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Abstract 

Marketing is an essential role for health/hospital librarians (1). The concept of the menu as a tool for 
marketing and promoting library’s educational services was introduced by Karolinska University Hospital 
Library, Stockholm, Sweden in the EAHIL 2010 conference in Estoril, Portugal. The idea has since been 
implemented and developed further in many health libraries. In this article we share the experiences of 
three different libraries in three countries, Finland, Poland, and Sweden, in putting the menu concept into 
action, and discuss the case of the menu as a practical, low-cost marketing approach and also as an example 
of sharing best practices in libraries. 
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Background

The basis of every marketing plan is a product. A whole library can been seen as 
a product or a collection of services but a library can also market its different services, 
such as training sessions, as products (1, 2). It is equally important to identify customer 
needs (3).

During the 2010 EAHIL conference Marie Källberg presented the concept of a menu 

as a way to market the library and its services (4). Other medical libraries found this 
approach interesting. This article is about how sharing ideas can be useful. It also aims 
to encourage other health libraries to promote their services and gain more visibility in 
their organisations, as well as emphasising the importance of improving information 
literacy of hospital staff.
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The Medical library at Karolinska University Hospital (Karolinska) wanted to find 
a new way for marketing the library. Previously they tried to use News from the library 
etc, but that was not a very catchy subject. Then one of the librarians came up with the 
idea of having different topics to choose from, with different lengths of time. Just like 
in a restaurant – the customer can,  in his/her own time, decide which dish is the most 
inviting and at what time it is best to eat it (Figure 1). Because some of the presenta-
tions are only 15 minutes long, it is easy to combine them and also to obtain a variety 
of menus at the same time. 

Address for correspondence:  University of Eastern Finland Library, Kuopio Uni-
versity Hospital,Medical Library, POB 1777, FIN-70211 Kuopio, Finland.  Tel: +358 
17 173 770;  Fax: +358 17 163 429;  E-mail: tuulevi.ovaska@kuh.fi;  tuulevi.ovaska@
uef. fi 

Fig. 1. The Menu at the Medical Library at Karolinska, Spring 2012
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The Kuopio University Hospital (KUH) Medical Library provides tailored library 
services for KUH staff, including training sessions on library resources. Though we 
have been active in marketing our services and visiting staff-meetings we have often 
felt that we  are unable  to reach  quite as large an audience as we should.  However, 
we were fortunate to attend the EAHIL Conference in 2010, and there we heard how 
Karolinska had created a menu to improve hospital staff information literacy.

The idea of the Library of the Medical University of Lodz (MUL)  to use the menu 
coincided with the promotion of the online library resources tutorials which were cre-
ated and maintained on the Moodle  e-learning platform. What was  really needed was 
a marketing/promotional idea and at the right moment the menu came along.  It was 
obvious that  the concept of the menu, which was introduced at the EAHIL conference 
could be interwoven into our project.  

Methods

At Karolinska the menu consists of short and long presentations and by 2009  there 
were 13 dishes or topics, on the menu: Keep updated! (45 minutes), Images- where to 
find and how to use (15 minutes), Find useful search terms and search in PubMed - an 
introduction (30 minutes).

The subjects were chosen according to the FAQ from  library users e.g Where can 
I find pictures I am allowed to use in presentations? So before adding the topic to our 
menu, we started to update our own knowledge on a variety of web-sites and to learn 
about copyright laws.  

Sometimes resources were highlighted which  were not widely known, but very 
useful, for example electronic books. So  a dish on the menu was created on how to find 
and use e-books. Each semester  the printed menus were sent to all clinics and depart-
ments of the hospital. The menu is also available on the library’s pages on the intranet  
and all directors of studies for resident physicians have been informed as well.

Other times the clinic or department contacted us, asking  us if we could  arrange 
a specific meeting. Sometimes they wanted to combine 2-3 topics. When a clinic con-
tacted us we learned that it was important to ask them what they want us to focus on, 
on that specific dish. We  were also careful to ask  them to give us examples of terms 
and topics or situations meaningful to them that could be used in our presentation. We 
learnt the hard way  that it was better to do this as we discovered that their and our 
approaches differed in the interpretation of  the dishes on the menu. On one occasion 
a clinic with many researchers wanted to book Get started with EndNote, but they were 
already familiar with EndNote and wanted us to tell them about advanced functions in 
the program instead.

