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Background

Public health information is not readily available to potential information users.  Neither public health professionals nor the public can easily access reports and other information products of the Utah Department of Health (UDOH).  UDOH main web pages do not include a single comprehensive list of reports.  Divisions’ and programs’ lists of their publications may be published on web sites that are hidden from public search tools   Most lists of available reports do no include standardized indexing terms, and a report’s title may not reflect the full scope of its content.  Some programs distribute printed reports by mail to a limited audience.  Programs that web-publish annual reports of various types may remove previous years’ reports from websites when new annual versions are released, and paper copies may be unavailable.  The lack of a comprehensive, indexed list of electronically available UDOH reports is a barrier to information users.

An opportunity to address these information access issues emerged when Eccles Health Sciences Library was awarded a five-year contract from the National Library of Medicine to become the Mid-Continent Regional Medical Library (RML).  A core program area for the RML is Information Access Services for Health Professionals, and a priority project focus is Public Health Information Services.  Resources made available through the RML included the program director, Claire Hamasu, the program coordinator, Kay McCloskey, and acting Library assistant director Joan Gregory.  Consultants to the RML for the public health information access program area were George White, director of the University of Utah’s graduate program in Public Health, and Linda Lange, UDOH information analyst and adjunct faculty member of the U of U’s graduate program in Medical Informatics.

UDOH staff members (Lois Haggard, Sharon Talboy, Denise Beaudoin, Daryl Snyder, Paul Wightman) contributed essential public health knowledge, information about documents that could be included in an on-line public health library (OPHL), and knowledge of departmental procedures for publishing and distributing reports.  A public health program graduate student, Lee Ann Wessel, analyzed a pilot set of documents to determine an appropriate indexing system. A liaison with the Utah State Library was established and State Library staff members Ray Mathews and Linda Roholt joined the project.  

Project Goal

In the late summer of 2001, the RML approved a proposal from UDOH to explore ways to address the knowledge management problems described above.  The goal of the project was to improve access to public health information by creating a web-based library of reports and other documents produced by the Utah Department of Health.  

The On-line Public Health Library
The OPHL is a separate public health collection, accessible through a link from the general Eccles Library electronic catalog.  Web-published documents continue to reside on UDOH servers.  The OPHL provides a single comprehensive source of document URLs, each indexed with standard Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and keywords.  Persons seeking public health information may search the collection using MeSH terms or common public health concepts.  UDOH document authors may add a new document to the collection by completing an electronic form that simultaneously creates a new record in the OPHL collection and the catalog of the Utah State Library.

Project Activities

The Project team focused its work in the following areas:

1. Identifying UDOH reports, data sets, and other knowledge products that should become a part of the on-line library collection.

2. Developing a standard set of terms by which to index the public health knowledge products.

3. Developing user interfaces for accessing documents in the collection and for UDOH authors to place new documents into the collection.

4. Exploring relevant state and departmental policies and resources for information management.

The OPHL was created as a separate collection within the existing electronic catalog of the Eccles Health Sciences Library.  An electronic form was created to allow UDOH authors to register documents simultaneously with Eccles Library and the Utah State Library.   A small set of document URLs was entered into the electronic catalog to provide a demonstration of the OPHL.  These entries contained catalog information but no index terms. The National Library of Medicine’s MeSH thesaurus was reviewed to determine its capacity to index the pilot set of documents, and several additional public health index terms were proposed to NLM.  Members of the team derived a list of public health concepts that described the pilot set of documents, and these concepts were cross-referenced to MeSH terms. The OPHL was demonstrated to UDOH staff in a brown-bag seminar and to information systems planners at a meeting of the Information Systems Steering Committee.  

Unresolved Issues

A review of project minutes and reports identified several issues yet to be resolved.  

1. Lois Haggard, in an email to Steve Trockman on 1/11/01, summarized a discussion with the project team about including UDOH data sets and data systems in OPHL.  A process for data stewards to assign keywords was suggested.  No subsequent mention of this plan was found in the minutes.

2. In a document titled “Summary Report May 2002” Lee Ann Wessel mentioned that an IBIS web page contains a list of current documents for all divisions.  Lee Ann questioned how this page relates to the OPHL site.  Minutes of 9/13/02 noted that IBIS might have a button for linking to OPHL.  The relationship between IBIS and OPHL is not clear.

3. Minutes of 8/9/02 noted that at UDOH there is a gap between writing a report and submitting an electronic version of it for publication on the web.  The minutes stated that there is no policy requiring web publication of reports.  Without such a policy we cannot be sure that the OPHL captures all appropriate UDOH documents.

4. Minutes of 8/9/02 noted that at some point there would need to be publicity about OPHL.  Only one brown bag session was held for staff and that was early in the project.

5. Minutes of 9/13/02 and 10/18/02 mentioned sending a list of UDOH staff names to the state library and the state archivist.  These persons are purportedly responsible for sending documents to state archives and library.  The role of these persons in adding documents to OPHL has not been determined.

6. Minutes of 11/20/02 and several other meetings described the list of keywords identified by Lois and Denise.  The plan was for the Eccles cataloger to input these terms as see reference terms with hot links to MeSH terms.  There were also reports that the State Library will make MeSH terms available, but no mention of whether the see reference terms will be included.

7. Minutes of 10/18/02 noted that the State Library’s input form is ready to be tested.  An email from Ray Mathews on 11/19/02 stated that he had imported the MeSH thesaurus and will make it available on the input form.  The utility of the form has not been tested..

8. In minutes of 11/20/02, Linda L. reported that she would ask Lois to take over coordination of the project at UDOH.  As of 1/13/03, Lois has not agreed to do this.  A reminder request will be sent to Lois.

Ongoing issues that have not been resolved include:

1. There is as yet no formal recognition of the project at UDOH.  The Information Systems Steering Committee recommended that the Analytic Network Coordinating Team (ANCT) should guide the project.  As of 12/6/02, the ANCT had not met and therefore had not endorsed the project.  We believe this endorsement is necessary before policies regarding use of the OPHL can be developed and adopted.

2. The OPHL needs to be publicized among UDOH staff and Eccles Library users.  Both groups may need training.
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