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The main aims of this work were to provide professional support to 

colleagues, information support to users, improve quality of searches, 

reduce duplication by librarians and researchers, problem-solve, and 

to overcome the issue of fake news.

• There has not been a formal evaluation of this activity, as it 

evolved organically, changing to adapt to the ongoing situation.

• The successes are intangible but are evident in various guises:

o Search results have become more robust and comprehensive, 

as librarians work together to identify the latest COVID-19 

terms, revise methodologies, and evaluate new sources. 

o Working together reduced the feeling of isolation, which 

improved well-being. 

o Time was saved as a result of sharing search strategies and 

details of ongoing reviews.

o Daily working practices became more efficient as we learned 

new ways of working.

We are particularly grateful that we have been able to work with the following 

organisations:

o Centers for Disease Control and Prevention - https://www.cdc.gov/

o Health Education England - https://www.hee.nhs.uk/

o International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (Evidence 

for Global and Disaster Health SIG and the Health and Biosciences Division) -

https://www.ifla.org/units/e4gdh/

o Librarian Reserve Corps - https://librarianreservecorps.libguides.com/home

o National Institute for Health and Care Excellence - https://www.nice.org.uk/

o Public Health Ontario - https://www.publichealthontario.ca/

o Public Health Wales - https://phw.nhs.wales/

o World Health Organization - https://www.who.int/library
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Knowledge makes the world go round: Librarians working together to fight the 

COVID infodemic
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Infodemiology

Information epidemiology, or infodemiology, as defined by Gunther 

Eysenbach in the early 2000s, identifies areas where there is a 

knowledge translation gap between best evidence (what some 

experts know) and practice (what most people do or believe), as well 

as markers for “high-quality” information. This current COVID-19 

outbreak has highlighted the role of librarians as infodemiologists, 

because there has never been a time when access to high quality, 

reliable, and accurate evidence, has been so vital to the health and 

well-being of the population (Eysenbach, J).

UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA)
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-health-security-agency

Responsible for protecting every member of every community from 

the impact of infectious diseases, chemical, biological, radiological 

and nuclear incidents and other health threats.

Partnership-working

This outbreak has provided the opportunity for increased 

partnership-working among librarians. There has been an 

unprecedented volume of literature published about COVID-19, and 

a rapid response to manage all this information has been essential. 

With most librarians unable to travel to conferences, new 

opportunities have arisen to work collaboratively, and with advances 

in technology it has been possible to work on projects remotely with 

librarians around the world.

Do Once And Share (DOAS)

In the early 2000s, one of the key approaches to health service 

delivery in the NHS was to Do Once and Share, so that when one 

Trust developed a solution, they would share it so that other NHS 

Trusts could use or adapt it to suit their local context. The aim of this 

approach was to apply best practice and reduce duplication of effort. 

Because of the outbreak, and the speed with which research was 

produced, it has been really important for UKHSA Knowledge and 

Library Services (KLS) Knowledge and Evidence Specialists (KES) 

to work with other organisations and apply the DOAS approach.

➢ share and peer review search strategies;

➢ test and showcase new information sources;

➢ discuss and solve issues, such as the use of preprints in research 

production, or search strategy problems;

➢ share details of reviews that each organisation is working on to 

avoid duplication of effort and reduce research wastage;

➢ inform the development of guidance for best practices for 

searching; and, very importantly,

➢ provide moral support, during a very challenging time, where 

librarians are dealing with a pandemic, and an infodemic.

Essential role - this pandemic has highlighted the essential role that 

librarians play during public health emergencies.

Pandemic and infodemic - librarians have been doubly challenged 

as they fight the pandemic and the infodemic, so it is important to 

build supportive networks.

Knowledge brokers - librarians have acted as knowledge brokers, 

connecting research organisations working on similar projects, 

reducing research waste and increasing the value of the research.

Richer research outputs - the national and international 

partnerships that have been formed have enriched research outputs 

and strengthened library teams working to overcome the infodemic. 

Professional development - skills have been developed by sharing 

and adapting search strategies with other searching experts, using 

new technologies, and gaining awareness of other resources.

Quality improvement - librarians working together have helped to 

alleviate the consequences of the infodemic, ensuring policy-

makers, researchers, and the public have access to timely and 

accurate information, and reducing the problems caused by 

mis/disinformation and information overload.

Knowledge-sharing - librarians make the public health world 

smaller, because they bring teams together to share learning, 

experiences, and knowledge.

The pandemic has been challenging for librarians, and at times distressing, as not only have they had to manage 

the pandemic, but also the infodemic, fighting the battles against information overload, and mis- and dis-information. 

However, it has also provided librarians with new opportunities, such as alternative ways of working with innovative 

technologies to deliver services virtually, and new partnerships (Grochowski, S; Levine-Clark M, Emery J.).

