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Since the library wasn’t equipped technologically to develop an

in-house application platform and because we wanted the content to

work across all mobile platforms, we decided to focus on creating a

mobile web-based platform.
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Creating 
a Mobile
Library
Website

Libraries are constantly adapting to new developments
in technology. The number of mobile technologies reach-
ing users is increasing daily, and so is the use of these

technologies. This creates a need for the library to find ways to
use mobile devices to connect back. When Apple developed the
iPhone in 2007, the healthcare industry was transformed, with
hundreds of applications, or apps, directed to management, di-
agnosis, and treatment, as well as apps that can count calories,
manage diabetes, and even reduce stress. These were mostly
consumer-directed, but as noted in a recent Harvard Health
Letter (November 2010), physicians were also early adopters.
Applications such as Epocrates, a drug-reference app; medical
dictionaries; anatomy texts; calculators; and point-of-care re-
sources were all tools physicians began referencing on their
mobile devices. Eventually, even proprietary library databases
were providing apps for users to download. 

The Greenblatt Library on the Georgia Health Sciences
University (GHSU) campus serves five colleges and two hos-
pitals with additional clinical campuses throughout the
state. The library’s Digital Initiatives Group (DIG), com-
posed of the library director, the systems librarian, virtual
services librarian Tom C. Cutshall, clinical librarian Lind-
say Blake, and electronic collections librarian Sandra L.
Bandy, work together to create new web initiatives. To ad-
dress the new mobile technology, we developed a mobile com-
puting webpage that specialized in apps for the health sci-
ences. We also provided a listing of free authoritative health
resources for handheld devices. 

As more web-enabled devices became available on the
market—and especially with the development of the Android
operating system—students, faculty, and clinicians wanted
access to the campus wireless network on their mobile devices.

BY 
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This demand increased when GHSU
became the first public health sciences
university to roll out a customized mo-
bile application suite. This started a
new discussion for DIG. How could the
library revise the current content to
meet campus needs? During the spring
of 2010, we decided to conduct an in-
formal survey to see what mobile de-
vices were being used to access re-
sources provided by the library. The
overwhelming results were iPhones
and Android devices. Since the library
wasn’t equipped technologically to de-
velop an in-house application platform
and because we wanted the content to
work across all mobile platforms, we
decided to focus on creating a mobile
web-based platform.

How We Created the Site

Our decision to create a mobile web-
based platform brought up two ques-
tions. What would or could we include
on the site in terms of services and re-
sources? What have other institutions,
especially medical institutions, already
created? Starting with these questions,
DIG moved forward by first having
each member explore the internet for
other web-based mobile platforms.
Each DIG member returned to the next
meeting with examples of sites that we
wanted to emulate. From our explo-
ration of these sites, we also returned

with ideas on what services and re-
sources we wanted to provide. 

We based our mobile site design on
seven sites that we felt had the fea-
tures and/or design we would like to in-
corporate. These sites included The
University of North Carolina, Boston
College, Duke University, Mississippi
State University, Cal Poly Pomona
University, University of Minnesota,
and Yale Medical Library. Each of
these sites featured a basic entry page,
which allows the user to navigate from
a text menu. Three of these sites also
included icons with the text. This was
a feature we particularly liked and de-
cided to use in our own design. We de-
cided to create an icon-centered menu,
with secondary text. Our menu would
also contain both vertical and horizon-
tal elements instead of the vertical list-
ing featured on most other sites.

Almost every site we looked at con-
tained links to the library hours, con-
tact information, online catalog, and
mobile databases. We decided that these
would be our basic options. However,
we decided our Contact page would go
beyond our library information center
phone number and would include our
reference email, our liaison list, staff
list, and instant messaging chat. Many
of the sites also contained links to news
and directions to the library on cam-
pus. Since we have a small campus, we
did not feel the need to place a map

with our location on it, especially since
the campus GHSU application suite al-
ready had a campus map. We did de-
cide to include both the library RSS
feed and a general medical newsfeed.
The last three items we decided to in-
clude were links to the full library
homepage, the GHSU application suite,
and the library user account logon page
for renewing items.

Once services were in place and the
points of entry were on our site, we
needed to decide what databases we
would include. We wanted a rough out-
line to define what databases we would
or would not place on the site. We were
first looking for highly used resources.
When looking at individual vendors,
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Our choice of apps was influenced by other sites we studied.

We made sure we were easy to reach and talk to.

