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The modern era and period of time we are currently living in has been widely referred to as ‘the information age’ or ‘the digital age’ by just about everyone from academics to governments, think tanks and generally society as a whole, especially within the last few decades. This is simply because of the rapid speed we have been able to develop and advance our technology and the infrastructure needed for it to be continuously sustainable and viable, and it is thanks to not only the advances in technology but also engineering that have led to inventions such as the internet and the world wide web in the 1990s that we now have instant access to such vast amounts of information and data. 

People today have easy and instant access to information and technology than any other society in the history of humanity, and the ability to access multiple sources of information simultaneously. You can literally open a web browser and research one topic then open a new tab and search a totally different topic. 

There are many advantages to accessing information online particularly in terms of academic and legal research from not only being able to access a plethora of resources with a wealth of information on an infinite number of topics which are regularly updated and also have a range of perspectives and viewpoints. Not only does technology give us the ability to access information but it also connects us and allows us to interact and communicate with other people and ask questions about the information we are taking in so we can collaborate and explore trends and discuss issues, such as misinformation and the reliability of sources in a way which is creative and innovative, LinkedIn Academic Publishing, (2023). 

When conducting legal research there are a wealth of printed resources that you can and are encouraged to access and use as much as possible. Because textbooks, practitioner texts and legal encyclopaedias such as ‘Halsbury’s Laws of England’ are the primary authoritative literature and are often the key starting points for practical legal research. Modern textbooks are some of the best resources available to students and professionals for research as they are verified and reliable sources of as they are usually developed by academics – who often collaborate to produce them – for that exact purpose. Also, the publishing companies have such stringent quality control procedures to ensure the information that is published is accurate and appropriate, and they ensure that the information is also updated periodically to make amendments and additions to ensure the source is kept up to date. Practitioner texts are also published similarly to textbooks so that professionals interact with them in the same way that students do with textbooks, and even though many practitioner texts such as ‘Clerk & Lindsell on Torts’ and textbooks such as ‘Smith & Hogan’s Criminal Law’ are available electronically through online databases such as Lexis or online library catalogues, universities and law firms will usually have physical printed copies that can be used, Oxford University Faculty of Law, (2023). 

With the significant strides in technology, law librarians and academic librarians, and also those working in public libraries are facing more and more questions and scrutiny regarding the current and future viability and value of traditional printed resources. This is due to the advantages of which come from online publishing such as convenience for users, ease of access and potentially lower costs presenting a very appealing opportunity why should their institution fund and acquire the books and printed copies of other sources as well as provide and maintain the space needed to store and allow people to access them? With regards to scholarly and academic publications print is still dominating the market, but the rapid speed at which digitalisation is happening presents very real risks to libraries and similar institutions meaning they are constantly having to plan ahead and adapt to trends to continue to meet service and end user needs as well as those of future generations. The main operational purpose of academic libraries is to serve their students now while being expected to preserve their resources for tomorrow’s students, so it is only logical that the libraries and institutions must have a stable and meaningful collection of resources that appeal to current students but also remain appealing and prevalent to new students. It is still a fact that physical printed formats will remain an essential and integral part of resource collections for many years yet – as we have witnessed throughout history with similar mediums of information communication such as radio after the invention and wide distribution and use of television. Even today, decades after the introduction of televisions the radio is still an essential and necessary device, Wu, (2005). 

While there is no denying the many advantages of electronic resources, it is important to consider some of the disadvantages of them as well. There are many points to consider when you look objectively at the impact electronic resources have had on research and academia. One distinct disadvantage is the total reliance on technology, such resources are dependent on technology – from the internet connectivity to the digital platforms and electronic devices required to access the content of the resources. Any failure in the chain of delivery of these resources, such as power cuts, internet connection issues or service breakdown and unavailability leaves the user completely unable to gain access to those resources, whereas with physical printed copies of textbooks, journals or practitioner texts you are able to walk in to a library and go and pick a copy of a resource off the shelves, even if there is disruption to electronic and digital systems and repositories. The sheer volume and amount of information available can be overwhelming to some, and with the ability to instantly access such vast amounts of data and information it can be increasingly difficult for users and researchers to navigate and interact with the endless amount of information and makes it harder to assess a sources reliability and decide if the source is credible or not. Even though the number of people who can access electronic resources is extremely high there are still people in society who are unable to access or who face significant barriers to accessing electronic resources. This could be for numerous reasons, a common one is age, the older members of society and their generation lived their lives and were raised in an era where digitalisation was non-existent, therefore they simply do not know how to use the technology to be able to access the resources. Libraries are even trying to combat this by IT classes to senior citizens. Age is not the only issue to this, when looking at the divide in digital accessibility there are still people who find it very difficult to access electronic resources, or are left unable to access them altogether as they do not have a stable and reliable internet connection to be able to do so – particularly affecting rural communities and those who may not necessarily have access to a physical library. These digital issues often impact marginalised people and communities more negatively, which only increases the current inequalities in knowledge and information accessibility. There are also challenges relating to the preservation of current digital and electronic resources. Because technology is being developed and advancing at break-neck speed and new technological developments are made, making devices more sophisticated than ever before with higher data storage capabilities and faster processing so information can be downloaded and accessed faster than before this makes the previous devices obsolete. Without effective and planned strategic intervention to preserve the resources and ensure they are accessible means that they knowledge base and value of content may diminish over time, LIS Education Network, (2023).  
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