
librar y lent out nine Pocke t PCs (iPAQ 1930, 3870, 4150) 
and Palms (Tungsten E) for faculty for 4 weeks each. More 
than 20 resources were offered on these device s, e.g.:
- Clinical Evidence (BMJ PG)
- Differential Diagnosis Internal Medicine (Mediheld)
- Dorland‘s Pocket Medical Dictionary
- Drug Interaction Facts (Ovid@Hand)
- Harrison on Hand (Mc Graw-Hill)
- ICD-10 (Disease Coding Scheme)
- Laboratory & Clinical Medicine (Mediheld)
- Lexi-Comp Drug Information (UpToDate)
- Medline (Ovid@Hand, Unbound)
- OPS301 (Disease Coding Scheme / Surgery)
- Oxford Handbook of Clinical Medicine
- Red List (German Pharmacopeia)
- Stedman‘s Medical Dictionary
- Taber’s Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary (Unbound)
- Textbook of Internal Medicine (Herold)
- UpToDate (WiFi and SD-Card)

And if you don‘t come to the Library, 
the Library is coming to you ...

Satisfaction guaranteed
Up to hundred researchers and clinicians are using the de-
vices as well as the applications, which the library licensed 
campus-wide. The overall usage as well as the satisfaction 
rate were estimated. Every fi fth clinician already owned a 
handheld computer, with half Pocket PC and half Palm 
devotees. Only 50% of them had some kind of medical ap-
plication installed. Most requested and most used resources 
were the drug pharmacopoeias. The main German one, 
the „Red List“, was defi nitely number 1, closely followed 
by Medline, laboratory parameters, and drug interactions. 
The clinicians were very satisfi ed with this service: On a 

scale from 1-5 (1 = very satisfi ed, 5 = very unsatisfi ed) they 
rate the service a favourable 1,43.  
Since the beginning of 2005, the library is offering a bun-
dle of handheld applications, which were licensed for the 
campus. This was heavily requested from the users, as you 
can see in the box above. More than anything else our 
clients love these bundles, because they could install and 
use them for free on their own handheld.

This prestigious project came to the right time and to the 
audience: The users praised the library for its engagement 
for mobile information sources. Overall, offering services 
for handhelds raised the reputation of the library.

Lessons learned
1.  Lending of handheld computers is of limited use. Cus-

tomers must have their own device because the two 
most important tools were calendars and contacts.

2.  Instead, the purchase of licenses for the campus proved 
to be very successful. Even if it‘s a very time consuming  
process (because except of Ovid no vendor had business 
models for campus licenses), this is the most promising 
way to attract customers to this service. The library‘s 
strategy is to offer an area for testing these devices and 
applications. 

The Evolution of the Library
What comes after the Mobile Library? What is the 
next shape the library will take in the future? The 
4th stage of the evolutionary process is the „Ubiqui-
tous Library”. This Library will be mainly invisible, 
e.g. fully integrated into the continuous fl ow of in-
formation within and around us. This fl ow may well 
be called the information biosphere. It is generated 
by the future information technology, which will be 
distributed in the human environment, instead of 
bundled on the desktop. In the information biosphere, 
there is no need for any additional device, that must be 
switched on - this sphere is ubiquitous and always present. 

What is the backbone and what is the content of the 
information biosphere? The backbone of the biosphere 
are the „Body Area Networks“ (BAN), which provide the 
physica l infrastructure for interconnecting the huma n 

being with the surrounding information sphere. BAN 
consist off and connect tools such as speech-driven 
phones, virtual monitors, intelligent plaster, and other 
diagnostic elements. The information content will be 
structured and delivered by librarians - as always. They 
may be called information professionals, IT-people or 
informationists, in fact they are the priests of the com-
ing info sphere. 

This sphere will bring the ultimate solution for the 
demands of today: Just as people can communicate 
where and when they want nowadays, they will expect 
this freedom of time & place from information sources 
too. They will not go for an answer to some remote 
place nor wait for it - they want it here and now. Access 
is immediate and ubiquitous or it is not - and libraries 
should deliver it in that way.

Still stationary
Today, most libraries are hybrids in the continuum bet-
ween „traditional“ (paper-oriented) and „digital“ (online-
oriente d) libraries. Both are stationary, because the user has 
to look up a physical place, let it be the library itself or the 
library‘s home page on the desktop pc. This is problematic 
in settings, where questions arise at every time and place. 
This is especially the case in hospitals: Clinicians need 
answers at the point of care and mostly they have no time 
for a break to locate the information in need at the desk-
top or the library. The consultation of library resources is 
too time consuming and most questions are too urgent: 
Obviously, patient care and stationary libraries do not fi t 
together very well. There are initiatives to close this gap, 
such as the Clinical Medical Librarian or UpToDate, but 
they are only affordable for a few libraries. 

Because questions will not 
become stationary, 
answers have to 
become mobile

Go for mobile
How to overcome the separation of questions and answers 
in time and space? How to deliver information in need at 
the point of care? Because questions will not become sta-
tionary, information has to become mobile: The „Mobil e 
Library“ is the concept of a library, which will make its serv-
ices not only available at a physical place, but to every one 
at every place at every device. As such, the library is mobile, 
e.g. is always at the point of need. The mobile library offers 
offl ine and online (WiFi) applications for tablet pcs, smart 
phones, handheld computers, and whatever device which 
may probably emerge. 

Several studies concluded: If mobilisation of information 
sources increases, the quality of patient care increases too. 
Seemingly, the hospital is quite a good work place for mobil e 
information and fortunately many physicians already are 
using mobile devices such as handheld computers.

Instant implementation
In 2003 the Medical Library of the University of Münster 
successfully implemented a rental service for handheld 
computers. Based on the idea “We lend out books on paper, 
why not lend out books on handheld computer?”, the 

A library client: „Who thinks about using 

a PDA, has the opportunity to test one 

by the lending offer of the library. But at 

the end he has to buy one for himself. 

Then it would be very nice to get the 

applica tions from the library.“ 

Services for Handheld Computers: 
First Steps towards the Mobile Library

Oliver Obst, PhD, Central Medical Branch Library, 
University and Regional Library, University of Münster, Germany, obsto@uni-muenster.de

1 These stages are no superseding but coexisting entities
2 Number of ‚places‘ or ‚devices‘, where the library‘s content is accessible (middle-sized university)

Evolutionary 
Stage1

Device Service like ... Slogan Access 
Points2

1. Traditional 
Library

Library 
Building

Pizza-Restau-
rant

„You have to 
go there“

102

2. Digital 
Library

Desktop 
Computer

Pizza home 
service

„You have to be 
at the offi ce“

104

3. Mobile Li-
brary

PDA, Smart-
phone, Tablet 
PC

Pizza service to 
every place

„You can be 
everywhere“ 105

4. Ubiquitous 
Library

No visible de-
vice (wearable 
or implanted or 
scattered)

No need for a 
call. If hungry, 
Pizza will be 
there.

„They know 
that you‘re 
hungry“

106

Services for any 
device which 
may emerge

Services for any 
device which 
may emerge

Services for any 
device which 
may emerge

after VivoMetrics‘ „LifeShirt System“

after Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft‘s „Body Area Network“


