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Preface

A general practitioner by training, I started to work as an information specialist at the
University Library and Medical School Library of the University of Groningen in 1988.
Since then I have been busy providing medical information to clinicians and researchers.
Of course I had not forgotten the general practitioners I used to work with, and I
wondered how I could contribute to their information needs. My interest in literature
research methodology was triggered when I read two articles in the Dutch professional
journal for librarians on the recognition of literature research as an academic discipline.1,2

These articles generated many new ideas and questions: how do general practitioners
gather their literature; what do they need in their specific circumstances, such as patient
care and keeping up to date; and do they use an explicit literature research method?
I dealt with some of these ideas and questions in two reports that I wrote during my
postdoctoral training in Library and Information Studies at the University of Amsterdam.3,4

But only after the newly appointed professor in general practice, Betty Meyboom-de Jong,
examined these reports by chance, did I get the opportunity to fully implement my ideas
during a 9-years lasting PhD research.
During this research it became clear that Boerma and Arnold were not the only ones
trying to attract more attention for literature research. In 1990, the editor of the Dutch
journal Huisarts en Wetenschap (General Practitioner and Research) required an explicit
methodology for reviews in this journal of the Dutch College of General Practitioners.5 As
a result of the recognition of the importance of evidence-based medicine,6 the systematic
review has become an important issue in the international literature as well.7-9

While I started my research with the goal of stressing the importance of an explicit
literature methodology, I have ended my research with a much broader goal in which my
initial question was incorporated: to study the information-seeking behaviour of general
practitioners.

By far the largest problem that we faced in our study was how to fund it. The responsible
medical as well as library and informatics professionals all acknowledged its importance.
The largest governmental research funding organisation (NWO) even awarded our research
proposal a high mark (an eight). However, our study on general practitioners’ expertise
fell between two stools: the world of medicine ("no patients involved"), and the world of
informatics ("no computer programmes developed") and libraries ("no money"). In short,
no professional organisation accompanied its approval of our research proposal with
funding. Finally, after having written 13 letters for research grants to professional,
research, and governmental organisations, we were very happy to receive some financial
contributions from three organisations that were associated with neither medical nor library
organisations. In this way, I could be exempted from my daily library activities for one
day a week for three years to do research. Even so, by far the largest part of the studies
was performed unpaid and out of working hours.
Another problem we ran into was that of finding appropriate classrooms with enough
computers with Internet connections. Also there was ineffective communication between
myself as a researcher and general practitioner, and the computer professionals. The



computer professionals seemed to speak another language, which was illustrated by the
following answer to our request to use their computers: "No, because we lack NCSA
packet drivers for our Fast Aetherlink III network cards with PCI bus".
We conclude that the largest barrier to research in Library and Information Sciences in the
Netherlands is an ineffective research structure, and therefore a lack of funds (and
researchers). In contrast to many foreign universities, Dutch universities do not have a
Faculty for Library and Information Studies, although the University of Amsterdam has a
small Department for Documentary Information as part of the Faculty of Arts, with one,
recently appointed, full-time professor. Existing Medical Informatics Departments at
universities are focused on technical computer science, not on user studies. For this
reason, regularly paid researchers in Library and Information Studies are unknown in the
Netherlands, as is academic teaching of Library and Information Sciences, especially with
a medical focus. In a medical world which relies more and more on electronic medical
information these are fundamental needs.
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meer dan research alleen. Hartelijk dank voor je meedenken en meeschrijven, met
name voor het artikel over het model als meetinstrument om kwaliteit van
literatuurverwijzingen te bepalen. Maar eigenlijk was je steeds een klankbord en dat
heeft een (onderzoeks)mens nodig.
Drs. Henk Bosveld was de methodoloog die de eindeloze rij van gegevens verwerkte
in SPSS en die er interpreteerbare informatie uit kon laten komen. Beste Henk, je hebt
me vaak op je kamer ontvangen en geduldig naar me geluisterd wanneer ik het weer
nét iets anders wilde. Dank je voor meedenken in mijn project.

Gedurende enkele jaren heeft collega-huisarts dr. Jaap Buis mijn taken in de Centrale
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besteden aan mijn onderzoek. Beste Jaap, het waren inspirerende uurtjes die we
deelden over ons beider promotieonderzoek. Bedankt voor je bereidheid je te willen
verdiepen in online literatuuronderzoek.

Ik wil de Bibliothecaris van de Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, Dr. Alex Klugkist hartelijk
danken voor de mentale en soms ook materiële ondersteuning die ik de afgelopen jaren
heb mogen ontvangen. Beste Alex, ik voel me vereerd dat je plaats wilt nemen in de
corona en één van mijn opponenten wilt zijn.
Dinie During-Buis, hoofd van de Centrale Medische Bibliotheek, wil ik graag
dankzeggen voor haar medewerking bij onder andere het gebruik van de faciliteiten
van de CMB tijdens mijn onderzoek.