At the end of each semester, we analysed the menu, removed a topic with little or 
no demand.  In the first semesters when we had Keep updated, we tried to put too much 
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into the presentation and had included not only how to save searches or to subscribe 
to ToC, but also about RSS and pod casts. We soon discovered that the majority only 
wanted to know how to save searches and subscribe to ToC, so we excluded RSS and 
pod casts in later menus. Some topics stay on the menu even if they are not in demand 
so much, mostly  because of marketing purposes. 

We added  new topics  recommended by the medical or the library staff. In 2010/11 
we added a dish called Information to your patients, in 2012 The Researchers toolbox.  

The first versions of the menu (Figure 2) tailored for KUH staff were published and 
disseminated in August 2010. The menus were chosen to be marketing tools from then 
on. They were slightly modified for year 2011 and again for 2012 according to the fe-
edback and the success of the different servings. Also KUH library’s menu consists of 
shorter and longer presentations but we ended up making two menus – a la carte and 
buffet – and we decided to split the a la carte into three sections – parallel to starters, 
main dishes, and desserts of restaurant menus – called Something to nibble, Slap-up 
portions and Selection of delicacies. The buffets are open sessions with diverse con-
tents. 

Fig. 2. Kuopio University Hospital Library’s a la carte menu 2011
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The KUH Medical library’s a la carte consisted of 14 different portions lasting 
from 15 to 60 minutes. We offered four different 15-minute snacks, four different 30 - 
60 minutes proper portions, and six different 30 - 60 minutes goodies. The snacks or 
something to nibble sessions were about how to access e-journals and e-books, how to 
use alert services, as well as a short introduction to impact factors. The main courses 
or slap-up portions included the library OPAC Josku, the Finnish health sciences da-
tabase Medic, CINAHL, and PubMed/MEDLINE. The delicacies were UpToDate, JBI 
Connect+, Cochrane Library, PsycInfo, Pedro and RefWorks.

During the autumn term 2010 the most popular dish from the a la carte menu was 
the 15-minute introduction to e-journals. The next most popular were JBI Connect+, 
Medic, PsycInfo and PubMed. One portion was never ordered. We attended altogether 
18 meetings that often combined several portions from the menu. They were tailored 
to meet the needs of the specialities of the participants, who were 203 staff members 
during the autumn term. There were six buffets that lasted together 6 hours and 45 mi-
nutes, and had 29 attendees. 

Some time ago in MUL, we  came to the realization that the growing number of 
both full text journals and databases  were not being used efficiently by our students 
and faculty.  The reason was simple: our patrons  did not have a clear knowledge of 
what the library  is able to offer and how to use all available tools in their work. We 
launched the tutorials series in December 2009 as an ongoing project.  Since then the 
librarians have been producing user’s guides explaining step by step the library servi-
ces and how to operate databases.  All these guides have been placed on an e-learning 
platform - Moodle. Although we have got a very positive feedback from people who 
had an opportunity to glance at the tutorials, the statistics indicated that not many users 
had viewed the courses. 

We decided to implement the menu idea in our library and university, and prepared 
our own menu which contained topics using databases and other tools for searching and 
managing retrieval results.  Moreover, we included general topics designed to discuss 
new trends in searching systems, changes in publishing industry, especially  the open 
access movement and the repository concept.  Our menu contained 15 topics with brief 
descriptions and approximate time of duration, just like the Karolinska one.  We enti-
tled this project Make friends with the library  -Zaprzyjaźnij sie z biblioteką- (Figure 3).  
We introduced and presented the menu while attending  faculty meetings in 2010/2011 
academic year.  Also, we wrote an article about this initiative which was published in 
the Information Bulletin of the Medical University of Lodz.  The list of topics was pu-
blished on the library web page and promotional leaflets were prepared and in addition 
doctoral students during scientific information classes were also notified. 

We knew that the promotion of the menu could be a crucial point for the next stages 
of our project development.  We wanted to combine the tutorials presentations on Mo-
odle with practical exercises to meet our clientele information needs. 
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Results

At Karolinska we can say that not only has the hospital staff increased their infor-
mation competence but that we librarians have also increased our competence working 
with the different menus.  However we  cannot say yet that that we have found the 
perfect  solution to reach hospital staff. But it certainly is one useful  method. The most 
popular dish has been Find useful search terms and  Search in PubMed, with a total of 
17 presentations. At Karolinska we have given 93 Menu-presentations. 

During the first months of using the menu concept in KUH both the number of tra-
ining sessions and the number of participants grew significantly compared to previous 
years. The number of sessions increased about 30 %, and the number of participants 
tripled. Year 2011 there were 48 a la carte or buffet sessions with  a total of 614 par-
ticipants. Compared to the whole year of 2010 the number of training session grew 
by 62 % and the number of attendees grew 141 %. The menus turned out to be a very 
effective tool.

