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About the CRRMH
The Centre for Rural and Remote Mental Health (CRRMH) is based in Orange NSW and is a major rural
initiative of the University of Newcastle and the NSW Ministry of Health. Our staff are located across
rural and remote NSW.
The Centre is committed to improving mental health and wellbeing in rural and remote communities.
We focus on the following key areas:
•
•
•

the promotion of good mental health and the prevention of mental illness;
developing the mental health system to better meet the needs of people living in rural and
remote regions; and
understanding and responding to rural suicide.

As the Australian Collaborating Centre for the International Foundation for Integrated Care, we
promote patient-centred rather than provider-focused care that integrates mental and physical health
concerns.
As part of the University of Newcastle, all of our activities are underpinned by research evidence and
evaluated to ensure appropriateness and effectiveness.
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Achievements
The books on prescription scheme achieved the following:
•

•

•
•

An evidence-based collection of CBT-based books was selected via a rigorous selection
process. The selection covers a range of common mental health conditions, and has been
independently clinically reviewed and are suitable for an Australian audience.
A suite of resources is available for use via a dedicated website:
https://booksonprescription.com.au/, including resources for users, health professionals and
libraries.
The core book collections are available in public libraries across Central and Far Western NSW
(within 14 library services).
Staff at the libraries who currently host the core book collections have received training from
the Rural Adversity Mental Health Program to improve their mental health literacy and their
ability to recommend books from the scheme and other mental health support services to
library users and others.

Challenges
•

Whilst the scheme achieved many of its objectives, challenges included funding constraints
and an inability to better engage health professionals including general practitioners and
psychologists. This part of the scheme’s objectives was not met, providing a future
opportunity for development.

The opportunity
The books on prescription scheme provides an opportunity within central and western NSW for a
free, evidence-based low-intensity mental health self-help program that can be accessed
independently or with the support of a health professional.
To move beyond a pilot and into a viable low-intensity mental health self-help option, the scheme
requires funding, marketing and education, and partnership with agencies currently engaging with
health professionals in the area such as the Primary Health Networks, the Royal Australian College
of General Practitioners, Australian College of Rural and Remote Medicine and the Australian
Psychological Society.

1. Introduction
The NSW Books on Prescription program commenced in 2014 through a partnership between Central
West Libraries and the Centre for Rural and Remote Mental Health (CRRMH) under licence from the
Reading Agency (UK).
Books on Prescription is based on a national scheme originating in the United Kingdom. Books on
Prescription is a form of bibliotherapy that helps people manage their mental health and wellbeing by
providing professionally endorsed self-help reading through public libraries. Books on Prescription
operates through a partnership between health providers and public libraries. Books are held within
public libraries and can be recommended by general practitioners (GPs) or other health professionals,
but are available for anyone to use.
A grant of $75,000 from the State Library of NSW was made available to Central West Libraries to
implement the NSW Books on Prescription program. This funding contributed to the purchase of
copies of the selected books to be housed and maintained in the 14 public library services (41
branches) who are members of the Central West Zone (CWZ). The costs of promotional materials
(including the production of a website and collateral such as posters, prescription pads, stickers,
bookmarks, and banners) were also covered by this funding.

2. The Books on Prescription program and its
implementation
The NSW Books on Prescription program comprised several different phases and objectives.
•
•
•
•
•
•

The review and selection of a core booklist of evidence-based self-help titles;
Library staff training delivery;
Development of resources for health professionals and users;
Promotion of the program via website, media, and launch events;
Targeted education and promotion of the Books on Prescription program to general
practitioners; and
An extensive evaluation of the program

The program was initially coordinated by a Senior Project Officer working in the CRRMH’s Rural
Adversity Mental Health team (RAMHP) and one dedicated Project Officer (0.3FTE). This in-kind effort
was used to prepare the program for roll-out and included the establishment of a program advisory
committee; a literature review (for Australian readers); coordination, selection and clinical review of
a short-list of books in collaboration with Central West Libraries; and development of a comprehensive
evaluation plan.
Due to funding challenges experienced by the CRRMH during 2014, however, this in-kind support was
not sustainable and the partner organisations were forced to implement the program without a
dedicated project officer. Despite these difficulties, the majority of the program’s objectives were
achieved including the review and selection of a core booklist; the delivery of training to library staff;
the development of resources for health professionals and users; promotion of the program via
website, media, and launch events; and the conducting of an evaluation. A brief overview of these
phases is described below.

