
The objective of this research was to explore the collection development 
opinions and actions of health sciences librarians when considering 

controversial health information resources, particularly regarding complementary 
and alternative medicine (CAM) resources that may not be evidence-based. The 
current research on the ethics of intellectual freedom is particularly focused 
on moral or subjective issues. This research focuses on something more 
objective: how librarians, as information professionals, can or should approach 
misinformation. As health sciences librarians collaborating with and supporting 
academic and practicing health professionals, what materials are collected 
regarding CAM? How do health sciences librarians prioritize intellectual freedom 
and high-quality information when doing collection development regarding CAM?

A cross-sectional, observational approach was used to discover how health 
sciences librarians approach CAM materials and collection development 

and how they prioritize respecting intellectual freedom with providing high-
quality information. An online Qualtrics survey was distributed to members of the 
Medical Library Association with questions about their institutions’ support of 
CAM, their personal knowledge of CAM, and their collection development process 
and priorities. After the survey closed, the data was cleaned for a total of 185 
complete responses.

Thank you to the Institute for Research Design in Librarianship 
for the research instruction, to my mentor, Don Jason, for 

the advice and guidance, Kristen Tomanek with NDSU statistical 
consulting services for her help with the numbers and graphs, and 
Lindsay Condry at NDSU Libraries for her help with poster design 
and layout.
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Integrative Medicine for Children: Factors influencing decision-making

Repondents who would purchase Integrative Medicine for Children (N=104)

Respondents who wouldn't purchase Integrative Medicine for Children (N=64)

1. Integrative Medicine for Children (2008), May Loo

2. Energy Medicine: The Scientific Basis (2015), James Oschman

3. Homeopathy (Journal)

Patron recommendation was selected by respondents more often 
than accuracy and consistency with evidence base as a key factor 

in their collection development decisions. This held true for the three 
titles they were asked to make a decision about:
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Energy Medicine: Factors influencing decision-making

Repondents who would purchase Energy Medicine (N=75)

Respondents who wouldn't purchase Energy Medicine (N=90)
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Homeopathy: Factors influencing decision-making

Repondents who would Subscribe to Homeopathy (N=80)

Respondents who wouldn't subscribe to Homeopathy (N=82)

126
117 114 109

81

66 61

23 23 20 16 14 13
5

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

Relevan
cy

Patro
n Reco

mmendati
on

Cost

Colle
cti

on Gap
s

Publica
tio

n Date

Accu
rac

y/C
onsis

tency

Revie
ws o

f R
eso

urce

Publish
er

Reputat
ion of A

uth/Ed
s

New/D
iff.

 Persp
ecti

ve
Other

Digi
tal R

ights 
Mgmt

User
 Desi

gn

Acce
ssi

bilit
y

Relevancy to collection, patron recommendation and cost are top factors influencing 
collection development 
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Yoga, Massage and Meditation the top CAM Interventions Practiced/Taught at 
Librarians' Institutions

Interestingly, a number of librarians indicated they would purchase, 
on patron recommendation, the previous titles, despite the fact that 
complementary and alternative treatments such as energy healing 
or homeopathy were not indicated as interventions that were 
practiced or taught at their institutions.

Merete Christianson, MLIS, Health Sciences Librarian 
North Dakota State University Libraries
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Health sciences librarians, and the institutions in which they work, approach 
CAM resources in a variety of ways, and this research sheds light on how 

those decisions are made. The health sciences librarians who participated 
in this survey repeatedly selected a number of factors, including patron 
recommendation, as more important in their decision making than quality of 
evidence.

While this research is preliminary, it can offer guidance for the librarian—health 
sciences or otherwise—faced with the decision about whether to purchase a 
book that is popular or requested but not necessarily science-based. Our job as 
librarians includes helping patrons evaluate information, not necessarily doing it 
for them. Additionally, and in health sciences libraries particularly, this information 
may be of use to practitioners who want to know what patients may be doing 
in addition to standard treatment and how the two may interact, as opposed to 
learning how to use these interventions.

Further research, particularly qualitative research, is warranted to get a 
more in-depth look at the decision-making process that goes into collecting 
complementary and alternative medicine resources. What, specifically, about a 
CAM resource makes a librarian more or less likely to purchase it? How much 
individual purchasing of these kinds of materials is actually done, as opposed 
to purchasing done through package deals? In a “post-truth” era, it is essential 
to further explore how librarians’ approach their twin responsibilities regarding 
intellectual freedom and high quality information.

CONCLUSION


