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Library Association Medical, Health And Welfare Libraries Group 1978-1992.

ANNE WILLIS, District Librarian, Pilgrim Hospital, Boston, Lincolnshire

Introduction

The Library Association Medical, Health And Welfare Libraries Group (MHWLG) was 15 years old at the beginning of 1993 and it seemed appropriate to review the evolution of the Group and its structures to date, especially since we are in the process of establishing how the needs of members can best continue to be met in the present climate of change, both internal and external.

My starting point was an unpublished paper given by the late Jenny Wade at the inaugural meeting of the now defunct South West Subgroup in 1980, during her term of office as first chair of the newly established Group, in which she related the work of the Group to its aims and objectives and charted progress during the first few years.  I have sought to incorporate and build on this framework in bringing the review up to date, thus acknowledging Jenny’s contribution to the development and constitution of the Group and to the record of its progress1.
The formal objectives of the Group, as expressed in its constitution, are to unite members of the Library Association working in or interested in medical, health and welfare libraries; to encourage discussion of the problems of these fields of librarianship and to promote the interests of librarians and library services in these fields.  These broad objectives have remained unchanged since the formation of the Group and provide the foundation for its activities.

Uniting Members

MHWLG was established in January 1978 by the amalgamation of the Medical Section and the Hospital Libraries and Handicapped Readers Group. The former had been formed in 1947 as a sub-section of the University and Research Section with 33 members, but by 1949 its membership had trebled and it became a Library Association (LA) Section in its own right.  The latter was formed in 1962 with an initial membership of 130.  The membership of the MHWLG in its first year was nearly 1900, demonstrating the considerable growth that was taking place and the level of commitment to the concept of professional organization.

The basis for amalgamation was that a very wide area of common interest existed between the two bodies and that this was growing as the emphasis in medical librarianship moved away from a mainly university medical school-based profession towards the wider concept of multidisciplinary professional library services, many of which were national Health Service (NHS) based. Equally, many members of the originally patient-orientated Hospital Libraries Group were now also providing services to nurses, administrators and doctors.  Increased co-operation would enhance professional effectiveness in that medical, health and welfare librarians could speak with one voice within the LA.  Duplicated effort could be eradicated, but at the same time those librarians with very specialized interests could continue to pursue these within the overall framework of the Group.  The prime objective of the Group was, therefore, demonstrated in its very formation and the aim throughout has been to allow diversity within a united whole.  

Membership of the Group is open to all personal members of the LA and to representatives of institutional members.  In the early years there were a number of people running medical libraries who were not qualified librarians and who had no wish to join the LA at the full rate.  This was also true of professionals from other disciplines who shared an interest in our work.  In 1984, however, the LA agreed to allow a category of membership called Personal Affiliate for persons not eligible to become Chartered Members who wished to join a particular Group but not the Association as such, and MHWLG rules were changed to incorporate this category.

Special interest subgroups nevertheless had the continuing problem of interested potential members, especially from other professions, who did not want even to join MHWLG, while also having to fund communication with all subgroup members, and the accepted strategy came to be charging for entry onto a mailing list which would include receipt of a newsletter.

In 1989 the LA membership categories were changed again with the introduction of the Affiliate Personal Member category, which was specifically designed for the person working in library and information services at a paraprofessional level not eligible to join as a Chartered Member or Ordinary Member (the category for persons entitled to register as candidates for election as Chartered Members.)

The subscription was to be kept deliberately low and thus would be in competition with the Group Personal Affiliate category.  The Group committee decided that in future all applicants for membership in this category who were eligible should be encouraged instead to join the Library Association as Affiliate Personal Members, but that the Group Personal Affiliate category should be retained for persons not eligible to the LA as Affiliates.