2.1 The book selection protocol
A book selection protocol conducted by Central West Libraries and CRRMH, and involving expert
consultation and review, was implemented to ensure there were no conflicts of interest in the
selection process and that resources met existing best practice guidelines. The review protocol for
book selection was as follows:
i) Expert recommendations from peak mental health bodies and other sources (GPs);
ii) Research to identify common titles frequently recommended in UK Books on Prescription
programs;
iii) Identify whether the material relates to a condition for which cognitive behaviour therapy
(CBT) based self-help is recommended by National Institute for Health Care Excellence (NICE)
guidelines;
iv) Identify whether the book adopts a CBT approach;
v) Determine the availability of materials and formats (e.g. ebook, audiobook, pdf);
vi) Long list review of materials by a registered clinical psychologist;
vii) Shortlist review by the Program Advisory Committee; and
viii) The final list following publication check.
The final book list included 19 titles for 7 conditions: depression (4), anxiety (3), eating disorders (3),
generalised panic disorder and agoraphobia (4), hoarding disorder (1), sleeping problems (1), stress
(2) and perfectionism (1) (see Table 1).

2.2 The delivery and training of library staff
Workplace Support Skills training was delivered by CRRMH’s Rural Adversity Mental Health Program
(RAMHP) Coordinators to 35 library staff from 12 branches over three sessions (Orange (2), Dubbo (1).
Workplace Support Skills training is a 3 hour program designed for workplace and community
organisations that provides participants with the skills and knowledge to deal effectively with clients
experiencing stress, to minimise the negative impacts of their own experiences with clients, and to
identify when it may be necessary to seek further assistance and link clients with appropriate health
services.
A similar program designed for community members – Community Support Skills training – was also
delivered at two locations (Dubbo and Coonabarabran). In Coonabarabran, the event was organised
by the library and CareWest Ability Links with afternoon tea provided by Mission Australia. It involved
a short talk on Books on Prescription and a presentation of selected book titles. In Dubbo, training was
delivered at Macquarie Regional Library as part of mental health month and to formally launch Books
on Prescription.
It is also understood that there was training for library staff about the books on prescription scheme
specifically by library staff, and the collections received as part of the scheme.

2.3 The development of resources for health
professionals and users
Two resources were developed for health professionals and service users based on existing templates
from the UK program. These were modified to include information relevant to the Australian setting
including how the program works, selected titles and conditions for which the books have been

chosen, information about the book selection protocol, and contacts for those who may need further
help. In addition, a brief summary of titles was produced for inclusion on the Books on Prescription
website.

2.4 The promotion of the program via website,
media, and launch events
In addition to print resources, a designated NSW Books on Prescription website was created and
launched by Central West Libraries at booksonprescription.com.au. The website contains information
about the program, provides summaries of selected book titles, addresses frequently asked questions,
and links to the evaluation tools. It also contains a blog that details launch events and links to media
coverage of these events. Launch events were held in Orange, Parkes, Condobolin, Bathurst,
Coonamble, Dubbo, Mid-Western and Gilgandra. The collection and promotional booklets were also
featured at the 2017 Charles Sturt Wellness and Wellbeing Expo and discussed in the ‘Australian
Libraries Support the Sustainable Development Goals’ report. 1 There was significant media activity
relating to the pilot program (see Appendix A).

