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What to Do When Everyone Wants You to
Collaborate: Managing the Demand for Library
Support in Systematic Review Searching1

Sandy Campbell and Marlene Dorgan

Abstract: The demand for systematic review support in academic health sciences libraries is increasing. To manage the

demand, the John W. Scott Health Sciences Library at the University of Alberta has created an action plan consisting of

eight strategies. The results of implementing these strategies have been varied. Some have shown immediate results, while

others are long term strategies.

Introduction

While systematic reviews date back to 1904 [1], their
production began to increase significantly in the 1990s
reaching more than 5000 per year in 2007 [2]. Systematic
reviews became a standard research method for the
production of high-quality, synthesized evidence for
clinical practice, and Cochrane Reviews ‘‘. . . are inter-
nationally recognized as the highest standard in evidence-
based health care’’ [3]. The number of Cochrane Reviews
produced over time also shows a constant increase [4]. The
John W. Scott Health Sciences Library (Scott Library) at
the University of Alberta has experienced a strong and
consistently increasing demand for systematic review
consultation services by librarians. At the same time,
budget restraints do not allow for increased staff to meet
the demand. The Scott Library is proactively managing the
demand and improving service efficiency so that research-
ers’ needs are met within the Library’s resources.

The role of librarians and the value of their skill set in
systematic review searching has been well-described in the
literature [1, 5�8], but this literature offers no advice on
how to cope with overwhelming demand. To some extent
the demand is driven by external forces. The Cochrane
Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions
recommends that reviewers consult librarians for their
searches [9]. Standards for Systematic Reviews produced
by the Institute of Medicine of the National Academies of
Sciences in 2011 require that reviewers ‘‘work with a
librarian or other information specialist trained in per-
forming systematic reviews to plan the search strategy’’
[10]. Further, to strengthen the evidence that is being
synthesized, some funding agencies such as the Canadian

Institutes of Health Research strongly recommend that
expert searchers, usually librarians, execute the searches
that underpin systematic reviews and co-author the pub-
lication [11]. Systematic reviews, requiring librarian sup-
port, are also commonly used as the form of literature
review for theses and dissertations in health sciences
subjects. A recent preliminary study by Cobus-Kuo,
Gore, and Kloda [12] revealed that between 1981 and
2012, 314 theses and dissertations produced at 10 Cana-
dian universities contained systematic reviews or research
syntheses. The University of Alberta had the highest
number of theses and dissertations (67) containing sys-
tematic reviews and research syntheses [12]. As a result of
all of these factors, academic health sciences librarians are
facing exponential increases in demand for their time. In
the Scott Library the number of all librarian consultations,
including systematic review consultations, rose from 210
in 2010 to 633 in the 12 months from September 2013 to
August 2014.

Description

As part of a broader strategic planning process, the Scott
Library developed a plan of eight strategies to manage the
increased demand for librarian consultations.

Strategy 1: Freeing librarians’ time by ensuring that all work
is appropriately assigned to academic and nonacademic staff

Librarians were removed from general reference desk
service and most of their reference work was consultations.
Senior nonacademic staff members provided reference
desk service and did much of the basic instruction, which
can be scripted.
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Strategy 2: Building searcher capacity in the librarian
community

Systematic reviews are now being conducted in subjects
outside of health sciences and outside of academic libraries
[13]. To encourage colleagues to meet the demand in their
own subject libraries, local librarians were invited to attend
a regularly scheduled class on systematic review searching.
The class was also offered as a workshop for the Northern
Alberta Health Libraries Association. Further, a module
on systematic review searching was included in a Health
Sciences Librarianship course offered through the Uni-
versity of Alberta graduate School of Library and In-
formation Studies (SLIS) [14], and a one-credit weekend
course in systematic review searching was offered through
SLIS. Scott Librarians also take part in informal and
formal peer mentoring projects [15] as opportunities arise.

Strategy 3: Lobbying for additional librarian and expert
searcher positions

The Library has had success in the past in developing
shared librarian positions with local research organiza-
tions. Currently four positions exist in which a librarian,
who is an expert searcher, is employed 80% of the time
with a health research group and 20% with the Scott
Library. These arrangements are designed to be sufficiently
flexible so that the librarians can vary their schedules to
meet demand for search consultations. The Library also
encourages applicants for large research grants to incor-
porate research librarian positions into their project
budgets. Finally, the Library encourages external organi-
zations that conduct systematic reviews to create or
maintain librarian and expert searcher positions.

Strategy 4: Redefining service policies for external users
Historically, the Scott Library offered fee-based services

to the general public. The Scott Library now offers their
extended reference service solely to members of the faculty,
staff, and students of the University of Alberta.

