
Provisional agenda item 2.9. 

ORGANIZATIONAL STUDY ON MEDICAL 
LITERATURE SERVICES TO MEMBERS 

Notes 

MEDICAL LITERATURE IN GENERAL 

1• Regional libraries of medicine 

Although the questionnaire did not refer to regional libraries of medicine, there were 
several favourable references to the РАНО Regional Library of Medicine at Sao Paulo, Brazil. 
The Board may wish to consider whether Regional Committees should be invited to discuss the 
feasibility of supporting the establishment of similar regional libraries in other WHO regions. 

2. Supply of biomedical literature, particularly periodicals 

Over 40 per cent, of replying countries report difficulties under this heading. Con-
sidering the vital part that biomedical periodicals play both in medical research and in higher 
medical education, the Board may wish to consider whether the Organization should take steps 
to improve their availability in countries that are for various material reasons unable to 
obtain them in sufficient quantity. 

3. Supply of photocopies and bibliographical references 

The Board may be interested to note that more than 40 per cent, of replying countries 
reported difficulties in obtaining photocopies of biomedical articles, while for bibliographical 
references the proportion was more than 50 per cent. It may wish to point out that the 
inauguration early in 1972 of a MEDLARS Service Centre at the WHO headquarters should substan-
tially improve this situation. It is suggested that no further measures should be considered 
for assisting Members to obtain photocopies and bibliographical references until such time as 
it is possible to evaluate qualitatively and quantitatively the results obtained by the WHO 
MEDLARS Centre, 

4. Co-ordination of major automated biomedical information systems 

The Board will wish to consider whether it agrees with the suggestion made by the Director-
General under this heading in document EB49/wp/l# 

5. Supply of textbooks 

There is in section 2 . 2.1 of the Annex to document E B 4 9 / W P / 2 A brief description of the 
РАНО programme for the supply of Spanish-language textbooks. Further information on this 
programme can be made available to the Board if it so desires. The Board may wish to con-
sider whether similar programmes would be feasible for other WHO regions in which, for some 
Members, a penury of textbooks is a serious handicap for medical education. 
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6. Training for medical librarianship 

In many countries there is not only a shortage of medical literature, but also a lack of 
the trained library personnel necessary to ensure its optimal utilization. Reference is made 
in section 2.6 of document EB49/WP/2 to the award of WHO fellowships for training in medical 
librarianship, and of a series of three regional courses in medical librarianship organized 
by WHO in one of the WHO regions. These activities have hitherto been on a small scale and, 
although this subject was not included in the questionnaire, the Board may wish to express an 
opinion as to whether medical librarianship might have a more prominent place in WHO's training 
activities. 

WHO PUBLICATIONS 

7. Subject coverage 

As shown in document EB49/wp/l Add.l, 97 per cent, of countries replying to the question-
naire found the present subject coverage of WHO publications adequate. Most of the countries 
believing that the range of subjects might be extended would like to see more emphasis on the 
social and behavioural sciences. 

The Board may wish to express its opinion on this question, bearing in mind that the sub-
ject-range of WHO publications has hitherto reflected the scale of the various WHO programme 
activities, and that there is a natural tendency for the subjects in which the Organization 
has been most active to be most often represented in its publications. 

8. Scientific level and presentation 

Countries replying to the questionnaire were almost unanimous that the scientific level 
and presentation of WHO publications were appropriate to needs. 

The Board may wish to COTiment on this point. 

9. Language policy 

The question of WHO languages of publication is discussed in section 2.1 of document 
EB49/WP/2. It would seem desirable for the Board to express its opinion as to whether the 
practice should be continued of issuing automatically (a) in English and French, all publica-
tions but the Bulletin; (b) in Spanish (in addition to World Health, the WHO Chronicle, the 
Technical Report Series, the Official Records, and some non-series publications), all titles 
in the Monograph Series and Public Health Papers. In the case of Russian, an ad hoc decision 
is made in each case as to whether titles in these two series should be published in that 
language, as is the case with Spanish editions of non-series publications. 