2.5 Evaluation of the program
A research protocol for evaluation of the program was completed by CRRMH researchers under an inkind support arrangement. The research was approved by the University of Newcastle Human
Research Ethics Committee (approval: H-2015-0403).
A comprehensive evaluation plan that employed both quantitative and qualitative methods was
developed by the CRRMH to determine the impact of the pilot. This focused on the following aspects:
1. Service Use
A library audit of book loan data of program titles
2. Patient/User benefit
Surveys and interviews with users of the program
3. Prescriber Engagement and Use
A survey of general practitioners
4. Library Engagement
Surveys and interviews with library staff
The conducting of the surveys through both paper-based and electronic versions (via the NSW Books
on Prescription website), including a survey for service users that could be placed in individual titles,
was designed to increase participation in the evaluation. However, the evaluation was beset by several
challenges.
First, efforts to promote the survey for service users through the inclusion of the survey in NSW Books
on Prescription titles was dismissed by Central West Libraries on grounds that it was potentially offputting for users and extra work for staff. Given that operational decision-making for the rollout of
Books on Prescription across the region was retained by Central West Libraries with delivery of local
programs being undertaken by individual branches, it was impossible for the researchers to know if
this was also the case in individual branches and the extent to which the evaluation of the program to
Australian Libraries Support the Sustainable Development Goals (2018). Retrieved from
https://www.alia.org.au/sites/default/files/Sustainable%20Development%20Goals%20report_screen.pdf
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service users was promoted. The response rate for service users was therefore low and insufficient
for meaningful analysis.
Second, the inability to effectively engage with health services and professionals meant that
promotion of the program and its evaluation to general practitioners was hampered and there was a
low response rate among this group. Again, not enough data was collected to analyse.
The evaluation findings reported in Section 3, therefore, focus on library audits of book loan data
collated by Central West Libraries and surveys completed by library staff. Due to low response rates
from library staff for interviews (n=2), those who nominated were asked by email if they had further
information they would like to contribute in an interview that was not covered by the survey. No
further responses were forthcoming and no interviews were conducted.

3. Evaluation findings
3.1 Library survey summary
Library staff were invited to participate in an online survey to understand how the implementation,
resources, and outcomes of the program were perceived. Twelve surveys were completed.
Library engagement
Only 25% of respondents agreed that the Books on Prescription program had increased book loans in
their library compared with 50% who thought it had not. A majority of respondents appeared unsure
as to whether the program had brought new people into their library or increased memberships. Only
25% of respondents agreed that it had brought new people into their library while 41% thought it had
not increased membership.
In terms of helping libraries to develop new partnerships, 75% of respondents agreed that the
program had helped with new partnerships. While there was no information provided about the type
and nature of these partnerships, a number of respondents supported the view that engaging health
professionals, in particular GPs, was a considerable challenge and that more needed to be done to
engage their participation. In particular, promotion at a higher level – for example, practitioner to
practitioner – was seen as critical.
Almost all respondents (91%) indicated that the program was valuable and helped to support people
in the local community. In addition, 58% of respondents thought the program helped to raise the
profile of the library in their service area in comparison to 16% who thought it did not.
General comments about library activities that took place to support NSW Books on Prescription
suggest that in-house promotion was the most common type of activity. This included the displaying
of books and brochures in a prominent location. Several respondents felt that the program lends itself
to a range of promotional activities throughout the year such as various health, mental health, seniors
and carers weeks. A number of libraries held launches/promotional activities to coincide with these
events.
Resources
When asked how they had used the promotional resources, 83% of respondents said they had made
them available in their libraries. In terms of health service distribution, 33% of respondents said they
had distributed them to GPs. Some respondents also reported that they had distributed resources

through the local council (25%), while one respondent reported distributing them through a local
Interagency Meeting, and one to psychologists in private practice. In one instance, library staff were
told that RAMHP coordinators would be making contact with local health providers and so no effort
was made by the library to contact health professionals/providers. One respondent reported trying to
book meetings with local general practices but was unsuccessful.
Referral versus self-referral
There was no evidence to suggest that any ‘prescriptions’ were received by libraries as part of a
referral process by GPs. While a majority of respondents thought that people were self-referring and
using the books on a purely self-help basis (91%), respondents also thought the anonymity of the
service enabled people to use the books without handing in a prescription. However, almost half of
respondents (41%) thought that an additional reason for the low number of prescriptions received
was that local health professionals were not regularly using the program.
General comments
Feedback on the collection of books available within the program was positive with several
respondents reporting on the value of having an accredited collection of books that was up to date
for different mental health issues, user-friendly and relevant. The potential of the program was
acknowledged by a majority of respondents, but a lack of awareness by both consumers and health
professionals meant the success of the program across multiple locations was varied.