Back in the 1990s, Professor Sir Muir Gray coined the phrase “knowledge is the enemy of disease”, and 30 years later, it is still pertinent, because 

without all the researchers sharing their knowledge, public health professionals would not be learning how to manage and contain this new infection.

“Knowledge is the 

enemy of disease” 
(Gray, JAM)

“In the nonstop tsunami of 

global information, 

librarians provide us with 

floaties and teach us how 

to swim" (Weeks, L) 

When news of the outbreak first broke, researchers, attempting to identify everything known about this 

COVID-19, rushed to publish their findings, and, since then, the literature on coronavirus has been growing 

exponentially. The World Health Organization COVID-19 Research Database has collated more than 

570,000 papers about the current outbreak, since its inception in March 2020. As a comparison, a search 

was run, on the number of papers published during the Ebola outbreak, and it retrieved only 27,000 

papers. This tidal wave of information for decision-makers requires the information management skills of 

librarians to bring that wave under control, and ensure that users get the high-quality evidence they need.

"We are now, more than ever, 

relying on collaborative 

relationships to see our way 

through the pandemic" (Bell, Simon)

Librarians have always been leaders in collaboration and coordination, with their networking and 

professional development activities, problem-solving and knowledge brokering skills, and their 

ability to share best practices. 

With the current pandemic, collaboration has been even more essential as they work to 

overcome challenges, such as information overload, novel search terminologies, and changes 

from physical to virtual access.

EXAMPLES OF COLLABORATION

Supporting other librarians - the UKHSA KLS KES work with librarians around the world to help get evidence into practice during times of crisis, 

having been instrumental in the setting up of the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) Evidence for Global 

and Disaster Health Special Interest Group, and creating multilanguage resources and training to help people find the evidence in times of crisis.

Reducing duplication of effort - in March 2020, at the start of the pandemic, UKHSA KLS were invited by Information Scientists from the World 

Health Organization (WHO) Library, to become part of the Evidence Collaborative on COVID-19 network (https://sites.google.com/view/ecc19). 

This is an international initiative, connecting researchers and librarians. The aims of the network are to reduce duplication of effort in the production 

of rapid reviews, by sharing search strategies and techniques and details of new information sources. This network facilitated a closer working 

relationship with the WHO information scientists, enabling search strategies to be shared and peer-reviewed. This was particularly important for the 

UKHSA searches on genomics and variants, where it is essential that new variants are identified and added to the search strategy as a priority.

Sharing best practices – the WHO Evidence Collaborative on COVID-19 network facilitated an introduction to the Librarian Reserve Corps (LRC), 

an inspirational network of librarians who support information professionals responding to public health emergencies of international concern with an 

evidence-base for their response. The LRC librarians have developed a set of Best Practice Statements, due for publication later this year, which 

provide guidance for librarians to help them search for the evidence during times of crisis.

Search strategy development – at the start of the outbreak, many names and terms were used to describe this new infection, UKHSA KLS created 

a list of all the different terms, and added them to their coronavirus website (https://ukhsalibrary.koha-ptfs.co.uk/coronavirusinformation/), under the 

Finding the Evidence section. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) Information Scientists referred to this list as a starting 

point, when they developed their much more comprehensive and robust search strategies. NICE shared their COVID search strategy with UKHSA 

KLS KES, who used the trusted and validated search strategy to use in their own searches.

UKHSA KLS KES have also collaborated on search strategies with Information Scientists from Public Health Ontario, and US Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, and exchanged details of rapid reviews with Public Health Wales, and Wales Covid-19 Evidence Centre.

Managing preprints - preprints have been a matter of concern for librarians because their methodologies are not scrutinized before publication. 

During the outbreak, many researchers published their COVID-related research as preprints so that they would be published more quickly. It has 

been really useful for UKHSA KLS KES to speak with WHO, LRC, and NICE librarians to see how they deal with preprints, and it soon became 

evident that preprints should be included in search outputs, with caveats. Regular meetings with the NICE team, were held to share experiences of 

preprints, talking about new preprint sources and developments, and all these discussions were documented to inform others.

Local support - in England, it has been essential for UKHSA KLS KES to work closely with National Health Service (NHS) librarians and Health 

Education England (HEE), to support the Local Authority Public Health Teams (LAPHT) who provide the regional COVID-19 response.

Examples of collaboration

This poster highlights examples of public 

health librarians from the Knowledge and 

Library Services at UKHSA, working with 

other information scientists and librarians 

from national and international health 

organisations, to:

https://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/
https://www.ifla.org/units/e4gdh/
https://librarianreservecorps.libguides.com/home
https://www.nice.org.uk/
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/
https://phw.nhs.wales/
https://www.who.int/library
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-health-security-agency
https://sites.google.com/view/ecc19
https://ukhsalibrary.koha-ptfs.co.uk/coronavirusinformation/