When MHWLG was inaugurated the committee structure was designed to preserve a balance between medical and health interests, on the one hand, and welfare interests on the other, with each represented by six members and forming two standing subcommittees.  There were also three elected officers: Chair, Secretary and Assistant Secretary.  The latter two were to be drawn, one from each category, and would each be the convenor of the respective standing committee.  Although not part of the constitution, the practice was established that the chair should alternate in so far as was practicable.  The Treasurer was elected from within the committee. Elections were to be held every two years. 

In the first few years it was generally found that little business was so specialized that it could not be discussed fruitfully by the full committee, and while it met about five times a year, the standing committees met only infrequently. In 1982, however, they began to meet regularly before the main committee and this practice continued until 1991 when the structure of the committee and conduct of business was reviewed.

It was felt, as in the early years, that many issues were cross-sectoral and should be discussed by the whole committee or delegated to thematic advisory panels or subject groups.  Concern had been raised about the profile of the welfare membership and it was felt that this might strengthen welfare input to the committee.

In the first few years there had been working  groups for such matters as education and research but more recently changes in these areas had lessened the role of the Group, whereas issues such as membership and recruitment had become more important, as had the contribution of the subgroups.

It was also in 1991 that the Group rules were changed so that the Treasurer became a directly elected post rather than the Assistant Secretary, who would instead be elected from within the committee. It had become such a time-consuming and sophisticated task that it was considered more realistic to invite nomination specifically to that post.

The group also holds an Annual General Meeting at which the annual report and accounts are presented.  These also must be submitted to the LA, so that the Group and its committee are fully accountable.

In recent years the Membership Services Committee of the LA has established a formal review process of Groups and their activities.  MHWLG has been reviewed twice and has been commended on the conduct of its affairs and the presentation of its reports.

Since its inception the Group has held an annual conference offering a wide-ranging programme and parallel sessions with the intention of bringing the whole spectrum of Group interests together on one major occasion in the year.  Particularly in recent years, this has not always succeeded to the desired extent in attracting welfare delegates.  This has partly been perceived as a marketing problem and in some years separate publicity has been produced to make it easier to demonstrate to employers the relevance of the event.  In 1989 a separate welfare weekend school was held very successfully, although there was still welfare participation in the main conference, and there has been some pressure to pursue this course of action.

Whatever the problems, the conference has become a large and successful event with over 250 delegates and a substantial exhibition each year, making it increasingly difficult to find varied venues and placing an enormous burden on those undertaking the task of organization.  

Subgroups have evolved as a very important part of MHWLG, especially in actively involving members in very specialized areas.  They operate within the constitutional framework of the main Group and report to the Group committee, submitting minutes, annual reports and audited accounts.  At present not all subgroups have a representative co-opted on to the main committee because of concern over size and expense, but the value of such representation is recognized and ad hoc attendance for discussion of specific issues is welcomed.  Although interested persons may join subgroups, only LA members may hold office in their committees.

The first subgroup was Prison Libraries which was already in existence when MHWLG was formed.  It naturally had a very small librarian membership but was very active and went on to be granted full Group status by the LA in 1984.

The South West Subgroup was formed in 1980 and until its demise in 1988 was the only geographical subgroup.

The Nursing Interest Subgroup was also formed in 1980. Most activity had previously centred on a group loosely based around the Royal College of Nursing Library and this move perhaps reflected the greater hospitality of the new Group to health-care librarians not working in traditional medical libraries.  The subgroup changed its name in 1986 to Nursing Information Subgroup and in 1992 was considering a further change.

The Domiciliary Services Subgroup was formed in 1982, but although still very active was disbanded in 1992 against a background of considerable change in the delivery of community health and welfare services and a feeling that the whole position of community-based welfare library services within the Library Association needed re-examination.

The Bibliotherapy Subgroup was also formed in 1982, changing its name to Reading Therapy Subgroup in 1984.  In common with the Prison Libraries and Nursing Interest Subgroups, the aim was also to involve interested non-library professionals. 