3.2 Book Loan Data
Book loan data for the year 1st July 2016 to 30th June 2017 were analysed (see Table 1). The mean
number of loans per copy of each book obtained as part of the Books on Prescription program. Only
libraries who provided data for the whole year were included. Hence, Bourke, Broken Hill, Lachlan,
Lithgow, Macquarie, North Western and Oberon libraries were not included, either because of the
absence of data or because the Books on Prescription titles were added after the 1st July 2016. In the
included libraries, some duplicate copies of books were added during the data collection period.
However, due to the low numbers of loans, it is unlikely that the number of copies was a significant
restriction on the number of loans and, therefore, to have conflated the analysis. The number of loans
for similar self-help books in the collections of the included library was also analysed for comparison
where this data was available.
A limitation of the data made available is that the number of loans does not necessarily correspond
with the number of people borrowing a book. For example, the number of loans per title includes
renewals as well as new loans.

Table 1. Summary of book loan data
Book
Author

Subject

Mean number of loans per copy 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017
Bathurst

Big
Sky

Central
West
(Orange)

Cobar

Grenfell

Midwestern

Parkes

Total

0

1

0

1

1

Anxiety
L.
Henderson

Building Social
Confidence

1.5

0.67

1.4

Book
Author

Subject

R. Wilson
M.
Wehrenbe
rg

Mean number of loans per copy 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017
Bathurst

Big
Sky

Central
West
(Orange)

Cobar

Grenfell

Midwestern

Parkes

Total

Don't Panic

4

0

2.33

0

0

0

0.67

1.16

The 10 BestEver Anxiety
Management
Techniques

3

0.67

3

1

0

2.5

1

1.83

Generalised panic disorder and agoraphobia
D. Silove &
V.
Manicavas
agar

Overcoming
Panic and
Agoraphobia
Self Help
Course - Part 1

0

0

0.8

0

0

0

1

0.31

D. Silove &
V.
Manicavas
agar

Overcoming
Panic and
Agoraphobia
Self Help
Course - Part 2

1

0

1

0

0

0

0

0.44

D. Silove &
V.
Manicavas
agar

Overcoming
Panic and
Agoraphobia
Self Help
Course - Part 3

1

0

0.6

0

0

0

0

0.31

N. Phillips

The Panic
Book

0.5

1

1.6

0

0

1

0.5

0.94

Depression
P.M.
Levinson
et al.

Control Your
Depression

0

0

0.8

0

0

0

0

0.25

P.J. Bieling
& M.M.
Antony

Ending the
Depression
Cycle

1.5

0

0.8

0

0

1

0

0.6

D.
Greenberg
er & C.A.
Padesky

Mind Over
Mood

5.5

0

4.2

0

2

0

0.5

2.5

P. Gilbert

Overcoming
Depression

2

0

1.4

0

0

1

1

0.94

Stress

Book
Author

Subject

S. Edelman
M. Davis et
al.

Mean number of loans per copy 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017
Bathurst

Big
Sky

Central
West
(Orange)

Cobar

Grenfell

Midwestern

Parkes

Total

Change Your
Thinking

10

1

3

2

1

0

0.67

2.5

The
Relaxation &
Stress
Reduction
Workbook

5

0.33

2.6

2

1

0

1

1.81

0

0

0.25

1.28

Hoarding disorder
M.A.
Tompkins
& T.L. Hartl

Digging Out

4

0.33

2.2

2

Eating disorders
J. Treasure
et al.

