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Abstract

Nursing and allied health libraries at educational institutions in Norway have
generally indexed their book collections with uncontrolled terms. With the reor-
ganization of higher education in 1994, the majority of these libraries joined
BIBSYS, which is a joint library system for higher education and research in Nor-
way. This has led to chaos when searching the joint catalogue for literature on
nursing and related fields. A term such as `behaviour problems' may have up to
five synonyms.

In an attempt to improve the quality of searching the health literature, BIBSYS
appointed a working group in the Spring of 1999 to find a suitable controlled
vocabulary for this subject area, and to see how this vocabulary could be inte-
grated into BIBSYS. The group presented its recommendations in October 1999.
The report has been well received by the BIBSYS Board and by user groups.

There are no Norwegian vocabularies that are suitable for use in nursing and
allied health, therefore it will be necessary to translate and combine existing thesauri.
The group has looked at the Nordic Multilingual Thesaurus on Health Promotion,
the Swedish Spriline Thesaurus, MeSH (Medical Subject Headings) and CINAHL
Subject Heading List. Other relevant thesauri are AMED/CATS Thesaurus,
Bioethics Thesaurus (Bioethicsline) and the RCN thesaurus.

The group recommends the development of a Norwegian thesaurus based
on a translation of parts of MeSH and CINAHL  Subject Heading List.

Background for the study
The education of health care professionals in Norway
mainly takes place at colleges, and in part, at the
universities. The term `health care' is used to cover
a wide range of professional studies in Norway,
including nursing, physiotherapy, radiography,

laboratory techniques, speech therapy, occupational
therapy, caring for people with learning difficulties,
and to a certain extent, social welfare. Library ser-
vices for health care students are provided by
college and university libraries. Services to qualified
professionals vary according to their place of work.

A major educational reform in 1994 led to the
amalgamation of nearly 100 colleges into 26
colleges. Approximately 30 independent nursing
and allied health colleges became faculties within
these new colleges. The libraries of these colleges



have become part of the multi-disciplinary libraries
in the new institutions. With encouragement from
the Ministry of Education, Research and Church
Affairs, most of the college libraries have joined
the library system called BIBSYS. BIB SYS was
originally a joint project initiated by the four
Norwegian universities. It provides a joint online
catalogue, lending and interlibrary lending system
and other housekeeping functions for its members.
BIBSYS is developed by its members who have
representation on its board and council, and in
user groups. A joint meeting for all its users takes
place every autumn.

The problem of searching for health care litera-
ture has been discussed several times at the annual
BIBSYS meetings. Searching is imprecise because
of the use of uncontrolled terms in the catalogues
of the former health care colleges. Local varia-
tions in indexing, which were acceptable in indi-
vidual library catalogues, are problematic in a
union catalogue. As an example, there are five
different uncontrolled terms for `behaviour prob-
lems' in BIBSYS (see Table 1).

This led to BIBSYS appointing a working group
to look into the need for a controlled vocabulary
for nursing and allied health. The group consisted
of two librarians from university medical libraries,
two from college libraries and one from BIBSYS
(the present authors). The group started its work
in April 1999 and presented its recommendations
in October 1999.

The mandate was:

The working group shall assess the need for a
controlled vocabulary for nursing and allied
health for use in the BIBSYS system and prioritize
different solutions, based on the needs and wishes
of the libraries it concerns. The working group

Table 1 Use of synonyms.

Term	 Frequency

atferdsvansker	 102
atferdsproblemer	 11
atferdsproblem
	 24

adferdproblemer
	

3
behaviour	 154

shall see if an existing vocabulary can be used, or
if it is necessary to develop a new one. It shall also
see how a vocabulary can be integrated into
BIBSYS. The group shall look at alternative
solutions and the consequences they present for
the BIBSYS system.

The role of the working group was to recom-
mend a solution. It would then be up to the users
and BIBSYS to take the final decision. BIBSYS
agreed that it would contribute to the technical
solution and take responsibility for the system, but
that it was up to the libraries concerned to develop
a thesaurus if this were necessary

Criteria
The group set up the criteria for a thesaurus:
• Language. The thesaurus should preferably be

in Norwegian. The second choice is English.
• Subject fields. It should be confined to health

subjects, and not cover other fields in the
multidisciplinary library. It should cover both
health subjects and medicine or many relevant
fields would be missing. The thesaurus should
also cover the needs of hospital libraries and
patient/consumer information.