Strategy 5: Better organizing search support resources
Due to the strengths of specialties in areas such as

pediatrics, cardiac care, diabetes, obesity, and public health
in the Edmonton health research community, many studies
are undertaken in closely related areas and searches are
often repetitious. To streamline these searches, librarians
now post filters or hedges to both the Expert Searches
section of the OVID platform and a Health Sciences
Search Filters webpage (http://guides.library.ualberta.ca/
content.php?pid�448005&sid�3671216), hosted by the
Scott Library. The Filters page is publically available for
anyone to copy and paste.

Strategy 6: Negotiating with faculty to make systematic
review search assignments reasonable

Instructors in various courses across all of the health
sciences faculties set systematic reviews as marked assign-
ments. Faculty member sometimes set the assignments
without providing instruction in search techniques, they do
not clearly articulate the limits of the assignment, or they
may not understand the complexity of what they are
requiring of the students. The result can be a deluge of
consultation requests at the Library. Librarians actively
negotiate with instructors to stabilize the demand.

Strategy 7: Requiring clients to do advance preparation for
searches

To ensure that researchers arrive better prepared for
their search consultation, the Scott Librarians have devel-
oped a systematic review protocol form (Appendix A) and
a generic search preparation form (Appendix B), which can
be sent to researchers in response to a consultation request.
The search forms allow the researchers to do some advance
planning and flesh out the details of the research question.

Strategy 8: Educating our researchers
Our researcher education program has a three-pronged

approach. First, Scott librarians have supported both a
graduate level course in systematic reviews, offered by the
School of Public Health, and an Evidence Based Medicine
workshop, Putting Evidence into Practice (http://www.pep.
ualberta.ca/), offered seven times between 2003 and 2012.
Second, Scott librarians maintain a web-page dedicated to
systematic review searching (http://guides.library.ualberta.
ca/systematicreviews). Third, beginning in January 2012,
the Scott Library began offering a three-hour, hands-on
‘‘Introduction to Systematic Review Searching’’ workshop,
accredited by the Royal College of Physicians and Sur-
geons of Canada for continuing medical education credits.
Participants are asked to read two articles in advance [16,
17] and set up a citation management account. In the class
they receive instruction in and have the opportunity to
practice structuring a search, identifying and selecting
databases, identifying grey literature, searching one or two
databases, exporting references, recording their searches,
and preparing the search part of the methods section of a
research paper.

Outcomes
Strategy 1: Freeing librarians’ time by ensuring that all work
is assigned at the correct level

Freeing librarians’ time by reassigning work to non-
academic staff has been an effective strategy. Librarians
formerly worked scheduled hours on the reference desk
and Saturdays. Staffing the reference desk with public
service assistants has allowed librarians more time with
fewer interruptions to provide consultation services to
researchers.

Strategy 2: Building searcher capacity in the librarian
community

The effectiveness of our initiative to build searcher
capacity in the community is unknown. Twenty-one local
librarians and 18 students in the School of Library and
Information Studies have taken the training. There is no
way to track whether or not these colleagues are actively
conducting systematic review searches. To maintain com-
petence, librarians need to practice regularly. In subject
areas outside of health sciences, the demand is typically
not strong enough to keep searchers’ skills current.
Further, librarians outside of the academic environment
may not have a mandate to supply systematic review
searching as a part of their service suite. So, although they
may have the capacity to perform searches, it may not be
part of their work expectations.
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Strategy 3: Lobbying for additional librarian and expert
searcher positions

Lobbying for additional librarian and searcher positions
is an ongoing activity. Both academic and government
library environments have suffered cutbacks. Several grant-
funded research programs associated with the University
have been terminated and staff positions, including expert
searcher positions, have been lost. However, in local
organizations outside of the Library, at least one new
position was filled and several were re-appointed. It is
difficult to tell if our lobbying efforts have had an effect or
if this represents the natural ebb and flow grant-funded
academic research projects.

Strategy 4: Redefining service policies for external users
Redefining service policies to focus only on our internal

user populations has removed a user population from the
pool that fuels the demand for expert search services.
However, health research funders strongly encourage cross-
institutional research projects, and nonacademic health
organizations rarely supply access to library services and
collections that match those of large academic research
libraries. We are aware of several collaborations between
researchers in our primary user group and those external
to the University, in which the University-based researcher
accesses library resources on behalf of the research team.

Strategy 5: Better organizing search support resources
Improving efficiency by better organizing search support

resources has been effective. Being able to quickly find a
filter and add it into a search is definitely a time saver.
Scott Library has a project under way to create more filters
for common searches. Although we have no statistics to
track how often filters stored in the Ovid Expert Searches
are used, those on the Health Sciences Search Filters guide
have been accessed 1213 times between the launch of the
page in May 2013 and August 2014.

