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We live in an era where we can access vast and infinite amounts of information and data on demand at a rate that is unprecedented in human history, due to the rapid technological advancements of modern society. These new technologies such as computers, Wi-Fi, and telecommunications have changed the way in which society operates and has had an impact on every industry and profession across the world. With this impact on how information is stored and the versatility and speed at which it can be accessed has made research much more interactive and efficient than ever. When it comes to legal research, up until the 1990s, the internet was introduced, and this became the technical program which enabled the access to computerised legal information and data. The internet has become so prevalent and widely used because prior to its introduction there was nowhere in the world where you could access such high volumes of data – with professionals and academics having to rely up on traditional methods of research such as physically accessing textbooks and journals in a library or having to use practitioners’ textbooks or legislation in the office to advise a client. 

Although before the internet was introduced there were electronic resources available in the form of CDs or databases accessed via floppy disks, many of which were not free you had to pay for them and they often required training to use, and these are just a few reasons why the internet revolutionised the way in which legal issues are researched and in turn the way legal matters are dealt with, Singh et al (2012). 

Research, however, is more than just the storage of data and information. The term can have different meanings dependent upon the circumstances or even the industry in which that research is conducted, for instance should you be working in statistics, economics, or historian then research with regards to the collection of information would be sufficient but what differentiates industries such as medicine or law and similar professions would be the methodology which is applied when approaching such research. Because legal research deals with the nature of law relevant to a particular discipline and ascertaining facts from reviewing case law and judicial precedence to familiarising yourself with legislation means that legal research must be defined to account for its unique and special interest in law. 

Unlike most professions which have universal specifications, the legal profession differs due the authority and the laws of the legal system which deals with the matters being heard. There are numerous reasons why legal research needs to be conducted, but is usually carried out in order to ascertain what the rules for an individual and specific set of facts are, what particular law needs to be applied to a specific case, why those set of laws and rules came into force and when, how those rules affect the distribution of justice and the hierarchy of the court systems, and also how those laws, rules and systems can be improved and whether or not the law would benefit from reformed into new legislative acts, Ihugba (2020). 

There are different types and approaches of legal research with the most popular and widely used being doctrinal research, which usually cater to the more well-established indisputable areas of law as opposed to the non-traditional subjects or promotion of interdisciplinary research methodology. The aim of doctrinal research is to equip students with the basic research skills necessary for practice by enabling students to develop their knowledge and understanding of the sources of law such as legislation, locating statutory instruments, case law and citations and how to use internet legal databases such as LexisNexis or Westlaw, in short the ‘black letter law’ doctrinal research style is dependent upon using legislation, statute and case law precedence to explain the theoretical and procedural aspects of law. Doctrinal research intends to clarify any given topic of law by way of analytical and authoritative texts consisting of primary and secondary sources, with the assumption that “legal scholarship is derived from the law itself”. 

There are a range of skills that legal research aims to develop and ensure students are proficient in for practice and they include determining the intentions of your client and other legal practitioners, to analyse and identify factual evidence and decide when further facts need to be obtained, to apply the relevant statutory provisions to the facts of the case or matter, and to reference your sources for which you have based your opinions or arguments. These are just a few of the skills which legal scholars and professionals alike will need as the foundations for a successful legal career and is the general consensus among the academic community that it is necessary for legal students and lawyers to be able to conduct both library and electronic research, Simion, (2016). 

 Although the doctrinal approach provides the foundations of legal knowledge and research how does it compare to the empirical legal scholarship and socio-legal approach to research? Within the last few years there has been some speculation and criticisms of the purely doctrinal approach, particularly for its “intellectually rigid, inflexible and inward looking” attitude of understanding the law and processes of the legal system. Law schools in both the United Kingdom and United States have been offering new postgraduate programs in subject areas such as, critical legal studies, socio-leal studies and international law that encourage the interdisciplinary research methodology to potentially enhance their standard undergraduate law degree. 

This approach represents a relatively new era of legal studies and incorporates the wider sociological, economic, cultural and political aspects of the law and its application, with the approach adopting several methods from disciplines such as humanities and social sciences. Students who are enrolled on courses which promote such methods of study have opinions on the limitations of traditional research as being too narrow in its scope due to the understanding law mainly due to its reliance on case law, McConville et al, (2017). 

The majority of law students and newly qualified lawyers have grown up with all kinds of technology both inside and outside of the classroom – a generation often referred to as ‘digital natives’ – but even with this moniker this still does not guarantee that they will have the skills necessary to be able to effectively, efficiently and also ethically use technologies or know how to actually search for information using credible sources. Legal research platforms and databases have been adapted continuously over time to try and provide a more user friendly experience, with some now even mimicking the look of a usual internet search engine, such as google, giving students and beginner researchers false confidence and it is evident that those students who learned their research skills in the digital era which has been dominated by google often find it harder to make the transition to the legal research method and often their research lacks the critical analysis needed. 

Google and the search engines that use algorithms to provide us with the most relevant results from billions of web pages in less than a second have transformed the research process and inadvertently turned the user from an active participant in their research to a passive one by making them over reliant on a system that relies on their perception that they have the ability to organise the infinite amount of data on the internet into neat, organised aesthetically pleasing lists, and research also shows that when websites make themselves more visually appealing and user friendly that the end user has more trust in the system and the results they are getting and that the highest results are based upon relevancy, but that is not always the case.

The truth is that nobody has any idea on what information the algorithm uses to base their results in the order they present them, and that the results given for one search could change the next day or within a few hours and we have no idea if any sources have been added or removed from the information or why and when the algorithm changed the data presentation, Chapman, (2024).

There are many challenges posed by online libraries, databases and search engines and the long-term effects or consequences of the rapid technological expansion are not yet known. There is so much information out there to access at the touch of a button but the majority has no context or explanation so that the reader is only able to regurgitate the information and not understand it, and this not only raises issues in an educational context, but also shows how important it is that was always question the authenticity, reliability, and accuracy of the information we are being taught to research. When it comes to the field of law as a whole it is imperative that we understand that having the skills to conduct effective online research is not only a matter of digital competence but also potential legal consequence. There has also been a recent development in the US that they American Bar Association have discussed the potential addition of a legal research section to the Bar Exam, which could end up having an effect on legal education and scholars all around the globe and also demonstrates how much weight is given to legal research and how necessary it is for legal professionals to have their skillset at the appropriate standard, and it is also testament to the fact that sound legal research education has a direct correlation with the competent practice of law, Germain, (2007).

Legal practitioners have also highlighted the challenges to non-electronic methods of research with Giles, (2018) saying that he finds legal textbooks useless to him as a lawyer, citing that he wanted to specialise in data protection law and despite the high cost of the textbooks he purchased were of little value. They also need to be updated continuously and in some cases are out of date before they are even printed due to the review process of publication and ensuring the accuracy of the information. The information in them is often just a summary of the source law or the author or editors of the legal textbooks are just paraphrasing the source law. Digital sources and ebook versions can contain hyperlinks so that you are able to explore and expand upon your research more efficiently. Also, legal textbooks very rarely have practical examples of how to apply the law in a real-world practice situations and they do not help you solve problems in practice. 

It is evident that both methods of research have their share of positives and negatives, such as non-electronic sources being inefficient and outdated to the internet having such an abundance of information that you must ensure that it is accurate and from a reliable source, but in the long-term it is also evident that electronic methods of research have the edge and will continue to provide the more effective option for scholars and practitioners to conduct their research, so it is just as important that we must ensure the quality of the research material that is available to us, especially when the consequences of giving the wrong information could be detrimental or even negligent. 
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