• Technical solutions. The thesaurus should have
its own authority list in the subject module of
BIBSYS. It should have its own MARC field
and search field in BIBSYS.

Survey of present practice

Questionnaire survey

A postal questionnaire was sent to 37 libraries.
These included all BIBSYS libraries that serve
health care students or health care professionals
and three large hospitals (non-BIBSYS libraries).
Replies were received from 25 college libraries, seven
university libraries and one hospital library. The
reply response was 89%. The questionnaire and a
summary of the results can be seen in Appendix 1.

The aim of the questionnaire survey was to con-
firm assumptions about the use of uncontrolled
terms in BIBSYS, to survey the use of MeSH
(Medical Subject Headings and to investigate the
interest for a Norwegian thesaurus.



The survey showed that:
• Most libraries used uncontrolled terms, sometimes

in combination with MeSH or other controlled
vocabularies. All who used uncontrolled terms
in BIBSYS placed them in the MARC field 691.

• The use of MeSH was most prevalent in the
university libraries. Only three of the 25 college
libraries that answered the questionnaire used
MeSH. The main commentary was language
problems for the users.

• Most were unsatisfied or partly satisfied with pre-
sent practice. The universities were most satisfied.

• Of those who where familiar with MeSH, 63%
were satisfied with coverage in allied health
fields and 33% with coverage of social welfare.

• Almost all agreed that it is an advantage to have
Norwegian terms.

• More than 51% would use a Norwegian
thesaurus if it were available, while 33% were
unsure. The college libraries were most positive.

The conclusion drawn by the working group was
that there is interest for a Norwegian thesaurus,
but the results of the questionnaire survey are
rather vague. It is possible that there would have
been more interest if the group had presented a
specific proposal, but it was considered too early in
the process to do so. The survey did confirm, however,
the working group's assumptions on the use of
uncontrolled terms and the inadequacies of MeSH
in relation to health and social welfare subjects.

Survey of MARC field 691

A list of uncontrolled terms from the 691 MARC
field for the libraries with medical and health care
collections was made. This resulted in a list of
42 000 terms. Because many of these libraries are
multidisciplinary, it was reckoned that about half
this number are related to medicine and health care.
Approximately 23 000 of the terms were only used
once, and many were only used a few times. This
shows that the use of uncontrolled terms is very
imprecise, and that there is a need for a thesaurus.

Experience from other countries

The working group looked at the experience with
medical and health sciences thesauri in other
countries.

Sweden

Sweden has a number of medical and health care
databases that have their own thesaurus:
• swEØD: a Swedish version of MEDLINE. MeSH

translated into Swedish.2
• SPRILINE: nonclinical aspects of medicine and

health care. SPRILINE has its own thesaurus with
Swedish terms linked to MeSH.3

• ARBLINE: occupational health thesaurus with
Swedish and English terms.4

• PATRIX: patient/consumer information with a list
of keywords in Swedish.5
In the present Swedish translation of MeSH,

15 709 terms out of 19 636 terms have been translated.

USA

The UMLS project (Unified Medical Library
System)6 at the National Library of Medicine
aims to `to aid the development of systems that
help health professionals and researchers retrieve
and integrate electronic biomedical information
from a variety of sources and to make it easy for
users to link disparate information systems ...'.

The database CINAHL (Cumulative Index to
Nursing and Allied Health)7 has its own subject
headings list which is closely related to MeSH.

MeSH translations

MeSH has been translated into Czechoslovakian,
French, German, Portuguese, Finish, Spanish,
Swedish and many other languages.

Survey of suitable vocabularies

The working group considered the following
thesauri/subject heading lists for inclusion in a
survey of suitable vocabularies:
1 local list Akershus Central Hospital (Lokal
emneordsliste. Norbyhagen: Sentralsykehuset i
Akershus, unpublished),
2 HelseNota,8
3 Biblioteksentralen's Norwegian subject headings
list,9
4 Nordic Multilingual Thesaurus on Health
Promotion, lo
5 Spriline Thesaurus,3



6 McSH,1
7 CINAHL Subject Headings List,?
8 AMED/CATS,11
9 RCN Library Thesaurus of Nursing Terms,12
10 Bioethics Thesaurus.13

The three Norwegian subject heading lists (nos.
1-3) were assessed as being unsuitable. All were
too general in coverage and Akershus Central
Hospital's and HelseNota's lists are no longer
maintained. The AMED/CATS thesaurus and
RCN Library Thesaurus of Nursing Terms were
not available to the group at the time of the survey.
The Bioethics Thesaurus covers mainly medical
ethics and was therefore not reviewed.