Information for Management, (IFM) Healthcare Subgroup was founded in 1989 and officially launched in 1990, in response to an increasing awareness of the particular needs of librarians serving NHS Managers, especially those in what was to become the purchasing function within the restructured NHS.

Other LA Groups have tended to form geographical subgroups, but as can be seen the strong tendency within MHWLG has rather been the special interest subgroup.  This is not surprising given the variety of specialisms in the field. There has, however, been another factor at work. Once Regional Librarians started to be appointed in some English NHS Regions the very proper growth of Regional networks, involving probably the majority of Group members in any area, meant that there was no strong demand for organisation within the Group on a geographical basis, even though their role was very different from that of a professional association. . The South West Subgroup was founded as this process was beginning and ultimately could not survive in parallel. 

As a side issue, this lack of geographical organization has meant that, unlike some other groups, MHWLG has never had strong relationships within LA branches which tend to foster links with Groups operating regionally within their areas.

Another aspect of uniting members is that of linking our members with other groups of librarians in the field. 

The NHS Regional Librarians’ Group (RLG) has a very different role from that of the professional association, being more analogous to a chief officers group, but communication between the two is important and has been facilitated over the years by occasional joint business meetings, exchange of minutes and the fact that most MHWLG committees have included at least one Regional Librarian.  

Liaison with other organizations such as the Association of Welsh Health Librarians and the Association of Scottish Health Sciences Librarians (ASHSL) has also been maintained with, for example, the 1990 Edinburgh conference being jointly organised by MHWLG and ASHSL.

On the international front the Group has, whenever possible, maintained links with appropriate sections of the International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA), currently Biological and Medical Sciences, Libraries Serving Disadvantaged Persons and Libraries for the Blind.

MHWLG members were also instrumental in setting up the European Association for Health Information and Libraries (EAHIL) which was launched in 1987, and MHWLG has, through the LA, been a corporate member since its inception. 

Encouraging discussion

In aiming to fulfil its second objective, to encourage discussion of problems, the Group has sought to provide both opportunities for members to meet and other vehicles for dissemination of information and professional comment. In addition to the annual conference an active programme of successful meetings has been maintained to which subgroups have contributed enormously, always endeavouring to cover both issues of continuing interest and highly topical issues.

Since its formation the Group has published a quarterly Newsletter which has been regarded as a vital service to members.  By 1983, however, its editing, publishing and distribution had become a very complex and demanding process and papers were being contributed which really deserved an audience beyond the scope of an internal newsletter.  The decision was taken, therefore, to accept the Editor’s proposal that an official journal carrying more substantial papers be launched as a commercial publication, and that the Newsletter should continue as the vehicle for communication within the Group. Thus Health Libraries Review  (HLR) 2  was born,  with a preferential subscription rate for Group members, and the two publications have continued in tandem.  It has also become the practice to publish in HLR suitable papers given at the annual conferences, sometimes in the form of a conference supplement funded by the Group. 

The Directory of Medical Libraries in the British Isles was originally compiled by the Medical Section and was already in its 4th edition when MHWLG was formed.  In 1981 it was decided to expand its scope and rename it the Directory of Medical and Health Care Libraries in the UK and Republic of Ireland 3. It is now in its 8th edition.

In 1984 the Directory of Domiciliary and Hospital Patients’ Library Services in the UK 4 was compiled with the assistance of the Department of Library and Information Studies, Manchester Polytechnic, and provided much useful information. Unfortunately, however, it subsequently proved impossible to keep it up to date.

It has also become increasingly important to promote discussion within the LA of issues concerning MHWLG members to ensure that they are taken into account in the formulation of LA policies. The Group has always put forward ideas and responded to requests for comment or information on both internal issues such as the organization of the LA itself and on external matters, but this has been facilitated by a growth in direct representation of the Group within the LA structure, which has also improved the general relationship between the Group and its parent body.

