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BOOK REVIEW

Managing the Knowledge Base of Health Care
A Report on a Seminar held by the British Library
{British Library R&D Report No 6133)

Reviewed By Stephen Timmons

This 15 a 67 page report on a seringr held last Seplember at the King's Fund (the
mdependent health services “think-tank”}. h brought together people from medical librares,
the Natienal Health Service, the Department of Health and the British Library,

The starting poim for the teminar was the rapid expansion of knowledee base in healthcare.
Evidence was produced to show the proliferation of books and journals in the field, and thm
they comtinue to expand, Allied to this is the vitl importance of getting this knowledge 10
the tight people. Il high gqualily healthcare is 1o be delivered, all of those iavolved need 1o
be approised of the lalest and most relevant knowledge within their own (and other}
disciplmes.

The problem is that this task is much more than any one person can cope with. That this is
not & new problem was demonstrated by a quote from a 1964 issue of The Lancer, “The
times have passed since a single human mind could cven pretend 1o know all that might be
useful in treating patients”, Consideration of how this problem is 10 be manaped revolves
around 1w jssues: what infonnation is impertant ond how 1o get it to the nght people.

The first presentation written up in this report is about assessing whal information is
impaortant; i other words, examining the cflectiveness aof particular ireaments. Obviously,
there 1s little point in dissemingting information on treatment that is nol effective, or is
positively harmful, In a very inleresting article. Dr lain Chambers, Direetor of the UK
Cochrane Centre, expluins the work of Archic Cochwune, une of the most influential thinkers
on the measurement of the effectivencss of healthcare. Cochrane is quoled as saying, "It is
surely a great criticism of our profession that we have not orgenised a critical summry, by
specinlly or subspecialty, adapted periodicolly, of abl relevant randomised conrolled trials”

The work of the Cochrane Centres, in the UK and other countnes, is dedicated fo redressing
this deficiency. This work will eventually result in a dotabase of randomised comrolled
nals. This knowledge will be made available world wade so that 1he crucial informalion, on
what ircatment is most effective, can get to the relevant professionals.

The conference then moved on to consider the second issus, that of how this information
should be transmitted. This discussion can be further subdivided into considermion of the
principles for dissemination. and of how new lechnology con help in this process. The
principles for dissemination, while easy o elucidate, are rather harder 1o unplement. They
include a clear undersianding of the objectives of the organisation at all levels. from NHS (o
individual wards or climes. an ability and willingness to share information across

professions and orperisations, and te enswee that the information necds lead the technology.
and not vice versa. This leads naturally on to the prescatations aboul the use of technology
ond what it can offer

lan Micholls from the NIISANIE Informaton Managemen Groups spoke zbout the NHS IT
neiwork. He explained what the natzonal network would do and owtlined other projects in

il
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the NHS Information Sirotegy. What would have been really wieresting were some idens
about how the NHS network could actually be used for the son of information trans-mission
discussed eartier. It is alsn interesting 1o note that the daic for 1he installation of the network
mentioned by lan Nicholls hos already slipped. Jeremy Wyott from the Imperial Cancer
Rescarch Fund provided some pood workshop matenials on the advantages and
disadvamages of various methods of date imnsmission.

Cne debate of considerable relevance 1o those of us who work on the imerface of lligher
education and the NHS was around the security risks in linking NHS duabases onto
academic networks, notably the Interner. My personal view is that many of the fears about
data security, especially links with Internet, are unfounded and should not stand in e way
of linkage of information across institulions. The (hreatl to sccurity caused by a perceived
group of “hackers”™ is substantially less serious than that pascd by sloppy proctice in existing
paper based sysiems. In my experience, this threat is usually cited by those who know least
abodut i,

The overall cenclusion of the semihar was that there are no £asy answers. When are there
any” The esseruial conclisions were about policy and principles, and 1 was good o see this

level of enibusiasm and commitment 10 the use of IT 1n solving these problems.

Stepher Timmans lectires on Informarion Technology w the Fuenlny of Health and Social
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