Twee studenten hebben in een beginfase van het onderzoek voorwerk gedaan. Heleen
Douma, studente aan de opleiding Bibliotheek- en Documentaire Informatie (het
huidige IDM), heeft een eerste opzet gemaakt door een bibliografie samen te stellen
over informatiebronnen voor huisartsen. Anne Wassenaar, 6de jaars medisch student,
heeft zijn wetenschappelijke stage besteed aan de invoer en verwerking van de eerste
gegevens voor de vergelijkende studie. Beiden hartelijk dank.

Ineke Brink, beheerder bij de Disciplinegroep Huisartsgeneeskunde, ben ik dank
verschuldigd voor haar hulp bij het organiseren van de huisartscursussen en vele
andere hand- en spandiensten.

Zonder de huisartsen die deelnamen aan de interviews, de literatuurcursussen en het
invullen van de vragenlijsten zou deze dissertatie niet tot stand gekomen zijn. Dank
voor de investering van uw kostbare tijd.

De leden van de beoordelingscommissie, de hoogleraren prof. drs. J.S. Mackenzie
Owen (hoogleraar Documentaire Informatiewetenschap aan de Universiteit van
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Rijksuniversiteit Groningen), en prof. dr. E. Schadé (hoogleraar Huisartsgeneeskunde
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van mijn proefschrift.
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Introduction

Information-seeking by general practitioners has been influenced by the information
explosion, and developments in information technology that could have affected their
information needs. To identify and meet these needs, we performed several studies
between 1992 and 1997, which are described in this thesis. The importance of our
study was underlined by the publication in 1992 of a new paradigm of medicine by the
Evidence-Based Medicine Working Group in which research results published in the
literature served as a scientific base for evidence-based decision-making.

To obtain an accurate and complete picture of the information needs of general
practitioners, a multi-method approach to data collection and analysis is essential.
Therefore, we used a variety of research methods: literature studies (chapters 1 and 2),
in-depth interviews (chapter 3), a postal questionnaire (chapter 4), a model for retrieval
quality of search queries in medical bibliographic sources (chapter 5), and finally a
comparative study of three literature retrieval methods (chapter 6).

We will discuss the following three research questions:
1. Information sources: Which information sources do general practitioners use?
Among the personal, printed and electronic information sources general practitioners
seem to prefer specific sources. In chapter 2 we describe which information sources
general practitioners use as we found in the international literature. In our interviews
(chapter 3) we obtained data about the information sources Dutch general practitioner
researchers use. Through a national postal questionnaire (chapter 4) we obtained data
about the information sources Dutch practising general practitioners use.

2. Information barriers: What problems do general practitioners encounter when
seeking information, and which factors influence the use of information sources?
We discuss the problems general practitioners encounter when seeking medical
information for patient care (chapter 4) and research (chapter 3).

3. Comparison of three literature retrieval methods: Are electronic information sources
more effective for general practitioners than the printed ones?
In a comparative study, we describe the results of three groups of general practitioners
who use three literature retrieval methods (chapter 6). The development of the
measurement instrument is described in chapter 5.

The five studies described in this book (chapters 2 to 6) differ in depth and aim, and
in the nationality and work roles of the doctors. The nationality of the studied general
practitioners varied in the literature review described in chapter 2 (American, English,
Belgian and Swedish); the interview study (chapter 3), the questionnaire study (chapter
4), and the comparative study (chapters 5 and 6) all involved only Dutch general
practitioners. We studied practising doctors with work roles in patient care (all



studies), as well as practising doctors with work roles in research in general practice
(review, interviews). We were looking for general trends in information-seeking
(review, questionnaire), but at some point we were more interested in details on
information-seeking (interviews, comparative study). We used this detailed information
for developing the extensive questionnaire for the postal survey. Finally, apart from
evaluating new information retrieval systems, the courses on information retrieval in
our comparative study also served as a contribution to the continuing education of
general practitioners.

This thesis is composed of five studies submitted to, and partly published in,
international journals. This implies the use of the British English in one chapter, and
American English spelling in another. An example is the British term general
practitioner, which in American English is family physician. In the chapters which
were not written for publication in a journal, we observed the British English spelling.
References are in the Vancouver style, as published on the JAMA Website
http://www.ama-assn.org/public/journals/jama, updated October 1998, and visited on
February 22, 1999.
After we had submitted the journal articles, more literature about these topics has been
published. The updated literature has been incorporated in the General Discussion.

Information-seeking by general practitioners will be of interest to general practitioners,
planners for continuing medical education for general practitioners, educators at
Medical Schools and Vocational Training Units in Departments of General Practice,
and medical librarians who are involved in training and teaching library skills and
evidence-based medicine.

In summary, chapter 1 discusses information-seeking by general practitioners in
general. The specific information sources they use are discussed in chapter 2. General
practitioners who are involved in research use the literature heavily; the ways in which
they handle it are described in chapter 3. Chapter 4 deals very specifically with a
sample of Dutch general practitioners - their use of information sources and the
barriers they experience. Next, two chapters present details of a comparative study of
three methods of information retrieval: chapter 5 explains the development of the
measuring instrument used for the work of chapter 6, which describes the design and
results of the study. Finally, we discuss the outcomes and the limits of the presented
studies, and present recommendations for general practitioners, educators and librarians
in chapter 7.