Fig. 3. Medical University of Lodz Library’s menu 2011
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Most a la carte sessions have been 15 to 30 minutes with one choice from menu, 
but some have had as much as four portions and lasted 2 hours. Tailoring the sessions 
according to the user needs has been essential. On the other hand, also the buffets with 
the set contents have their audience as there is no enrolment.

In the MUL this initiative had received positive responses from the academic com-
munity.  We were invited by some of our faculty members to conduct workshops and 
presentations.  The number of these meetings varied from one (dedicated to a single 
topic) to the series of meetings during which we covered all topics (5 meetings, approx. 
1.5h each). Also the number of participants of the training, varied from 3 - 4 to about 
20. We also started to observe growing number of individual consultations given by 
reference librarians as well as the increased interest in attending workshops organized 
by different publishers. 

All these activities, educational materials, meetings and workshops were prepared 
to reinforce our clientele’s researching skills and assist them in using the library resour-
ces efficiently.  However, these initiatives have also a second implication: we have been 
creating the new image of the professional librarian skilful in knowledge management 
and the expert who educates his patrons  regarding the University library information 
system.  This undertaking serves as  the creation of the modern, biomedical academic 
library model.

Discussion

For the library at Karolinska there have been some things that have been more 
important than others. The menu has been an excellent method in reaching more staff 
and marketing our resources and the competence of the library staff. Through the menu 
we have offered different topics that our users probably did  not know they could learn 
from us. We have also noticed we received more requests from clinics and department 
on other customized presentations, not only the ones found on our menu.

By visiting the hospital staff at their workplace or clinic we therefore saved their 
time. They appreciated that they could choose the topic and decide the length of time 
for each presentation. We learned that it was very important to ask for examples from 
their point of view to make the menu more attractive.

What needs to be paid more attention to in KUH is collecting feedback and evalu-
ating the outcomes of the training that have so effectively been marketed. Evaluation  
confirms success and identifies whether aims and objectives have been achieved (2). 
We need to go on developing the menu according to user needs and adding new servi-
ces and products. It is also necessary to develop the staff’s marketing skills. One aim 
is also to spread the concept of the menu from the university hospital library (which 
is part of the university library) to the other library units of the University of Eastern 
Finland (UEF).
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In MUL we still have to work on the promotion of the concept. The new, updated 
version of the menu was published on the web site and we also plan to repeat the pre-
sentation of the menu at  faculty meetings. Due to feedback from the participants, new 
topics  on citation indexes and the evaluation of the  University’s units scientific achie-
vements are to be introduced.  We would like to design hands-on workshops where the 
participants can practice  newly acquired knowledge, and put it as a separate special  
topic into our menu. 

Sen states that market orientation is an important concept for the survival of libraries 
(5). Understanding the market can help planning library services and support customer 
needs. According to Wakeham, marketing a library engages people in a relationship 
that encourages them to use the service (2). The menu is one example of putting these 
theories into practice.

Conclusions

According to Bridges it is essential that libraries remind their customers that they 
have libraries, and there are many ways to do that, among them e.g. making a presen-
tation at a group’s regular meeting, and teaching people new ways to receive library 
information (1). Wakeham states that librarians should find marketing a core element 
of their professional role (2).

Deviating from the library’s more traditional marketing methods gives libraries 
more visibility in their organizations. Having a menu to choose from makes it easier 
to choose the training needed. The menus provide tailoring tools to adjust the training 
according to customer needs instead of the previous, rather similar events. By using 
a menu it is easier to give a  title to a training session, to describe the focus of each 
topic, to adjust the training accordingly to each group.

Key messages:

Libraries should market and promote more. It must not be taken for granted that •	
libraries will always be valued and financed. We have to promote and market 
our services and skills plus the library’s value and collections etc.
Libraries should outreach their library space and go to the customers, instead of •	
waiting for them to come to the library.
Libraries should share their innovations and methods. Attending seminars and •	
conferences is not always about gaining something but also giving and sha-
ring.
Libraries should try out each others tools and methods. Going to conferences or •	
reading articles is useless unless what you have heard and learned there changes 
something in your library and work.
Libraries should adopt, implement and tailor the shared tools and methods, al-•	
ways bearing in mind their customers and their organization.
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Finally some suggestions for further research: 

what are the best (most effective, yet low-cost) marketing and promoting tools •	
and methods in (health/hospital) libraries? 
what is their impact?  •	
evaluate  their feedback tools and methods. •	
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