The following thesauri/subject heading lists
were reviewed:

Nordic Multilingual Thesaurus on Health Promo-
tion (c. 1300 terms). 10 This thesaurus is part of a
European Commission funded project. English is
the source language. Terms have mainly been
directly translated to the Scandinavian languages
without adding new terms. The original English
list had few relations between terms, so the
translators have made a macrostructure where
terms are grouped according to subject.

Spriline Thesaurus (c 1400 terms). 3 The Spriline
database covers nonclinical aspects of medicine
and health care. The thesaurus is built up of an
alphabetical and hierarchical list of terms, and has
a list of categories. It also contains an alphabetical
list showing the appropriate MeSH term or terms.
Spriline tesaurus is expected be incorporated into
Swedish MeSH in year 2000.

MeSH (c 19 000 terms). 1 Medical Subject Headings
(MeSH) mainly covers clinical medicine, but also
has a good coverage of biomedicine, pharmaceuticals,
chemistry, nursing, etc. The National Library of
Medicine (NLM) has responsibility for keeping the
thesaurus up-to-date, and it has become a standard
in medical terminology. It is used for classifying,
indexing and searching the medical literature in
the whole world. MeSH has a standard structure
where terms are clearly defined within a hierarchy.
It is mainly adapted to American conditions.

MeSH has mostly been used by the university
medical libraries in Norway, but is little used by

college libraries. MeSH was incorporated into
BIBSYS in 1998.

CINAHL Subject Heading List (c. 10 000 terms).?
The American database CINAHL (Cumulative Index
of Nursing and Allied Health Literature) covers
literature on nursing and 18 related fields. Its
subject heading list is partly based on MeSH.
About 70% of its terms overlap with MeSH and it
has a similar structure.

Evaluation

Each thesaurus was evaluated using a list of 17
subject areas related to nursing. The coverage and
the use of terminology was checked in relation to
the general practice of user groups in the field of
health care (Table 2).

The results of the survey are shown in Table 3.

Conclusion

There is no thesaurus that is entirely suitable as a
basis for a Norwegian health care thesaurus in
BIBSYS, but CINAHL Subject Heading List7 comes
closest with its wide coverage of health care terms.
Both MeSH1 and CINAHL are updated yearly,
which is an advantage.

It maybe necessary to adopt subject headings from
other thesauri, such as those of Bioethics Line,13
AMED/CATS and the Royal College of Nurs-
ing Library, 12 in the construction of a Norwegian
thesaurus.

Why MeSH?

• MeSH is an internationally recognized standard.
• MeSH is updated regularly.
• MeSH is widely used in Norwegian university

medical libraries, and therefore in BIBSYS.
• A Norwegian thesaurus based on MeSH can be

mapped to English MeSH through the UMLSproject.
• NLM is developing software for translating MeSH,

which allows the addition of non-MeSH terms.
• There are no copyright problems involved in

translating MeSH.
• Lessons can be learned from the experience of

translating MeSH in the neighbouring countries
of Sweden and Finland.



Table 2 Subject areas related to nursing.

1. Anatomy
2. Physiological processes, nutrition
3. Genetics
4. Hygiene, environment, safety
5. Human activities, self care
6. Diseases, injuries, handicaps, accidents (including diseases and their treatment)
7. Pharmaceutics, chemical substances, toxicology
8. Medical techniques/technology, laboratory testing
9. Behavioural subjects (psychology, psychiatry)

10. Organization, management, administration, health services, economy
11. Social sciences (anthropology, sociology, history, philosophy, ethics, etc.)
12. Teaching
13. Nursing theories
14. Work settings (hospitals, nursing homes, community, etc.), special fields (psychiatric nursing, geriatric nursing, etc.)
15. Professional groups, persons, age groups
16. Information, documentation, IT, research, quality control, scientific theory
17. Sundry topics

Table 3 Results of the survey of suitable vocabularies.

Name	 Language	 Advantages	 Disadvantages

Nordic Multilingual Thesaurus
forHealth Promotion and
Education

Spriline Thesaurus

MeSH

CINAHL Subject Headings
List

English, Norwegian,
Swedish, Danish,
Finnish

Swedish

English

English

Covers some nursing
areas well.

Terms linked to MeSH
if MeSH term exists

International standard.
Updated regularly. Good starting
point for a national thesaurus.

