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Preface

Accessible information is fundamental to the success of activities to improve the
health of the population. With the increasing growth of the health literature, however,
it is more and more difficult to locate needed information.

Both governmental and private sector organizations create computerized health-
related data bases and provide access to them. Government-sponsored health-related bib-
liographic information is predominantly created and disseminated by the National Library
of Medicine’s (NLM) computerized system, MEDLARS. One of NLM’s legislative man-
dates is to “aid the dissemination and exchange of scientific and other information im-
portant to the progress of medicine and the public health” (Public Law 84-941).

The House Interstate and Foreign Commerce Committee requested OTA to examine
MEDLARS’ performance as part of a larger OTA study, Strategies for Medical Tech-
nology Assessment. The Senate Labor and Human Resources Committee then requested
OTA to explore the relationship between NLM and the private sector in creating and
disseminating health-related information by means of computerized bibliographic retrieval
systems.

This technical memorandum analyzes the arguments for and against NLM’s crea-
tion and dissemination of health-related bibliographic information. It provides infor-
mation designed to help Congress in decisions regarding the appropriate mix of NLM
and private sector activities that might serve the public interest most efficiently.

A principal finding is that in most respects MEDLARS is an efficient system for
disseminating health-related bibliographic information. In regard to the relationship of
NLM and the private information sector, OTA’s main findings are: 1) that there are
insufficient empirical data to decide, on purely technical grounds, the most efficient
and effective configuration of public and private bibliographic activities; and 2) that
rapid developments in the computer and communications fields may, in the not too
distant future, profoundly alter the effects of current decisions.

This study was guided by an advisory panel chaired by Dr. Robert Hayes. In addi-
tion, a large number of academics in the health and information fields, practicing health
professionals and information specialists, and public and private information providers
were consulted. We are grateful for their contributions.
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