Legal Research Assignment One.



Online resources have become invaluable for legal research however the digitization of legal research is still somewhat recent, before the online resources available to us today the scope of legal research mostly consisted of books and lots of them. Despite these advancements in the field of legal research, it is not exempt from its pitfalls. 

One of the earliest systems developed was one that required dedicated online searching via a public telephone line using a specifically made terminal to connect to a commercial database in another location. 

The digitization of resources has influenced the process of searching and collecting legal sources, society is changing in the digital age and with the advancements in technology today’s lawyers will have access to the newest legislation and case law. 


In the UK we are fortunate to have legal databases. There are three that are widely used these are Lexis Library, Westlaw, and Lawtel which are legal databases marketed for the UK they hold anything from past cases to law reports, legal journals, consolidated statues and much more. 

For instance, Westlaw boasts features such as visual case analysis, state of the art comparison tools and a search engine to aid with legal research tasks that at one time would have been incredibly 'complex and time-consuming. Arguably this will help deepen your understanding and analysis, compare different versions of legislation to help identify any changes it will also allow you to set alerts so you are instantly notified of any legislative change which will aid in delivering the best advice.

Arguably websites like Westlaw helps strengthen online legal research by offering useful tools such as being able to set alerts for legislative change as this avoids the need to manually check the legislation and will avoid any misinformation by always being up to date. It will also save a lot of time by being more productive and offering so much on one platform can be very useful and cost-effective if the firm or institution are only needing to pay one subscription for so many services. Westlaw also covers all four UK jurisdictions inclusive of bills and amendments from bills into legislation, they also ensure they have ‘up-to-the-minute’ information with current awareness updated every five minutes. 

There are however some pitfalls to having one platform to deliver so much information it can be difficult to try and navigate to ensure to use all the benefits it offers Westlaw have considered this by offering training that can be done online, in person or even over the phone. The training is also Continuing Professional Development accredited by the Bar Standards Board and can form as part of the continuing professional development competence training. There is also a downloadable user guide that can be referred to. It is also important to note that there is a subscription fee for these legal databases, and they are expensive and may not be a viable option for everyone due to the cost.
 

However, it is not to say that all the information you find on other platforms online is credible, steps must be taken to ensure that your research has been taken from a credible source. There are primary and secondary sources online, ideally, you would always want your research findings to come from a primary source of information and with secondary information, it can be harder to verify the source of the information it may also run the risk of being misinterpreted and coverage may be vague, and in most cases, secondary information will not give you the range and depth of information it is most likely to be more of a summarization (Holland and Webb, 2019). 

When taking any information from the internet you must take steps to verify the source of information as the accuracy of the information found online can be questionable so to eliminate any doubt it's always best to check who the author is, the publisher, has anyone else referred to the paper what can you learn from the context and what else can the paper tell you. Some of the pitfalls of researching online come from the sheer amount of information available in some cases it is an acquired skill to be able to determine what is and isn’t a credible source of information. 

For example, the use of websites such as Wikipedia which is an online encyclopedia that can be edited by anyone. You can find information on almost any subject on this website but the source of the information is unknown. Wikipedia even states on its website that as it is a user-generated editing model and that only one per cent of its content is written by its editors, which is why officials regard the use of the website as unreliable (Wikipedia, 2021). 

There are also websites such as Law teacher which is a free online law study resource however the resources available would likely be classed as secondary information and not as reliable as going directly to the source. Also available is a free resource website called Bailli which is an abbreviation of the British and Irish Legal Information Institute. This is a resource for case law and legislation again the legislation on any other website than a Gov website would be a secondary source of information, Balii is also known for using unofficial neutral citations on their case law which are not official and cannot be used in written work (Finch and Fafinski, 2021, p.116). 


The user must be mindful that the internet is accessible to anyone, and anyone can post information online it is vital to research the source of information it is so important to ensure your research is credible, comparable to research in a library using textbooks where the worry of using a credible source is minimal. Using textbooks that are within a library for instance it could be argued that using the library would always be the preferred method of research to obtain the most trustworthy source of information.