Covers all 17 subject areas.
Terms are compatible with
Norwegian terminology.

Updated regularly.

Too narrow subject field.
Poor coverage of subject.
Areas 1, 8, 11 and partly 4.

Too narrow subject field. Poor
coverage of subject. Areas 1, 2, 3,
5, 9 and 11. Will not be
maintained in present form.

Lacks coverage in health care
subjects. Poor coverage in social
welfare subjects. US bias.

US bias.

• A Norwegian thesaurus based on MeSH and
mapped to MeSH could be used for indexing
electronic literature on the Internet.

Why CINAHL?

• cINAHL has a good coverage of nursing and
allied health terms.

• CINAHL is closely linked to MeSH, with the same
structure and approximately 70% common terms.

• cINAHL is updated regularly.

Main recommendations

The working group presented its main recommen-
dations in its report in October 1999.14

None of the vocabularies evaluated by the work-
ing group can be used as they stand. It is therefore
necessary to develop a new thesaurus. The work-
ing group proposed that this should be based on
MeSH 1 and CINAHL Subject Heading List. ? The
most relevant terms from these two thesauri should
be translated into Norwegian, and terms specific



to Norwegian conditions should be added. The
starting point for the Swedish translation of
MeSH2 was the MeSH terms used in the Swedish
database SWEMED. In the first phase of the Swedish
translation of MeSH only 8000 terms were trans-
lated, i.e. MeSH terms used more than 10 times in
SWEMED. SWEMED covers mainly medical journal
articles that are indexed more in depth than mono-
graphs. The working group concluded that it is not
necessary to translate the whole of MeSH and
CINAHL Subject Heading List, but only the most
frequently used terms, i.e. 8000 terms.

The thesaurus should cover both medicine and
health care because it is difficult to separate these
two fields. Thus, the working group extended its
original mandate, and proposed that the thesaurus
should be called the `Norwegian Thesaurus for
Medicine and Health Care'.

The thesaurus should have its own authority file
in the subject module of BIBSYS. It should also have
its own MARC field in the cataloguing and search
modules. This is technically feasible in BIBSYS.

The construction of the thesaurus demands a
great deal of resources. The working group recom-
mended that it should be done as a project
financed by grants and external funding. The Uni-
versity of Oslo Library, Library of Medicine and
Health Sciences (UMH), which is the national
resource library for medicine and health care,
should take responsibility for the thesaurus and
lead the construction work. The working group
submitted a project plan proposal with its report
(Appendix 2).

The process after the working group
presented its recommendations

The report of the working group and its recommenda-
tions were well received by the BIBSYS board and
council, and by user groups.

The University of Oslo Library, Library of
Medicine and Health Sciences (UMH) has agreed
to act as project co-ordinator for a Norwegian
thesaurus for medicine and health care. UMH has
sought financial support from a variety of bodies,
but has to date (October 2000) not succeeded in
financing the project. If external financial support
is not received UMH will, depending on support
from the Faculty of Medicine at Oslo University in

particular, consider reallocating internal resources
in order to start the project.

The Faculty of Medicine Oslo University is
in the process of building a database for digital
teaching media. It has contacted UMH and has
expressed a need for a national thesaurus for
indexing the digital teaching media. It is hoped
that the faculty will support the thesaurus project
by contributing towards its work. The Faculty of
Medicine, University of Trondheim is also in the
process of constructing a database, and has
expressed a need for a Norwegian thesaurus.

BIB SYS has agreed to support the project with
its expertise in thesaurus construction and assist
the project technically.

The thesaurus will be an integrated part of the
national library system BIBSYS. In addition, a
management system will be needed for adminis-
trating the thesaurus and keeping a close link with
MeSH and CINAHL. The National Library of
Medicine, USA (NLM) is planning to develop an
interlingual database of MeSH translations. 15 This
interlingual database will guarantee a close link to
MeSH and will be used to develop and maintain the
Norwegian thesaurus for medicine and health care.

Conclusion

A Norwegian thesaurus for medicine and health
care will enable users to find medical and health
care literature in the joint library catalogue
BIB SYS more easily, and with a consistency and
certainty that is currently lacking because of the
present system of indexing—a mixture of different
systems and uncontrolled terms. The working
group has documented that there is a great need
and interest in Norway for a Norwegian thesaurus
for medicine and health care. With support from
national partners and the NLM, the new
thesaurus will be a valuable tool for improving the
dissemination of information within medicine and
health care in Norway.
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