Libraries are 
strongly e n co u r­
aged to seek fac­
ulty su b ject “e x ­
perts” or advisory 
b o a rd  m em b ers  
on their campuses 

H ealthW eb to participate in the 
selection process.

The content group divided resources into 
two types, local and remote, developing a 
set of criteria for selecting resources of each. 
Criteria for selecting local resources include: 
potential usefulness of the information out­
side the local institution; quality of the pre­
sentation of the information; uniqueness of 
the information presented; reliability of the 
authority creating the resource; plans for 
resource maintenance; and licensing or le­
gal considerations.

Criteria for selecting remote resources in­
clude: perceived quality of the resource; 
quality and reliability of the publisher, insti­
tution, or author/producer; the quality of the 
design and user interface of the site; the time­

Ho

liness of the information presented; the qual­
ity of the sites that the resource links to, if 
any; and the relationship of the resource to 
other resources in the field.

These guidelines were developed to pro­
vide standards for participating institutions 
to use in selecting Internet resources for their 
subject areas. Each library has the responsi­
bility of appointing a subject specialist and/ 
or an advisory committee that adjusts these 
standards to meet the specific needs of their 
subject area.

Maintenance
Each library is responsible for maintaining 
and updating its chosen subject areas. The 
content group developed guidelines for 

maintenance, which 
includes maintaining 
locally mounted in­
formation, a regular 
review of pointers, 
and fre q u e n t re- 
e v a lu a tio n  o f s e ­
lected sites, initiated 
by both the respon­
sib le libraries and 
the content group. 
A d d itional g u id e ­
lines for reviewing 
Web sites and main­
taining certain de­
sign standards have 
a lso  b e e n  e s ta b ­
lished. The Techni­
cal Committee assists 

m e Page by maintaining link 
checker software that will notify page de­
velopers of dead links. Although this main­
tenance process is time-consuming, all par­
ticipants consider it to be essential to the 
integrity of the Health Web project.

Use of Health Web
Health Web fulfills many roles for librarians, 
health-care professionals, and consumers. As 
noted, the notion of Health Web initially rose 
out of a need to have Web pages that link 
quality sites for teaching classes on health- 
related Internet resources. Librarians at par­
ticipating institutions now rely quite heavily 
on HealthWeb pages when designing and 
teaching their classes. An important benefit 
of having established pages is that librar-

http://www.ghsl.nwu.edu/
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"Design Guideline Documents for HealthWeb Collabor

ians have more time to design well-planned 
classes rather than spending time browsing 
the Web to locate and evaluate resources 
before each session. Since HealthWeb pro­
vides access only to selected resources, the 
subject pages serve as an excellent starting 
point for educating users on the need for 
critical assessment of information available 
on the Internet.

Classes can be tailored to specific user 
groups by teaching from one or more of the 
subject pages. Entire sessions have been de­
veloped around the nursing and pharmacy 
and dentistry pages to support the needs of 
faculty and students in these disciplines. The 
pharmacy page has also been demonstrated 
as a new collaboration project to major do­
nors of the College of Pharmacy at one uni­
versity. During orientation sessions, many 
institutions take this opportunity to intro­
duce Health Web to incoming students. Com­
ments from other librarians around the coun­
try in d icate  that they are in teg ratin g  
HealthWeb pages into their educational pro­
grams, as well.

Additionally, HealthWeb serves as a vital 
information tool at information desks, in aca­
demic departments, for library users, and 
for consumer health information needs. With 
the new reference page and clear organiza­
tion of the subject pages, information desk 
staff have quick access to facts, associations, 
and definitions. Many schools and academic

departments within the participating 
institutions include links on their 
Web pages that guide users to 
HealthWeb as a starting point for 
browsing the Internet. Consumers 
find Health Web very useful in lo­
cating information about particu­
lar diseases and links to associa­
tion and discussion groups, which 
may provide them with further in­
formation.

New Health Web partners
Although there were well over 50 
librarians and computer profession­
als from the original 12 schools in­
volved in HealthWeb, it was diffi­
cult to find a home institution for 
each of the more than 70 subject 
areas. During 1996, the Greater Mid­

ation" west Region (GMR) of the National 
Networks of Libraries of Medicine, which is 
funded through the National Library of Medi­
cine, became a cosponsor of HealthWeb.

In the spring of 1997, participation in the 
project was opened up to other libraries in 
the GMR, and the following institutions 
joined the HealthWeb team: Mayo Clinic, 
Medical College of Ohio, Medical College 
of Wisconsin, Southern Illinois University, 
University of Kentucky, University of Min­
nesota-Duluth, University of North Dakota, 
Wayne State University, Wright State Uni­
versity.

Future of HealthWeb
The initial goal of HealthWeb, to complete 
a site that lists annotated, evaluated Internet 
sites in the health sciences, is nearly accom ­
plished. Throughout the process, members 
of the HealthWeb group have discussed the 
next phase of the project. It may be moving 
to a database for generation of the pages, 
which could allow a common workspace 
for those working jointly on subject areas. 
Putting classes on the Web that provide us­
ers with an introduction to the Internet and 
to health resources may be another option 
for collaboration. Moving into the realm 
of e lectron ic publishing has also been  
m entioned, as well as facilitating the cre­
ation of more original W eb-based m ate­
rial by faculty at the HealthWeb institu­
tions. ■
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