What would or could we include on the    s
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we tested to see if the mobile version
would work with various mobile de-
vices and our proxy server (for off-cam-
pus use). Next, we explored whether it
was a useful mobile site for our pa-
trons. Did it have enough functional-
ity? Did it have enough information?
Did it load fast enough? Was it easy to
access? Could it be accessed anywhere?
Did we think this resource would be
useful in a mobile format? After test-
ing and reviewing, we suggested data-
bases at the next DIG meeting for dis-
cussion and a decision.

We started with nine databases.
The first three links chosen were from
the PubMed database. PubMed is the
search interface for MEDLINE, a
health sciences citation database pro-
vided by the National Library of Med-
icine (NLM). From the NLM page of
mobile sites we chose the basic PubMed/
MEDLINE search, the PubMed PICO
search (a mnemonic device to aid in
medical literature searching), and the
PubMed journal abstracts. Since MED-
LINE is our most used database, there
was no doubt that we wanted to pro-
vide multiple access points—one for
the novice searcher and one for the ex-
perienced searcher. 

The next five databases were pro-
vided through our EBSCO subscrip-
tions. EBSCO provides all its databases
in a mobile-enabled format. We knew
that we wanted CINAHL (Cumulative
Index of Nursing and Allied Health
Literature) and PsycINFO (psychology
database) made available. We also chose
Health Source Nursing and a Health
Multidatabase search composed of all
professional and consumer health data-
bases. Lastly, we chose to provide an
Academic Multidatabase composed of all
the subscribed EBSCO resources.

Two of the last three databases on
our page were databases that fulfilled
all our criteria. These were Micromedex,
our drug database, and MedlinePlus,
the consumer health site provided by
NLM. The final link went to our online
catalog. Originally, we had no mobile

version of the catalog, but we still felt it
was an important component to the site.
The catalog has since been updated, and
a mobile interface is now available. 

Design and Technical 
Issues and Advice

Creating a new website for mobile de-
vices can at first be a daunting task. But
the skills and knowledge used to develop
a full-size website serve as the founda-
tion for creating mobile-enabled web-
sites. A working knowledge of HTML
and cascading style sheets (CSS) along
with the use of some ready-made Java-
Script enables a web designer to create
a mobile website that will work on
multiple platforms. But there are im-
portant design issues to understand
before jumping into the coding.

One way to learn about the design
and development of a mobile library
website is to attend webinars or con-
ference presentations on the subject
and review mobile library websites al-
ready in use. Author Cutshall first
learned about mobile library websites
by attending conference presentations
at Computers in Libraries and the
EDUCAUSE webinar Library in Your
Pocket: Strategies and Techniques for
Developing Successful Mobile Services.
What follows are highlights of what he
learned and used during development
of the GHSU mobile library website.

Designing a mobile website does
not mean reducing a full-size web-
page into miniature. The mobile web-
site interface should only include small
graphics that are directly relevant to
navigation or providing information.
The more graphics a mobile webpage
has, the slower the page will load, and
it may be abandoned by users. Try to
use tools such as Adobe Fireworks to re-
duce the file size of graphics while main-
taining clear resolution. 

Don’t make users read lots of
tiny print on tiny screens or scroll

right and left—because they won’t.
Even with the recent enhancements in
screen resolution on mobile devices, it
can be difficult to read much text. Trim
down the text to the minimum, and
consider putting the text into short
bullet-type entries. Try to keep each
line of text short; if it must wrap into
multiple lines, then consider putting
the text into a table that constrains the
text to a 250–290 pixel width to avoid
right and left scrolling.

Minimize the amount of typing
users have to do. Typing on a mobile
keyboard can be a frustrating, mistake-
prone, time-consuming task. Lengthy
web-based forms are best kept to full-
size websites. We only require users to
type in a short username and password
for off-campus access and to renew
items (services users want via mobile).

Most users of mobile sites are on-
the-go and just want a quick answer.
Make it easy for users to quickly find
what they want through basic intuitive
navigation. The homepage of your mo-
bile site should clearly and quickly show
at a glance what services and resources
are offered and provide one-click access
to those services and resources. 

Don’t reinvent the wheel—bor-
row and repurpose mobile site cod-
ing. The Library Success wiki has a
page with links to many mobile library
interfaces. Most internet browsers al-
low users to download the HTML, CSS,
and JavaScript from a mobile site by
using the browser’s Save as type: Web
page, complete. Most of the time the
text and graphics of a mobile site are
under copyright but the coding is not—
check the opening text of each script file
to see if there is a copyright statement
or attribution requirement. 