In other words, the question is whether all publications other than the Bulletin should 
automatically appear both in English and in French, and all titles in the two series mentioned 
above also in Spanish, or whether, as in the case with Russian, and with non-series publica-
tions in Spanish, a more selective policy should be followed by reference to the assessed need 
in each case.^ 

The Director-General feels that this is an important question of policy with substantial 
budgetary implications, and that the Board may wish to give special attention to it. 

1 Such a selective policy is followed by UNESCO. 
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10, Distribution 

Forty per cent, of countries replying to the questionnaire were not satisfied with the 
free distribution of WHO publications. In the Region of the Americas, this applied to almost 
three-quarters of replying countries, and it would seem that special efforts are required to 
improve distribution in this Region, and in some countries of other regions, in collaboration 
with the Regional Office and perhaps, also with the РАНО Regional Library of Medicine. 

The Board may wish to comment on this situation and on the measures that might be taken 
to improve it. 

11• Publication in languages other than English, French, Russian and Spanish 

Rather less than one-fifth of replying countries felt a need for editions of WHO publica-
tions in languages other than those mentioned above. Nevertheless, that there is a definite, 
if not extensive, demand for such editions is indicated by the fact that translations of WHO 
publications have been made and published by governmental or commercial publishers in a total 
of 16 different languages. The publications concerned included 13 titles in the Monograph 
Series, 10 in the series Public Health Papers, and 55 of the Technical Report Series. 

As indicated in section 2 . 4 of document E B 4 9 / W P / 2 , the role of the Organization has 
hitherto been the passive one of granting translation rights under specified conditions when 
unsolicited requests are received. The Board may wish to consider whether there is a case 
for the Organization to assume a more active role. 

12. WHO textbooks 

While more than two-thirds of replying countries said "Yes" to the question whether WHO 
should "prepare and publish standard textbooks", many of them interpreted the question as re-
ferring to th© supply of existing textbooks not published by WHO. 

If the Organization were itself to publish textbooks, it would have to establish procedures 
for： 

(a) Determining priority subjects 

Presumably this would require th© establishment of an international advisory group of 
experts on medical education. 

(b) Determining priority languages 

English, French, and Spanish would cover the needs of most of the developing countries. 
A question to be decided in each case would be whether a textbook originally prepared in any 
one of these languages would be suitable for translation into the others. 

(c) Choice of authors 

Should such textbooks be of single or multiple (international) authorship? National text-
books reflect the requirements of national curricula, and a textbook prepared by an English-
speaking author would not necessarily be suitable without adaptation for French-speaking 
students, and vice versa. An "international,, textbook might conceivably be appropriate for 
all curricula. It is equally conceivable that it would be appropriate for none. 

(d) Providing large quantities to medical schools 

If WHO textbooks were published, the number of copies printed would have to be of the 
order not of thousands but of tens of thousands. The question arises: on what terms 
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would supplies of these textbooks be made available to students? Moreover, the publication of 
a textbook is not a one-time operation. New editions would be required approximately every 
five years. Each new textbook would therefore constitute a permanent commitment, with sub-
stantial financial implications. Most textbooks are to a certain extent out of date as soon 
as they are published, and revision and updating are commenced by the author(s) almost as soon 
as the ink is dry on the page. On the decease of authors, others must be found to continue 
the work. Textbooks therefore represent a special kind of publishing obligation. 

.The tentative conclusions of the Director-General are that, (a) in the absence of any 
agreed international medical curriculum, the validity of the concept of an "international" 
medical textbook is open to some doubt； (b) the financial implications of establishing a 
machinery for selecting subjects and authors of textbooks, approving texts, printing large 
numbers of copies, and keeping them up to date by new editions, would be considerable. On the 
other hand, the publication by WHO of basic guides or manuals for auxiliary health workers would 
present fewer difficulties. Such texts might well be adapted and published in local languages 
by national health administrations. 

The Board will doubtless wish to express its opinion on the above points. 


