
Dave Nicholls explores how health libraries in London are changing following the purchaser/ 
provider split in primary care.

Health

Life after the purchaser/
provider split

BENJAMIN DISRAELI SAID: ‘Change is inevitable; 
change is constant’ and, working in the NHS, we 
are constantly reminded of that fact. For example, 
Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) in London have recently 
been reorganised so that Tower Hamlets PCT is now 
NHS Tower Hamlets. Changes such as these may seem 
cosmetic but another change within PCTs, the split 
between ‘commissioner’ and ‘provider’ services, has 
been much more significant. 
‘Commissioning’ relates to the ways in which the PCTs 
buy and match their services to the needs of the local 
population. This process involves needs assessment, 
the procurement of services designed to improve 
health, and the management of service providers. 
‘Provider services’, on the other hand, is an umbrella 
term for clinical services delivered by the NHS directly 
to patients and the public, including treatments and 
rehabilitation and the promotion of healthy lifestyles, 
as well as services such as health visiting and school 
nursing. The plan is that these services will work as 
separate organisations, and PCTs are at different 
stages of achieving this.
These changes followed the introduction of the 
Department of Health’s World Class Commissioning 
policy: Commissioning a Patient-led NHS stated clearly 
that PCTs should act ‘as provider of services only 
where it is not possible to have separate providers 
– and with arrangements for separating out decisions 
on commissioning from provider management’.1 The 
use of provider organisations from the independent 
sector has been encouraged, to allow for competition, 
which, it is hoped, will lead to a better standard of 
services for patients. 
How do PCT library services fit in? Are new services, 
or processes of working, required to meet the needs of 
the new setup? 
The World Class Commissioning policy states that 
‘commissioning decisions should be based on sound 
evidence’.2 And Peter Hill’s Report of a National Review 
of NHS Library Services in England (discussed by its 

author in Update)3 highlighted the four key purposes 
of NHS libraries, one of which was supporting 
‘commissioning decision and health policy making’.4 
However, the Hill Report also recommended that 
PCTs should ensure access to library and knowledge 
services for all NHS staff and other appropriate 
people. 
So, one thing is clear – librarians need to be flexible 
following the transformation of working practice 
within PCTs. 
London’s primary care librarians met earlier this 
year for a workshop entitled ‘Commissioning and 
providing in primary care: where do library and 
knowledge services fit?’ to consider the changes and 
the current state of play, and to share best practice in 
service delivery to PCT staff. 
The session showed that, in the same way as there 
is no national model for how PCTs should handle 
their rearrangement, there has been no standard 
response from primary care libraries. This is perhaps 
unsurprising considering that library and information 
services offered to primary care staff differ from 
PCT to PCT. Not every London PCT even has a 
dedicated library service, with some having a service 
level agreement or support from acute trusts, higher 
education institutions or neighbouring PCTs for some 
or all of their services.
The case studies below were presented during the 
workshop and show some of the different work going 
on in PCT libraries across London.
 
Public Health Library (serving NHS Tower Hamlets, 
NHS City & Hackney and NHS Newham)
Prior to April 2008, the Public Health Library staff 
formed part of a larger team, Health Information 
East London. This was hosted by Tower Hamlets PCT 
but provided services to all staff in City & Hackney, 
Newham and Tower Hamlets PCTs.
As a result of the commissioner/provider split, the 
library elements of the service moved to join the 
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it’s up to each 
service to align 
themselves with 
the needs and 
conditions of the 
host PCT and 
the external user 
base.
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NHS Islington Library was involved 
in producing the evidence for 
The Business Case for Prevention, 
which sought to pinpoint which 
investments would lead to the 
biggest improvement in health in 
the borough.

public health directorate of NHS Tower Hamlets, 
part of the commissioning function. With this move 
away from the provider side, the library was required 
to focus its work on supporting public health, most 
notably on commissioning competencies.
The library now has greater involvement in public 
health projects, and has been implementing a more 
strategic searching method so that we can anticipate 
the information and evidence needs of the teams 
within public health as they work on particular 
projects. It meets with public health strategists and 
social marketing companies that have been awarded 
tenders to flesh out their requirements using a 
standard search request form. We then use this form, 
as well as the RefWorks online reference management 
tool, for an output format that shows not only a 
bibliography but also the search terms used and 
what types of document (grey literature, randomised 
controlled trial, guidance and policy documents etc) 
can be found within the results.
In the coming months, the library will link in to a 
three-PCT-wide inner North East London Health 
Intelligence Unit that is being developed. It will 
continue to offer the current services to the three 
PCTs but will work much more closely with data 
analysts in order to provide an integrated health 
intelligence service.