Skills Based
Learning for
Caring for a
Loved One
with an Eating
Disorder

0.5

1

1

0

0

0

0

0.6

L.W.
Craighead

The Appetite
Awareness
Workbook

0.5

0

1.8

0

0

0

1

0.75

J.F.
Morgan

The Invisible
Man

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

0.13

2

1

0

0.75

1.39

Sleeping problems
C.E. Carney
& R.
Manber

Quiet Your
Mind and Get
to Sleep

1.5

0

3.2

Perfectionism
M.M.
Antony &
R.P.
Swinson

When Perfect
isn't Good
Enough

2.5

0

1.4

0

0

0

2

0.93

BoP titles
TOTAL

2.27

0.26

1.75

0.47

0.32

0.34

0.63

1.05

General
collection

DNA+

DNA

0.99

DNA

DNA

0.91

0.65

0.93

+ DNA – data not available

The main benefit that can be observed from the program is that there are additional titles now
available across the area which have been assessed as useful sources of information on a variety of
mental health-related areas. Notably, prior to the program, some topic areas were completely absent.
For example, the Central West libraries had no books on hoarding disorder, social phobias or
perfectionism; Midwestern had no books on hoarding disorder and social phobias; and Parkes had no
books on hoarding disorder.
Overall, there is no clear indication that the NSW Books on Prescription pilot program led to increased
borrowing of the listed books above others in the collection. For the three libraries where comparable
data was provided, mean loan numbers were higher for the Central West, lower for Midwestern, with
little or no change for Parkes. Moreover, the data suggest that there was not a high demand for the
Books on Prescription titles over the period for which data was collected. It is possible that the pilot
raised awareness and, therefore, borrowing levels of the related titles in the general collection.
However, data for the general collection for previous years were not made available.
The books borrowed or renewed the most numbers of times were in the subject areas of depression,
anxiety and stress. The book on obsessive and compulsive behaviour, ‘Digging Out’, was the fifth most
borrowed Books on Prescription title. As it was the only book on the subject this book appears to have
filled a previously unmet need.

4. Challenges and Limitations of the Pilot
One of the key challenges arising from the NSW Books on Prescription pilot has been the difficulty of
firmly embedding the program in primary mental health care practice. Indeed, one of the key
successes of the Books on Prescription program in the United Kingdom has been the capacity of the
lead agency, The Reading Agency, to partner with leading health organisations including the National
Health Service (NHS), the Royal College of General Practitioners and the British Psychological Society.
In an effort to improve awareness and uptake of the program by local health professionals, the CRRMH
prepared a grant submission for funding of a training and promotion program to general practitioners,
as well as a targeted community awareness campaign to support the Books on Prescription program
in eight regional centres in which it was being piloted. Funding was not awarded, and without this
financial support and a project officer to build partnerships with health authorities and services, the
potential reach of the pilot was curtailed. This lack of promotion of the program has been a major
constraint.
Because operational decision-making for the rollout of programs across the region was retained by
Central West Libraries with the delivery of local programs being undertaken by individual branches,
the development of partnerships with local health services and professionals was largely dependent
upon local library authorities and no clear strategies for this important work were put in place. The
absence of collateral material for promoting the program to local health services and professionals
may also have limited the capacity of local library authorities to build partnerships with health
professionals and organisations. And while the program advisory committee comprised a number of
representatives from health services, time delays at the outset of the program, including the loss of
the program officer, hampered the progress of this group and they played no role in the
implementation of the program.
Despite the low level of referrals in both the NSW and UK programs, strong library/health partnerships
play a significant role in building engagement with health authorities and services and supporting
delivery of the program.

5. Conclusion
The challenges incurred in developing health and community sector/library partnerships during the
pilot meant the NSW Books on Prescription program was limited to being a primarily library program
rather than a support for existing mental health services or a coordinated way of delivering early
intervention care in the community. Although similar challenges regarding levels of referral versus
self-referral were experienced in the United Kingdom, more work has been done to build prescriber
engagement, with library authorities working closely with prescribers and national health partners.
With growing interest from mental health services and funding bodies for low intensive services, the
building of local health partnerships is critical to the success and sustainability of the Books on
Prescription program.

