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When this guide was first 
published in 2011, it began 
by posing a question, “To use 
the Internet, or not to use the 
Internet — as a legal research 
tool, that is the question.”  
Today’s lawyers have answered 
that question with a definitive 
yes.  According to the 2014 
ABA Legal Technology Survey, 
50.8% of attorneys reported 
going to a free Internet/online 
service when starting a research 
project. 35.7% reported starting 
with a fee-based Internet/
online service, and only 11.2% 
turned to print materials first.  
This trend away from using 
print and traditional legal 

research sources as a starting 
point is bound to continue as a 
younger generation of attorneys 
accustomed to Internet research 
joins the legal ranks.  

To help decision makers as well as 
law librarians stay on top of the 
Internet as a research tool and 
take advantage of various free 
and low-cost Internet resources, 
this AALL Resource Guide looks 
at the Internet as a legal research 
tool — the advantages and dis-
advantages, issues and concerns 
of using the Internet for legal re-
search; essential criteria for eval-
uating Internet resources; and 
approaches to conducting legal 

According to 
the 2014 ABA 

Legal Technology 
Survey, 50.8% of 

attorneys reported 
going to a free 
Internet/online 
service when 

starting a research 
project.
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research on the Internet. The 
guide also describes some of the 
active roles that law librarians 
can play to enhance the legal re-
search experience on the Inter-
net for legal and support staff 
of law firms. A sample of helpful 
websites is included in an online 
Appendix for your convenience.

Our goal is to highlight the 
positive opportunities, import-
ant considerations, and po-
tential negatives of using the 
Internet for legal research. We 
hope this insight from experts 
who routinely use the Inter-
net will help managers and 
their legal researchers make 
the most effective use of their  
library staff and information  
resources.

LEGAL RESEARCH AND THE 
INTERNET

With the rise of the Internet, 
most primary legal research 
materials now can be located 
for free to supplement fee-
based services and library 
collections.  Solo attorneys and 
attorneys at small law firms have 
particular reason to welcome 
the increased availability of 
free and low-cost legal research 
materials, but attorneys at 
larger firms also embrace free 
or low-cost resources.   In fact, 
according to the ABA’s 2014 
Legal Technology Survey Report, 

attorneys at firms of 500+ are 
“the most likely (74%) to turn 
to free resources first, while  
lawyers at firms between two 
and 99 lawyers are actually 
more likely to turn to fee-based  
tools first.”  

The increased reliance on the In-
ternet for legal research has its 
advantages and disadvantages, 
and attorneys recognize that  
the Internet is better suited for 
certain types of research.  The 
2014 ABA report reflects that at-

torneys are most likely to utilize 
the Internet for news, informa-
tion on lawyers, company/cor-
porate information, and public 
record information, while turn-
ing to fee-based formats for fed-
eral and state case law, treatise 
and secondary material, legal 
citators, and federal and state 
statutes.  Law librarians can help 
researchers determine when it  
is appropriate to use the  
Internet for legal research.  
Law librarians also train re-
searchers, particularly “digital 

“Understanding the research tools  
that are available and employing  

them carefully, creatively and 
efficiently can be the difference 
between success and failure at  
trial, between a satisfied and a 
disgruntled client, or ultimately 

between a flourishing and  
a struggling practice.”

Joshua Poje
ABA TechReport 2014
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ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

•  Increased access to resources
•  Information overload, uncertain and outdated  

 legal information

•  Low-cost or no-cost access
•  Imprecise and inconsistent search tools which may 

 take more time than using fee-based resources

•  Competitive information on  

 other firms

•  Sifting through and analyzing vast amounts of law firm 

news,  publications, and blogs takes time

•  Real time information via  

 social media

•  “Noise” and inability to stay on top of real time  

 developments and deliver to attorneys in a  

 time efficient manner

Advantages and Disadvantages

natives” without an in-depth 
understanding of how print  
legal research sources inter-
act, on how to make sense of  
Internet information sources 
lacking context.  

As Terry Hutchinson points out 
in a 2015 Law Library Journal 
article, the current research 
environment increases the 
need for “critical reading and 
thinking skills and the ability  
to organize and make sense 
of the information located…
users may find a wide range of 
information, but how well do 
they understand exactly what 
they have found?  Do they 

know whether it is the current 
law?  Do they understand what 
is missing?  Do they recognize 
whether or how well their 
results answer their original 
query?”  The 2014 ABA Legal 
Technology Survey reports that 
61% of attorneys are somewhat  
satisfied with “the ability to 
ascertain the credentials of 
the author or publisher” of a 
website, and 18% report being 
very satisfied. Law librarians 
draw researchers’ attention 
to questions like the author’s 
or publisher’s credentials, and 
make them look critically at the 
pros and cons of the Internet as 
a legal research tool. 

Law librarians 
draw researchers’ 

attention to 
questions like 
the author’s 
or publisher’s 

credentials, and 
make them look 
critically at the 

pros and cons of 
the Internet as 
a legal research 

tool. 

LAW LIBRARIANS’ ROLES

 For the untrained legal and sup-
port staff of law firms, it is quite 
challenging to locate authentic, 
current, and accurate informa-
tion online in a timely fashion 
without getting lost navigat-
ing the often overwhelmingly  
chaotic Internet maze.