Strategy 6: Negotiating with faculty to make systematic
review search assignments reasonable

Conversations with instructors have helped mitigate
demand. Discussions revealed that for one class, the
students were expected to do the assignment without
seeking help from Library staff. In another case, the
assignment was revised to limit the search to a single
database. In a third instance, the subject librarian supplied
a web-based search guide tailored to the course, which
answered many of the students’ questions. Liaison librar-
ians are continuing conversations with faculty whose
course assignments include systematic review searching.

Strategy 7: Requiring clients to do advance preparation for
searches

Scott Librarians report that requiring clients to do
advance preparation for searches has had several effects.
Search forms have been used in more than 75 consultations
(September 2013�August 2014). Having received the form,
many researchers move their appointment to a later date
allowing time to discuss search details with their super-
visors or research teams. Librarians report that researchers
who have spent time working with the form arrive at
the Library better prepared, have a better grasp of the
concepts around systematic reviews, and generally require

less introductory instruction before the search. However,
there are also researchers who do not take the time to
engage with the questions on the form. Sometimes
researchers have been observed filling out the forms while
they wait for their appointment, and then handing them to
the librarian as though it were an assignment, rather than
using them as a tool to guide thinking about the search.

Strategy 8: Educating our researchers
Educating researchers has been our most popular and

successful Strategy. Since January 2012, the Scott Library
has offered the ‘‘Introduction to Systematic Review
Searching’’ workshop 25 times, with 338 researchers
attending. These frequently fill up within a day or two of
being posted, even though there is no formal advertising.
This popularity is a double-edged sword. We know that
offering the class has actually increased the demand for
consultations, because participants inform us that they
have made an appointment after having taken the class.
One of our librarian colleagues described the courses as
effectively ‘‘painting targets on our backs.’’ However, these
researchers acquire a better understanding of what they
need for their search, so they require less consultation time.
Because the classes have significant hands-on components
and participants are encouraged to bring their research
questions, they often get started on their search during the
class and then make an appointment to improve it or adapt
it to other databases.

The teaching program has definitely raised the profile of
the Scott Library with the health sciences faculty. Library
administration and the University’s research administra-
tive offices are also becoming more aware of systematic
reviews as they continue to gain importance worldwide,
and expand to disciplines outside of health sciences.

Discussion

The strong demand for librarians as collaborators on
systematic reviews and teachers of systematic review
searching is evidence that this work is highly valued and
that there is a need for the Library to continue providing
the service. It is not clear when, or if, we will reach a peak
in the demand for these services. The John W Scott
Library’s eight-pronged approach to managing the de-
mand for librarian services in systematic review searching
will take time to show results. Some initiatives such as
educating colleagues and developing new positions for
librarians may take years in the best of economic condi-
tions. Others, such as making filters readily available to all
searchers, have been fairly easy initiatives to implement. In
the short term our efforts save librarians time by having
better educated and prepared users, by making class
demands for systematic reviews less onerous, and by
having search tools such as filters available and easy to
locate. Our librarians’ time has been better focused by
redirecting their reference time from general reference duty
to complex searching and by focusing on meeting internal
users’ needs. Overall, the strategies have allowed us to keep
up with service demand, but it will be necessary to
continue applying these strategies, adapting them and
evaluating them as we go forward.
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Appendices

Appendices A and B appear on the following pages.

14 JCHLA / JABSC Vol. 36, 2015

http://www.cochrane.org/cochrane-reviews
http://www.cochrane.org/cochrane-reviews/cochrane-database-systematic-reviews-numbers
http://www.cochrane.org/cochrane-reviews/cochrane-database-systematic-reviews-numbers
http://www.cochrane.org/cochrane-reviews/cochrane-database-systematic-reviews-numbers
http://www.iom.edu/Reports/2011/Finding-What-Works-in-Health-Care-Standards-for-Systematic-Reviews/Standards.aspx
http://www.iom.edu/Reports/2011/Finding-What-Works-in-Health-Care-Standards-for-Systematic-Reviews/Standards.aspx
http://www.iom.edu/Reports/2011/Finding-What-Works-in-Health-Care-Standards-for-Systematic-Reviews/Standards.aspx
http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/documents/knowledge_synthesis_chapter_e.pdf
http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/documents/knowledge_synthesis_chapter_e.pdf
http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/documents/knowledge_synthesis_chapter_e.pdf


Appendix A: Systematic Review Search protocol form
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Appendix B: General Search Preparation Form
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