Test your mobile site on simu-
lators, actual devices, and—most
importantly—actual users. The in-
ternet has several free simulators for

   site in terms of services and resources?
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most mobile platforms. While they can
be useful in development, they don’t al-
ways give a fully accurate display. This
is especially true for sites that auto-
matically send desktop users to the full
version of the site and mobile users to
a mobile version. A desktop computer
running a mobile simulator will often
receive the desktop version.

Find five to 10 actual users and ask
them to use your new mobile site on their
mobile devices to perform the primary
quick tasks the mobile site was built for
(such as finding library hours, finding a
book, getting contact information, etc.)
while you are watching them. Ask them
to say out loud what they are thinking
as they use the mobile site—what works,
what does not, what causes confusion.
Get feedback from real users early and
often in the development process.

Give the mobile user a choice
between mobile and full-size. By
design our mobile library website only
has resources and services available in
mobile format, and our full-size library
website provides many more resources
and services. We wanted to allow our
mobile users to choose which site they
wish to use (mobile or full-size) and not
be automatically redirected to the mo-
bile version of our library site. We de-
cided to provide direct links to our full-
size library homepage and databases
page from our mobile library website. 

Where We Are Now

After the initial launch of our web-
based mobile site, we continue to look for
ways to update and improve the site.
This has proved to be an easy if some-
what time-consuming task. Nearly every
week our serials librarian receives in-
formation about another database or
journal that has launched a new mobile
site. She forwards these on to DIG and
we set out to test the site and see if it
fits into our scope. 

Recent additions to our databases
page have included DailyMed, STAT!Ref,

AccessMedicine, and UpToDate. Daily-
Med is a free website of prescription in-
serts, which we added to complement our
drug database. STAT!Ref is one of our
ebook vendors. DailyMed and STAT!Ref
were simple to review and add to our site.
AccessMedicine and UpToDate came
with their own set of difficulties that re-
quired our group to make decisions on
how to approach their placement.

AccessMedicine mobile provides a
number of resources, including ebooks,
a clinical point-of-care tool, and drug
information. AccessMedicine required
users to create an account on a desk-
top before accessing the mobile site. We
were concerned that this would confuse
and frustrate the patrons. We settled
on adding a note (First Time Registra-
tion) after the link to the database. This
took users to the informational page
provided by AccessMedicine.

UpToDate presented a different
challenge not entirely in our control. We
provide the clinical point-of-care tool to
our users on-campus only. On a mobile
device users would have access to the
database on the campus or hospital
wireless systems, which are separate.
Originally, we saw no problem with this
and set out to test it on both wireless
networks. Here, the hospital Informa-
tion Services stopped us short. We dis-
covered that the hospital wireless net-
work did not support mobile usage for
security reasons. Since 80%–85% of our
usage for the UpToDate database orig-
inates from the hospital, we were un-
sure if we should place it on the mobile
page at all. We were concerned that the
hospital users would not understand
that using their phone company net-
work was not the same as the hospital
wireless system. After much debate and
consultation, we decided to include the
site with an additional help page ex-
plaining its limited use.

Our most recent addition to the mo-
bile library has been to add a new sec-
tion for journals. Currently, we have
established that four journals meet our
requirements. These journals are Sci-

ence, Annual Reviews, Science Trans-
lational Medicine, and CHEST. We
looked at a number of the top journals
for medicine but found that many had
created applications for mobile devices
but not a mobile web version. 

The Future of 
Our Mobile Library

Our mobile library has come a long
way in the last 12 months. A key to the
mobile library expansion has been to ac-
tively look for new mobile resources and
listen to users to determine which mo-
bile resources and services to add. We
ask all library staff to let us know about
new mobile versions of useful health sci-
ence resources and improvements or new
mobile services asked for by users. The
mobile website also provides a link for
user feedback. Feedback has enabled the
mobile library to grow and expand over
time and will guide future growth of the
mobile library to best meet the needs of
our increasingly mobile population.

Tom C. Cutshall has served as vir-
tual services librarian since 2007 and
manages the development and online
presence of the Greenblatt Library for
the students, faculty, and clinicians of
Georgia Health Sciences University.
This includes the standard website and
mobile website. His email address is
tcutshall@georgiahealth.edu.

Lindsay Blake is currently the in-
formation services coordinator and clin-
ical librarian. She creates online tutori-
als for distance students; helps residents,
students, and faculty in the Georgia
Health Sciences Hospital; and assists
with research of all types. Her email ad-
dress is lblake@georgiahealth.edu.

Sandra L. Bandy is currently the
electronic collections librarian at Geor-
gia Health Sciences University. She
manages the campus’ institutional
repository, assists in copyright issues,
and is a member of DIG at the Green-
blatt Library. Her email address is
sbandy@georgiahealth.edu.
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