
The Risks and Benefits of Non-Electronic Resources and Electronic Resources

The benefits and risks of non-electronic resources are critical to look at when finding resources to use for legal research. Many different forms of non-electronic resources are all credible and can be used in vital ways to conduct research, such as legislation, case law, encyclopaedias, and textbooks. These forms of resources are most commonly used when conducting legal research as they are easily accessible and contain the most accurate information as some of them come directly from the government or courts, depending on what information is required. However, there are some risks to using non-electronic resources. If the information is required as soon as possible then it may take longer to use a non-electronic resource instead of an electronic one. Also, the use of non-electronic resources carries the risk of being outdated as it is a longer process to update non-electronic resources compared to electronic information. The risks and benefits of non-electronic resources pose the scenario for a researcher as to whether they should be using electronic or non-electronic resources when conducting their research and also which form of resource will provide them with the most accurate information that they can form an understanding from.  

The risk of non-electronic resources is that the world is becoming more reliant on technology. Many students can find the information they want much faster using the internet instead of looking through textbooks or legislation. The study carried out at the University of KwaZulu Natal completely supports this theory as their “study results showed that the undergraduate law students did use most of the electronic databases that the library subscribed to” (Toteng 2014). This shows the risks of non-electronic resources as students prefer the quickest way of gaining information which is what leads them to use these online databases instead of finding the information in a textbook. The problem with this is that students may then be led to information that is either false or does not cover the whole topic as not every online source is credible and can be used for legal research whereas the legislation, case law, and textbooks would contain all the correct information and are the most credible source of information. 

Another risk of non-electronic resources is that the information on them can be uploaded to databases and then make the use of them worthless. There are thousands of databases in the world and the growth rate of them is not stopping as “the number of commercially available databases has increased by nearly fifty percent every year for the past six years” (Kauffman 1987). This research shows the increase in online databases and how they are becoming the new norm for people to use for their research which diminishes the use of non-electronic resources as the information that is stored in them is now being uploaded to these databases and people can access them more easily and in their preferred way. This research also shows the increase in technology use as the need for more databases is what pushes the growth rate and indicates that people are more inclined to use these online databases for their research as they prefer the comfort of having all of their required information in one place. 

The prices of non-electronic resources are another reason why many would choose to use online resources as “many law offices negotiate reasonable rates for online services, while the price of print publications continues to climb” (Rowe, 1999). For many firms, the accessibility and difficulty of conducting legal research is a key factor when deciding how to gain the information that they need and so reasons such as the price and how easy it is to access them in terms of speed all add up to the conclusion of their decision to use the electronic resources instead of non-electronic. 

Another key benefit to using non-electronic resources when conducting legal research is that their credibility can be determined more easily and the sources can be more reliable as there will always be an author or publisher who signed off on the text. However, when using electronic resources there may not always be an author or publisher whose credentials can be checked to show their credibility and so “you must still decide which sources to read carefully and which authorities are relevant” (Rowe 1999). The paper published by Rowe shows the different forms of research that one can use when doing legal research and clearly shows how there are both advantages and disadvantages to electronic and non-electronic resources. This segment shows the extra lengths that are needed to verify resources when using electronic databases whereas the authority and author are much easier to locate in non-electronic sources and therefore can be verified more easily to decide if they are credible enough to use for the practical legal research. 

A benefit of the use of non-electronic resources is that the reader can differentiate between a newspaper and a Supreme Court report as they can use physical copies and evidence to know what they are reading whereas “the text of an editorial from your local newspaper may look on a computer screen very much like the text of a Supreme Court decision,” (Rowe, 1999). This ability to differentiate is key to being able to know which sources would make for a good, credible argument and to know which ones would not support your answer as well as they could. 

Many types of resources can be used for legal research with one of them being legislation, which is a law or set of laws that have been passed by parliament and are now integrated into the law. When conducting practical legal research, it is important to have reliable information to ensure that the research is up to a good enough level to use and so using legislation is one of the ways to make sure that you can use the information as it comes straight from the governments and is used in the law (Loveland, 2018). When using and finding legislation, it is important to make sure that the information comes straight from the government as all legislation is published and available for the public to see. This allows for researchers to have the most accurate information about any new laws or legislation that are being introduced and allows for them to accurately analyse them. This form of research shows the benefit of non-electronic resources as it demonstrates the accuracy that these resources can have as they often come straight from the government or courts and so the information in them is always going to be accurate and dependable for the use of practical research. 

One of the other many ways to use non-electronic resources is to use case law to support the legal research that is being conducted. Case law is a great way of adding to legal research as case law is about the rulings and judgements of judges in courts that have established laws based on their rulings and precedent which courts will follow unless they have a compelling reason to overturn the precedent (Slapper & Kelly, 2016). Case law can be found via law reports or official transcripts from the court house which are easily accessible for the public. When carrying out legal research, case law becomes an important asset to use as it is directly related to the rulings carried out by judges and becomes law that other cases will follow if they have similarities in their cases. The benefit of using this resource for practical legal research is that it is the most credible source of information as it comes from the judges and so the authority of that law can not be challenged in the research.

 Another reason why this form of non-electronic resource is more beneficial than electronic resources is that the case law is clear and concise which means you do not need to listen to someone else’s opinion about that specific ruling in their online article (Cross & Harris, 2019) but can instead see what the case was about and what the ruling was from the judge, which allows for you to form your understanding as to why that ruling was made and the consequences of that ruling both for better or worse. 

Law encyclopaedias are another form of resource that people use for legal research as many firms have these books at their disposal and are seen as vital assets to have at a law firm. Legal encyclopaedias provide researchers with a great starting point in their research as they contain information about different laws in a summary version and also contain citations to relevant case law and legislation that is related to the specific law. The information within the legal encyclopaedias often includes citations to primary sources such as case law and other relevant materials allowing researchers to find more credible sources. This gateway helps with finding supporting arguments and tracking the legal authority (Moffatt, 2020) 

These encyclopaedias are another demonstration as to how there are many benefits to non-electronics resources as they contain different aspects that are needed when doing practical legal research such as containing the law and a summary of that section of the law, citations to relevant cases and also to relevant statutes for that law. These subsections of the encyclopaedias are often written by experts in their respective fields, ensuring the reliability of the information to allow researchers to form credible legal arguments (Cross & Harris 2019). These reasons show the benefits of non-electronic resources and how they carry the credibility to be used and have all the information in one place.  

To conclude, there are clear benefits to using non-electronic resources but also risks that make the researcher think about which form of resource they want to use for their practical legal research. The benefits of this form of resource allow the researcher to gather information in a more accessible way and to have more confidence in the information that they are using as the credibility of the non-electronic resources is easier to determine and is more reliable in most cases. The functionality of the non-electronic resources is another reason why researchers use them as the law encyclopaedias contain most of the information they will need in one place as it will have a section summaries that law with citations to case laws and legislations that relate to that law. However, some risks come with non-electronic resources such as the price as many law firms have negotiated reasonable prices for online services which is an incentive to use them. The online resources also contain much of the non-electronic resources’ information so researchers would be inclined to use these services as they are more convenient for them. One of the major risks with non-electronic resources is that the world is moving into a more technology-reliant place so more students and researchers are more likely to be using online resources as seen in the case study done at the university which showed how the students used almost all of the online resources available. With all of these reasons stated the benefits of the non-electronic resources outweigh the risks and show how they are effective when conducting practical legal research and are vital in gaining key information.   
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