NHS Islington Library
At NHS Islington, the commissioner/provider split 
has not had a great impact on the day-to-day practice 
of the library. Knowledge Services Manager Mandy 
Guest feels that, as changes come, opportunities for 
developing the library service beyond its current remit 
will be explored. 
However, while it continues to publicise its services 
across the entire PCT, it has aligned itself closely with 
commissioners by providing a number of literature 
searches to aid the redesign of healthcare services in 
Islington. The library now has a presence at some 
commissioners’ meetings and also sends out a tailored 
‘commissioning bulletin’. 

An example of Islington’s good practice was its 
involvement in producing the evidence for The 
Business Case for Prevention, which sought to pinpoint 
which investments would lead to the biggest 
improvement in health, and biggest reduction in 
health inequality, in the borough.5

Public Health Information & Resource Unit
(serving NHS Westminster and NHS Kensington & 
Chelsea)
The Public Health Information & Resource Unit 
(Phiru) is able to offer a service to PCT staff not only in 
Westminster, but also in NHS Kensington & Chelsea, as 
well as to external staff who undertake health promotion 
work within those boroughs. It has retained its health 
promotion resources element, which includes a leaflet-
ordering service.
To meet a perceived need for a central source of 
information following the changes, a Commissioning 
Decision Support Service (CDSS) was set up for NHS 
Westminster’s Service Development and Public Health 
Directorates. The Phiru team has been playing an 
integral role in the service, offering systematic literature 
reviews of the evidence found at a variety of sources 
(e.g. portals such as the NHS Evidence – Commissioning 
collection, Map of Medicine, IDeA and searches of nhs.
uk and ac.uk domains). These reviews are then fed back 
to commissioners and public health staff as part of a 
standardised report.
For Dan Williams, Head of Public Health Resources 
& Knowledge Management at Phiru, this method 
of working has been a success. ‘The CDSS has been 
developed to help NHS Westminster meet the challenges 
of the World Class Commissioning programme through 
the more robust and systematic decision-making 
process that it offers. The Phiru service has aligned 
itself better with organisational priorities and this has 
helped us demonstrate our worth to the organisation’s 
management team.’
The Phiru team has recently been given the go-ahead 
to recruit an additional member of staff to cope with the 
extra workload following the setting up of the CDSS.
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The Alignment Toolkit
Initiatives such as the CDSS are also useful in 
championing the library cause, particularly important 
when dealing with a group of staff who may not 
previously have had many dealings with the library. 
Indeed, the CDSS is one of many innovations 
highlighted in the London Health Libraries Alignment 
Toolkit,6 a piece of work led by independent 
information specialist Sue Lacey Bryant, following 
the recommendations of a Libraries & Knowledge 
Development Network report.7

The London toolkit was launched late last year and is 
hosted on the LondonLinks site, a web resource for 
all healthcare librarians in the region, primary care 
or otherwise. The toolkit comprises a database which 
includes case studies of work undertaken by libraries 
that have had an effect on the core business of the 
teams and trusts they support. The display of these 

achievements via the web can demonstrate the two-way 
benefi ts of being closely aligned to the work of the staff 
using the library, and can provide positive publicity for 
the library.
Sue Lacey Bryant is also leading on the Wiki 
Commissioning Handbook,8 a central online pool of 
resources and best practice for information professionals 
on how to support commissioning. The librarians across 
the country contribute to the wiki; initially sponsored 
by the National Library for Health, Quality:MK is now 
taking the lead.9

The key for librarians working inside the health service 
is to be aware of the demands and challenges that 
these transformations within the NHS give rise to. 
Circumstances differ in each organisation; rather than 
having a standard model of library service, it’s up to each 
service to align themselves with the needs and conditions 
of the host PCT and the external user base. ■U
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