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In today’s digital age, patients and caregivers are increasingly turning to the internet for health information. While
this empowers individuals, it also places a critical responsibility on reference librarians to guide users toward
accurate, evidence based resources. TheMedical Library Association (MLA)has long championed the role of
librarians in health information literacy, offering a wealth of tools, training, and professional standards that enable
librarians to effectively answer consumer health questions. This article explores how reference librarians can
leverage MLA resources to meet the evolving needs of health consumers, outlines proven strategies for answering
health queries, and highlights real world examples of successful interventions.

Understanding the Role of Reference Librarians in Health Information

Reference librarians serve as the first line of defense against misinformation. When a user asks, “What are the best
treatment options for hypertension?” the librarian’s response can shape health decisions, improve outcomes, and
reduce unnecessary medical costs. The key to effective support lies in a combination of subject expertise,
communication skills, and a deep understanding of evidence based practice. According to theAmerican Library
Association, reference librarians are “information professionals who provide personalized, real time assistance to
users seeking knowledge.” In the health domain, this role is amplified by the stakes involved: inaccurate information
can lead to delayed care or harmful self medication.

To excel, librarians must be familiar with the latest clinical guidelines, understand how to evaluate the credibility of
online sources, and be able to translate complex medical jargon into plain language. The Medical Library
Associationrecognizes these demands and offers a framework that aligns librarianship with health sciences
practice.

The Medical Library Association: A Resource Hub for Librarians

The MLA is a professional organization that supports librarians working in health, biomedical, and related fields. Its
mission is to “promote the health information profession and to advance the quality of health information services.”
MLA accomplishes this through:

¢ Professional Development: Workshops, conferences, and online courses that cover the latest in health
information technology and evidence based searching.

e Standards and Guidelines: Documents such as the MLA Reference Services Standard and the MLA Health
Information Literacy Framework that set best practices.

* Research and Publications: Journals like Medical Reference Services Quarterly and Journal of the Medical
Library Association that disseminate cutting edge research.

« Community and Networking: Forums, special interest groups, and mentorship programs that connect
librarians worldwide.

By tapping into these resources, librarians can stay current on emerging health topics, refine their search
techniques, and ensure that the information they provide is trustworthy.

Key Strategies for Answering Consumer Health Questions



When a user approaches the reference desk with a health query, a structured approach can help deliver accurate
and useful answers. Below are four essential strategies that align with MLA recommendations.

1. Assessing the Question
Begin by clarifying the user’s needs. Ask open ended questions to uncover context:
e “Can you tell me more about the symptoms you're experiencing?”

« “What information are you hoping to find—treatment options, side effects, or preventive measures?”
* “Have you already consulted a healthcare provider about this?”

Understanding the user’s health literacy level is also critical. A 7th grade reading level is typical for many health
materials; if the user’s language is more advanced, adjust your explanation accordingly.

2. Utilizing Reliable Sources

Once you know what the user needs, consult vetted databases and resources. The MLA recommends the following:

« PubMed for peer reviewed research articles.

 Clinicalkey and UpToDate for evidence based summaries.

¢ National health agencies such as CDC, NIH, and WHO for up to date guidelines.

e Consumer friendly sites like MedlinePlus and Healthfinder for lay person summaries.

When using online resources, always verify the credibility of the author, publication date, and peer review status.
MLA's Health Information Literacy Framework emphasizes the importance of source evaluation skills.

3. Communicating Clearly

Translate medical jargon into plain language. For instance, instead of saying “hypertension,” say “high blood
pressure.” Use analogies or visual aids when appropriate. Summarize key points in bullet form:

1. What the condition is.

2. Common symptoms.

3. Standard treatment options.

4. When to seek emergency care.

Encourage the user to verify information with their healthcare provider. Provide contact details for local health
services or telehealth options if the user needs immediate help.

4. Guiding Users to Self Advocacy
Empower users to become active participants in their care. Offer tools such as:
e Medication trackers.
e Symptom diaries.
e Patient portal access instructions.
¢ Health education videos.

Teach users how to ask precise questions at their next appointment and how to interpret medical reports. This
aligns with MLA's goal of fostering health information literacy.

Tools and Resources Offered by the Medical Library Association

MLA Reference Guides

MLA's reference guides provide step by step instructions for searching databases, evaluating sources, and citing
medical literature. These guides are regularly updated to reflect new technologies and emerging health topics.



MLA Webinars and Training

Monthly webinars cover topics such as “Navigating PubMed for Non Researchers,” “Using ClinicalTrials.gov
Effectively,” and “Teaching Health Literacy in the Digital Age.” These sessions are recorded and available on the
MLA website for on demand access.

MLA Publications and Journals

Reading peer reviewed articles in theJournal of the Medical Library Associationkeeps librarians informed about
best practices. Articles often include case studies that illustrate how reference librarians successfully addressed
complex health queries.

Case Studies: Successful Interventions

Case Study 1. Reducing Anxiety About a Rare Condition

A 32 year old woman visited the library seeking information about a rare neurological disorder. She had read
conflicting online posts and was anxious about her diagnosis. The librarian used MLA's reference guide to locate a
recent systematic review from the Journal of Neurology, summarized the findings in plain language, and provided a
list of reputable patient advocacy groups. The user left the desk feeling informed and less fearful.

Case Study 2: Supporting a Caregiver’s Search for Palliative Care Resources

A caregiver of a terminally ill patient needed guidance on palliative care options. The librarian consulted the

National Cancer Institute’spalliative care webpage, cross checked with local hospice services, and created a
printable handout summarizing the steps to initiate care. The caregiver reported that the librarian’s assistance
expedited the process and reduced emotional distress.

Challenges and How to Overcome Them

Despite best efforts, librarians face several hurdles when answering consumer health questions:

 Information Overload: Users may present an overwhelming amount of data. Focus on the most relevant,
evidence based sources.

e Health Literacy Gaps: Not all users can interpret medical terminology. Use plain language and visual aids.

« Rapidly Changing Guidelines: Medical recommendations evolve quickly. Stay updated through MLA’s
newsletters and professional development courses.

* Privacy Concerns: Users may share sensitive health information. Ensure confidentiality and follow institutional
privacy policies.

By anticipating these challenges and applying MLA’s resources, reference librarians can navigate them effectively.

Future Trends in Consumer Health Information Retrieval

Technology continues to reshape how consumers access health information:

« Artificial Intelligence: Al powered search engines can filter and rank medical literature, but librarians must
supervise to avoid bias.

« Mobile Health Apps: Libraries can curate app lists that meet quality standards.

« Virtual Reference Services: Video chat and chatbots extend reach to rural or underserved populations.

« Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Partnerships with clinicians and patient advocacy groups enhance the
relevance of library services.

Staying abreast of these trends and integrating them into service models will keep librarians at the forefront of



consumer health information.
Conclusion

Answering consumer health questions is a huanced, high stakes task that demands a blend of subject knowledge,
communication skill, and ethical responsibility. The Medical Library Association equips reference librarians with the
tools, standards, and community support necessary to excel in this role. By applying MLA’s evidence based
strategies—assessing user needs, consulting reliable sources, communicating clearly, and fostering self advocacy—
librarians can empower individuals to make informed health decisions. As technology evolves, librarians who
continue to engage with MLA resources and professional development opportunities will remain indispensable
allies in the pursuit of accurate, accessible health information.
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