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Ensuring access to consumer health information
pamphlets at Capital Health

Penny Logan and Eleanor King

Abstract: Program objective – The objective of the program was to create a catalogue of patient education pamphlets
and provide a stable in-house platform for the database that is sustainable with current staff resources. Rationale – Capital
Health has an excellent selection of more than 1000 pamphlets specifically for patients. These pamphlets need to be
accessible from the Internet, and they need to be housed on a Capital Health Web page. Main components – The main
components were cataloguing the content, designing a user-friendly Web page, ensuring ongoing cataloguing is sustain-
able, and educating users. Setting – Capital Health, Halifax, Nova Scotia. Participants – Eleanor King, Patient Educa-
tion Coordinator, Capital Health; Myrna Lawson, Library Technician; Penny Logan, Manager Library Services; Pearl
Murphy, Web Coordinator; Boyd Sharpe, Systems Analyst; Deb Cameron, Graphic Designer. Program – The program
was to ensure Web access to patient pamphlets. Results – 679 patient pamphlets were catalogued and presented on a
user-friendly Web page in a searchable database that is controlled in-house and that can easily be kept up-to-date with
current staff and systems. Conclusion – Library software and expertise can be used for more than just a catalogue of
books and journals. By using already-available software and expertise, maintaining the pamphlets database can be ac-
commodated without additional expense. 108

Logan and KingThis paper does not describe the huge, time-consuming
process that goes into developing patient pamphlets: the
committees, the rewrites, the editing, and the creation of ab-
stracts. That is the heavy and essential work of the Patient
Education Coordinator at Capital Health. For that informa-
tion, please contact Eleanor King. This paper describes how
the library is involved in making sure this essential informa-
tion is made available to the broadest possible publics.

Capital Health is a health district in Nova Scotia that in-
cludes 10 facilities, covers more than 2000 square miles, and
serves a population of 350 000. A series of patient pam-
phlets has been developed that give general health informa-
tion as well as specific instructions for patients, from “how
to get to clinics” to “how to care for your wound at home”.
The 1000 patient pamphlets continue to be used in paper
form, but there is increasing demand from both health pro-
fessionals and the public to make these materials available
on the Internet.

The electronic files for the pamphlets are created in-house and
the files are housed on a Capital Health server. However, access
to them has been via the Nova Scotia Health Network (NSHN)
with the assistance of Dalhousie University. The NSHN-branded
Web site is provided by the Dalhousie Department of Aca-
demic Computing Services. The department supervises com-

puter science students employed on a work-term basis. The
students maintain the Web page, which is hosted on a
Dalhousie server. NSHN contains several links and patient
information from several hospitals. To provide some subject
access, a check-off template was developed by the
Dalhousie Department of Medical Informatics so that an
NSHN employee could easily assign each pamphlet to a cat-
egory, as provided by the Patient Education Coordinator.
This check-off template is displayed on the Web page and is
meant to act as a search aid.

Several things happened that provided the impetus for
Capital Health to take on a more active role in the process.
One person at NSHN is responsible for looking after the
pamphlet process, so illness or vacation meant the pamphlets
were not immediately available. The NSHN Web page gives
access to pamphlets from many different agencies and at dif-
fering levels of readability and quality. The Capital Health
Patient Education Committee suggested in 2004 that users
needed a more straightforward search page, but no action
has been taken to change the search page. The biggest impe-
tus for change was the announcement from the NSHN that it
was facing some financial constraints, and there were ques-
tions about whether it would continue.

The Health Sciences Library took up the challenge to find
a way to ensure the ongoing maintenance of and access to
the pamphlet files. This had to be accomplished while oper-
ating within the library’s current staffing and resource levels
in a system that can be sustained over time and that can be
maintained wholly within the resources of Capital Health
should the need arise.

This project involved identifying which pamphlets will be
catalogued, cataloguing the pamphlets, creating a new pa-
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tient pamphlet Web page that is identified with Capital Health,
ensuring that the new Web page is user-friendly, setting up a
process so that new pamphlets can easily be incorporated
into the library’s cataloguing processes, and educating Capi-
tal Health staff about the new access point.

