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If you are an information specialist you probably get many requests for help on literature searches, 

often too many. How many customers can you serve? How much time do you spend on each 

customer? How many customers do you have to turn down because you don’t have the time to help 

them? How do you prioritize clients? 

What happens to the customers that you turned down? The will probably still proceed with their 

research. They will write their review based on their own literature search, which has flaws. If their 

search has flaws hopefully peer reviewers will notice and their paper will be rejected, and at the very 

least they have to redo the search and the review. But even worse, it could be accepted. Enough low 

quality reviews are published already. A year ago i performed a peer review on an article with a 

severly flawed search. I advised the authors to contact their librarian whom i happened to know. 

Later i learned from that librarian that the authors had contacted them before their research but that 

the librarian lacked time, and therefore did not help them. 

Librarians think it is important that every SR search 

should be checked by an information specialist prior to 

publication 88% of librarians scored this with at least an 

8 out of 10. Researchers are much less convinced than 

librarians. 46% of researchers scored this a 5 or lower. 

So how are we librarians doing? We sent out a 

questionnaire to various mailing lists that was 

returned by 83 medical librarians. They described 

how in total almost 5000 systematic reviews have 

been published by their institute in the last year. 

Here you see those reviews sorted by assistance 

from the medical librarians. The left pile is the 28% 

of reviews for which librarians have developed 

search strategies. The smallest middle pile is the 

10% of reviews for which librarians  provided 

prepublication peer review of the search. The 

largest pile on the right is 62% of reviews for which 

no assistence was provided by these librarians. 

What barriers are there for helping 100% of search 

requests. not enough capacity scored 7 out of 10. 

researchers being unfamiliar with the service 6, and 

researchers not valuing the services 5. much less 

prominent barriers were the lack of willingness to 



pay or the lack of expertise by the librarians. Other barriers mentioned in an open question can be 

found in the category: overconfidence or unrealistic expectations of the researchers, lack of support 

by managament, and to lesser extent lack of access to databases or the lack of acknowledgement or 

co-authorships. 

We asked authors of recent systematic reviews (identified via a pubmed search) whether they had 

asked a medical information specialist for help. The percentages of reviews were comparable to 

those as indicated by the librarians, with 52% not assisted out of the 185 combined published 

reviews. Most important reasons not to use assistance is confidence in their own search skills, the 

lack of a library with SR services. Many researchers were not aware that this service exists. 

We asked the librarians what should or could be done to 

increase the number of SRs assisted. Most frequent 

answers is that more staff should be hired, and more 

marketing should be done (however many librarians 

indicate that they cannot market if they don’t have the 

capacity. 

What I think the real problem is is that information 

specialist spend too much time per review. My earlier 

meta analysis on duration of systematic review searches 

shows that librarians spend many hours for reviews. 

Then also take into consideration that many librarians 

have their searches peer reviewed by other librarians, 

which even increases the librarian hours per review. If 

you spend 20 hours per review that is the root cause of 

capacity problems. 

Out of 150 SRs published by Erasmus MC each 

year we perform the search for over 90%. We 

started actively monitoring our organisations SR 

ouput and advised authors that had not used 

our services that for their next review they 

should contac our free service. We did not 

increase our capacity by hiring extra infromation 

specialist: in 2009 we were with 3 information 

specialists, 2012 to 2017 with only 2. since a 

reorganization in 2017 we are with 4, as we 

have new tasks. We improved our search 

methods and sped it up to about 2-3 hours per 

review, in that time doing the full search, 

translation in all databases and deduplication in 

EndNote. Because we are so fast we can do 

more searches, but we are so fast because we 

have so much experience. 

To avoid wasting time of researchers (working 

on poorly performed SRs) and other librarians (peer reviewing poorly performed SRs) we advice to 

reduce the time per review, try to find 90% of the relevant studies in 10% of the time. Don’t spend 

the extra 90% time to find the last 10% of studies. (and stop peer reviewing eachothers searches, 



unless for educational purposes). That way you are able to serve more customers, and you don’t 

have to turn down any customer asking your help. The more searches you do the more experience 

you gain, and the faster you can do your searches. That is a better way to increase capacity, which 

opens the possibility to seek other researchers. That way overall the quality of your organisations SRs 

will improve. 