6. Recommendations
•

Start with a small scale pilot

The NSW Books on Prescription program extended across a large geographic area and included a
considerable number of library services. Given the rollout of programs was undertaken by local
branches, the program appeared fragmented and it was not clear if individual branches had the
resources to support and implement it. Regional library services run a number of programmes
throughout the year and given limited resources (time, funding, organisational capacity), the focus of
the program shifted from delivering a program in partnership with community and health
organisations to libraries delivering their own programs. Limiting the program to one or two public
library services and affiliated branches would help streamline the design and delivery of the program
and ensure maximum public reach and engagement.

•

Engage a project officer

Despite the best efforts of those involved, the lack of a principal project officer did impede the
planning, delivery and promotion of the program and subsequently, the ability of the team to deliver
key program outcomes including the development of library/health partnerships and the evaluation
of the program. The problem of limited resources meant that competing interests, expectations,
demands and priorities of stakeholders needed to be balanced, and management and negotiation of
these issues were required to ensure program deliverables were met. Further benefits of a principal
project officer would be to build the necessary library/health and community delivery partnerships to
support the program and to secure funding from additional sources to build the program.

•

Focus early on building health and community service partnerships

Partnerships with professional bodies and health and community organisations should be established
early on. While evidence shows that many users of Books on Prescription program self-refer and use
the program as unsupported self-help, the importance of positioning the program as an effective early
intervention, and promoting it to health professionals is crucial to the uptake and success of the
program. Health professionals are time poor and critical thinkers and would benefit from a training
program that explains the rigorous book selection criteria, the clinical evidence that supports the use
of CBT-based self-help bibliotherapy, and that provides the tools that will help them to use the
program (for example, book lists, prescription pads, and summary information on each book).
Endorsement by, and joint working with, the Royal Australian College of General practitioners (RACGP)
and the Australian Psychology Society should be a clear priority for building health professional
engagement.

•

Commission and roll out the program

The prioritising of a stepped care model of mental health care by the Federal Government mean that
a range of evidence-based low-intensity modules is required to provide an efficient and less costly
alternative to higher cost psychological services. 2 While not suitable for all consumers, NSW Books on
Prescription provides an effective program for delivering accessible and cost-effective early
intervention mental health care in Australia. The development of resources including a core book list
is available from the NSW Books on Prescription website and provide health administrators with an
appropriate low-intensity mental health service program that can be delivered with minimum
resources.

Appendix A – Media activity
This table documents media activity for the NSW Books on Prescription pilot across the Central West
Zone.

Date

Media Outlet

Topic

Link

24/05/2016

Parkes
Champion Post

Parkes launch

https://www.parkeschampionpost.com.au/sto
ry/3924059/launch-of-unique-library-programlaunch/?cs=1496

26/05/2016

The Land

Promotion of pilot

27/05/2016

Parkes
Champion Post

Parkes launch

27/05/2016

The Lachlander

Library Week
Condoblin

27/05/2016

Central Western
Daily

Orange launch

30/05/2016

Central Western
Daily

Orange launch

https://www.centralwesterndaily.com.au/stor
y/3934987/play-it-by-the-book-new-mentalhealth-initiative-launched-at-orangelibrary/?cs=103

ABC Local Radio

Promotion of pilot

https://soundcloud.com/abcnsw/jan-richardscentral-west-libraries-books-onprescriptionbwf

1/06/2016

Condoblin Argus

Condoblin launch

3/06/2016

The Parkes
Phoenix

Parkes launch

http://www.parkesphoenix.com.au/helpingto-heal-through-books/

9/06/2016

Your Say
Orange

Orange launch

https://yoursay.orange.nsw.gov.au/news/new
s_feed/book-are-right-medicine

6/10/2016

The Land

Promotion of pilot in
Glove Box Guide

https://www.theland.com.au/story/4208215/
mental-health-guide-launches/

Australian Government Department of Health. Low Intensity Mental Health Services for Early Intervention.
Available from: http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/phn-mental_tools
2

11/04/2017

Sydney Morning
Herald

Reference to pilot in
the article, ‘Keeping
libraries at the heart
of the community’

16/8/2017

Warren Weekly

Running of the pilot
in Warren

https://www.smh.com.au/business/workplace
/keeping-libraries-at-the-heart-of-community20170411-gvib2d.html
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