Of the 1000 pamphlets, 679 were selected for cataloguing.
Those not catalogued are specialized pamphlets that require
a health care professional intervention and are not meant to
be publicly available. The library uses CS/TextWorks® and
WebPublisher PRO (Inmagic, Inc., Woburn, Mass.) for its
catalogue. This software is well known to all library staff,
and thus it was straight forward to create a separate “textbase”
for the patient pamphlets. The library technician worked on
the project when she could find time, and the initial cata-
loguing was completed in May 2006. The textbase and the
public Web page were modeled on the library’s public cata-
logue so that it would take the fewest resources to imple-
ment and maintain and so that it would be familiar to our
users. Because this had to be accomplished with current
staffing and resources, there was an effort to catalogue at a
minimum level while ensuring maximum accessibility for
both Capital Health staff and the public.

The cataloguing fields we used were Title, Author, Notes,
Abstract, Specialty, Language, and Year. On the public Web
site the search screen has been limited to just three fields:
Key words, Title, and, Specialty (Fig. 1).

Several groups were consulted (including the Patient Edu-
cation Committee) to get input into how the page should
look, and modifications were made to ensure that the Web
page is considered user-friendly.

In addition to ensuring that there is enough white space on
the page, the text in the online Help file was modified so
that the language is at a level appropriate for patient educa-
tion materials. And, although we enter data into the Abstract
field when we catalogue, on the search results page that field
is labeled “Notes”.

A paper catalogue to the pamphlets has been in use for
many years and is based loosely on the National Library of
Medicine classification system. We wanted to show our us-
ers the same kind of list that they see in the paper catalogue.

The list is not restricted to subjects; it includes both subjects
and places. We decided to put strict cataloguing rules aside
in favour of showing our users a Web version of the index
that is as close as possible to the paper index they use. We
created a field called Specialty that shows all the classifica-
tions. It displays as a drop-down menu with the following
terms: breast disease, Cancer Care Nova Scotia, cancer gen-
eral, cardiovascular system, dermatology, diagnostic imaging,
emergency, endocrine system, food and nutrition, gastroin-
testinal system, geriatrics, gynaecology, Hants Community
Hospital, hematology, hospitals, infectious disease, intensive
care unit, medications, musculoskeletal system, nephrology,
nervous system, nursing, nursing units, ophthalmology, oral
surgery, otorhinolaryngology, pain management unit, pallia-
tive care, physiotherapy, psychiatry, respiratory system, sur-
gery, and urogenital system.

The search results appear on a screen with the following
headings: Title, Year, Notes, and View. Clicking on View
Pamphlet opens a PDF document displaying the full text of
the pamphlet (Fig. 2).

The library worked with the Information Technology (IT)
Department to find the most appropriate place within the
current process for the library to be notified that a new pam-
phlet is available so that it can be catalogued. The IT De-
partment has been invaluable both in its expertise and in its
enthusiasm to see this project through.

There are many advantages to this arrangement:

(i) In-house expertise (no new expenditure for software)
(ii) Improved understanding by others of the capability of

the library
(iii) Ability to instantly make changes to the database
(iv) Capital Health can ensure quality control
(v) Many in-house experts (no holdups because of vacation

or illness)
(vi) Part of regular processes
(vii) Can make changes to accommodate what our users want

(even if we have to “bend” some cataloguing rules)
The two systems continue to work in parallel. The pam-

phlets are still available through NSHN. The original pro-
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Fig. 1. Patient pamphlet search page.
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Fig. 2. Section of the search results page.

Fig. 3. Link to the French language page.
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cess remains with the addition of alerting the library when a
pamphlet is uploaded to the server.

Over the summer of 2006, some of the patient pamphlets
were translated into French. Because we have knowledge of
the software, it was very easy for library staff to add them to
the catalogue along with a Language field. This both allows
people to search by language and allows for future capacity
because we can accommodate any number of languages.

Several training sessions have been given to Capital
Health staff, and in regular library training, special mention
is made of the link to the Patient Education Pamphlets Web
page that appears on the main menu of the library’s home

page. A separate link to “Information pour les patients” di-
rects users to the French language page (Fig. 3).

Our IT systems do not allow us at this time to measure
how much traffic we get on the patient pamphlets page, but
as our systems are improved, we will be looking at that sta-
tistic as an outcome that can be measured year over year.

This has been a great cooperative effort with the result
that the library has increased its role in the Capital Health
information processes, we have extended our contacts
through the Patient Education Committee and the IT depart-
ment, and we have ensured the continued access to these es-
sential patient education materials.
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