Aside from discussing the ease of being able to access so much information from our fingertips as now, we don't even need a computer to access this information as it can even be accessed from mobile phones making the process much quicker and far more efficient and for most people accessible anywhere at anytime

Important to note is that the best online resources such as Westlaw, Lawtel and LexisNexis to name a few are regularly updated a consequence of websites being updated regularly is that the online links and URLs won't always withstand updates, so it is best if you find a good source of information to keep copies of valuable resources just in case next time you go to revisit the link it may be gone and secondly develop a critical approach to using online sources (Askey and Mcleod, 2014).

The issue that arises with technology moving at a fast speed is whether the momentum of the digital technology is sustainable with the profession, it has been argued that the need legal software provides the means for 'artificial intelligence in an increasingly specialist field' and is it necessary for today's lawyer to stay equipped with updates on computers to enhance their research (Akhtar, 2021). 

The advancements have resulted in changes being, made to the training of future lawyers with IT-related courses being delivered as part of legal training. 

Within the UK a general rule is that you can put a greater degree of trust can be put into websites that end in 'gov.UK, these websites allow access to browse legislation and statutory acts. The gov.Uk website specifically has a large search facility for official documents, you can search by topic, Government department, geographical location and official document type as well as the regular search functions such as date and topic. 


According to a post written by LexisNexis, they argue that an internet search for research would not normally be acceptable within a courtroom as information used must be accurate, authoritative and comprehensive. However, the internet is a great place for background research but advises insinuates that real legal research must be done with specific sources that are persuasive to the courts (LexisNexis, no date).

Moreover, considering recent global issues such as the coronavirus pandemic and a UK wide lockdown this has changed business as we know it. It has been argued that the way legal firms choose to work with technology is what could set them above the competition. As legal firms and learning institutions have been forced to work remotely as a nation we have had to adapt and adapting this has led us to work almost completely online. As the pandemic, one day will pass it has shown that there has never been a more urgent time to embrace what technology and digital futures mean for the legal sector whether that is good or bad (The Law Society, 2021)

One of the broader pitfalls of legal research is that not everyone has access to the internet, as with any profession there is no discrimination towards age within the profession or even learning as a student, it was reported by the Centre of Economic and Business Research forecasts that 7.9 million people will still lack digital skills in 2025. Moreover, changes are being made to ensure that future lawyers have the skills necessary to be able to work safely and effectively online with some universities offering an LLM in legal tech to specifically help train those interested in a career in Law with these new disciplines (The Law Society, 2021). 

One of the techniques that could be applied when doing online legal research to aid in navigating the vast amount of information online as well as within the dedicated legal databases is to adopt a key fact searching technique if there is little knowledge on the law you are required to search the concept of key fact searching could be a great tool. To apply this, you would pick out keywords from the facts that are most likely to be useful.

To help in identifying these keywords you could use the acronym 'PEPT' which stands for parties, events, places and things, these four words provide the category of the facts. Another technique to use would be key concept searching use the key legal concepts of the case. This can similarly be used to help research procedural issues, for example, if you need to research a civil law case for personal injuries a key term could be 'negligence'.  (Webb et al, 2019). 

 
To conclude with the availability of websites such as Westlaw, Lawtel and LexisNexis are a positive development within the realm of online legal research allowing for efficiency, increased productivity and accuracy with the ability to set alerts on any legislative changes as they happen offers the ability to work with absolute precision. Taking consideration to ensure that all information is taken from a credible source online legal research could be the future for all firms as Westlaw for example has testimonials on their website from practising solicitors showcasing what they find helpful about the services offered. 

When these platforms understand the need for training on how to utilise all that is offered it appeals to anyone who needs it. 

 With the recent global coronavirus pandemic pushing professionals to turn to online resources for information, this could only fuel the need for more credible websites to be established and training for law students to be adapted to incorporate the need for more technologically advanced training to help ‘tomorrows’ lawyers. 
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