In 1982 the Group achieved representation on the LA Salaries and Condition of Service subcommittee, at a time when employment issues in the NHS were causing concern, as a result of the Group and the RLG working together with the LA to produce a guidance document on salary gradings for the NHS such as that produced for other sectors. This representation continues in the successor forum, the Special Libraries Subcommittee of the Employment Committee.

More recently in 1989 it was recognised that the MHWLG could contribute to the development of an equal opportunities policy, particularly in the area of disability and special needs, and that there should be input from health libraries to the working party set up to identify professional duties in all library sectors.

It was also in 1989 that Groups were first represented on the LA Council, with Group councillors being directly elected by the membership of their respective Groups. All councillors serve on one of the LA standing committees as well as being ex-officio members of their Group committees, and this provides a further channel of communication and greater insight into the workings of the LA as a whole. The present councillor has chosen to sit on the Library and Information Services Committee, which handles many issues of interest to the Group.

It has also been the practice in recent years for the committee to meet at LA headquarters whenever possible, thus facilitating attendance by the LA officer designated to liaise with the Group, and this has proved extremely useful.

An example of the greater awareness by the LA of the needs of members was the decision to publish a separate pamphlet on copyright for the NHS, since it was recognized that although the content was not significantly different it would help members in dealing with managers and clients to have an authoritative guide obviously written for the sector.

Promoting the interests of health and welfare librarians and library services
In aiming to fulfil its third objective, to promote the interests of librarians and library services, the Group has endeavoured to keep a watching brief on the activities of other related bodies, to disseminate information to them, and promote discussion with them.

Sometimes this is achieved by direct contact with other bodies, for example participation in the planning for the 1981 International Year for Disabled Persons; membership of the Royal National Institute for the Blind Advisory Panel selecting titles for braille and talking book production; participation in the Medical Information Working Party which brings together representatives of MHWLG, the Booksellers Association, the Publishers Association and the Association of Subscription Agents; and joint meetings under the auspices of the RLG of the Nursing Information Subgroup with representatives of the English National Board for Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting.

Usually contact with other bodies, especially official organizations, is organized under the auspices of the LA, and policy statements, responses to consultation documents etc., are normally drafted for approval by, and onward transmission in the name of, the LA. Where appropriate this drafting will be the responsibility of a particular Subgroup, as in the case of nursing education issues. 

Where other interests within the LA are also involved the Group will submit comments, or may be involved in a drafting group.  Policy statements such as that on The use of volunteers in welfare libraries 5 or guidelines to services such as Guidelines for library services to people who are housebound 6 are similarly progressed. Although this inevitably slows down the process, such documents do then carry the authority of the LA.

Sometimes the Group may be invited to submit information, as in the case of the Library and Information Services Council for England, which in 1989 invited a submission on consumer health information services 7.  This report was subsequently released for publication in HLR. 

Where appropriate and where resources allow the LA may take action in support of one sector of the membership and a particular initiative of value to members in the NHS was originated by the LA Special Libraries Subcommittee, on which MHWLG is represented, in 1987/88. This was a campaign to raise awareness among general managers in the NHS of the value of professionally qualified librarians, using a specially designed leaflet.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it was indicated in the introduction that the Group faces a time of change.  Following the failure of talks about possible amalgamation of the LA with other UK library and information organizations it was decided that the structure of the LA should be reviewed to ensure that it is equipped to meet the challenges facing the profession. This review is likely to alter the way in which Groups contribute to the work of the LA and may lead to some review and realignment of Groups themselves. 

In the field of welfare librarianship the shift to care in the community is changing the nature and pattern of services with less and less institutional provision and the question naturally arises as to which Group best serves the needs of the librarians involved, who are mostly employed by public libraries.  To this end a Review Group was set up towards the end of 1992 to consider the needs of librarians and services in the community care field and how these might best be served within the LA.  The outcome of these reviews is expected during 1993 and may indicate the need for change to the MHWLG as significant as that of its formation.
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