Law firm librarians play import-
ant roles in helping their firms 
and staff members locate, man-
age, and use Internet resources 
efficiently and cost effective-
ly. Law librarians understand 
not only the needs of attorneys 
and their clients, but also the  

specific types of information 
available online as well as offline 
to meet those unique needs.  
Law librarians help firms grow 
and strengthen their client ser-
vices by taking advantage of the 
rich information online. 

	curate the web for the best 
and most comprehensive 
knowledge and information 
resources, that accommodate 
the firm’s budget and user 
needs

	provide tailored content for 
individual users or groups to 
facilitate intelligent filtering 
of the abundance of available 
online information

	maintain the firm’s Intranet, 
further enabling cost-effec-
tive online legal research

	promote free and low-cost 
online resources and re-
search techniques, when-
ever feasible, to help at-
torneys and staff improve 

research efficiency and cost  
effectiveness

	highlight circumstances  
when for-fee databases  
provide time savings, reliabil-
ity, or comprehensiveness, 
and prove more efficient 
than free Internet resources

	provide guidance on the 
usefulness and reliability of 
legal resources, and help  
users evaluate and review  
the information located on-
line

	educate users and conduct 
training sessions on online 
research skills, and advise 
users on specific Internet  
research techniques

For instance, law librarians:

Law librarians 
understand not 
only the needs 
of their firms 

and their clients, 
but also the 
specific types 
of information 
available online 
as well as offline 
to meet those 
unique needs. 
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	manage electronic subscrip-
tions which now generally 
account for a larger annual 
spending than books and 
newsletters

	handle complicated legal 
reference requests and in-
depth research

	compile RSS feeds, or utilize 
other monitoring tools, to 
track competitors, clients, 
regulatory developments, 
and market trends

	compile information ob-
tained from multiple sourc-

In addition to helping users navigate Internet resources, 
law librarians and legal information professionals:

es into a single cohesive  
document

	conduct non-legal research, 
including but not limited to:

	conflicts checking
	business development
	competitive intelligence
	marketing

	design websites and create 
databases to help manage 
information effectively

	perform customized online 
research for form blog posts, 
newsletters, firm Intranet 

and website content

	monitor emerging technolo-
gies which affect how infor-
mation is consumed by at-
torneys, and lead the firm in 
adapting to changing trends 
of online research

	write customized online 
legal research guides and 
brochures to meet specific 
firm needs

	utilize cost-saving tools 
and resources which are 
unavailable to attorneys and 
are best utilized by a librarian 
with specialized training

	share information among 
colleagues and peers on 
related topics for professional 
development

The 2014 ABA Legal Technolo-
gy Survey reported that “law-
yers with less than ten years 
in practice spent nearly a third 
of their working hours (28%) 
conducting research.”  For all 
respondents, the average time 
reported for research tasks was 
19%.  Since attorneys spend 
such a significant amount of 
time performing research, it is 
crucial that they utilize the best 
available resources.

Law librarians possess critical  
thinking skills and an in-depth 

knowledge of legal materials and 
sources, and they continually monitor  

new developments in free and  
fee-based legal resources.  They  
are uniquely positioned to help  

users navigate the new  
legal research environment.
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AUTHORITY AND RELIABILITY  
ON THE INTERNET

Essential Criteria for Evaluating Internet  
Legal Resources

Evaluating a website’s usefulness and reliability can be difficult. The following ten “C” words (Content, 
Credibility, Critical Thinking, Copyright, Citations, Currency and Continuity, Censorship, Connectivity, 
Comparability, and Context) can help users determine the usefulness of a website.

Content
The content of a resource must be reflective. If 
there is a constitutional change, the resource 
must promptly reflect that change; if a law 
has been amended, any discussion on the web 
must reflect the law as amended, otherwise, the 
Internet resource is not qualified for inclusion 
or citation in legal research.

Credibility
Authorship, research specialization and 
achievement, institutional and professional af-
filiation, medium of communication (e.g., pro-
fessional journal) and publishers are all useful  
criteria to evaluate credibility.

1 2

When relying on information on 
the Internet from any source, it is 
crucial to review with a skeptical 
eye and check a few criteria to 
verify that the information is 
authoritative and reliable. Look 
for an “About Us” link to find out 
who is sponsoring or providing 
the information - is it a law 
firm, academic institution, legal 
publisher, library or government 
entity? Also, look for the most 
recent update to the site. Good 

sites show the date the content 
was last updated at the bottom 
or top of the page. One of the 
law librarian’s roles mentioned 
above was the crucial training 
role.  Attorneys may assume they 
are sophisticated researchers 
but they may need reminders 
to question web sources that 
have not gone through the 
same editorial process as a print 
publication typically would.  In 
particular, younger attorneys, or 

“digital natives”, used to doing 
research on the web may not 
fully realize the value of a well-
edited, annotated, and updated 
source, and may not appreciate 
the efficiency factor of going 
directly to an authoritative, 
reliable treatise.  Librarians 
can be arbiters of information, 
directing attorneys to the best 
resources and training them in 
how to discern authenticity and 
credibility for themselves.

Critical Thinking
Questions to ask include: Is it a reviewed article? 
Is it a law review journal? And does the author 
exhibit critical assessment of a resource?

Copyright
Copyrighted work means that an individual or 
an institution could claim ownership, responsi-
bility and liability for the resource. It also means 
that the resource may not be a public domain 
publication, and therefore users may have to 
comply with the Principles of Fair Use.

3 4

5

6

7
8

9 10

Citations
Resources with citations tend to be more seri-
ous-minded than social or journalistic ones. Re-
searchers should therefore accord higher prefer-
ence to resources with citations.

Currency and Continuity
One of the worrisome issues surrounding many 
web resources is their high mortality rate.  
Websites appear and disappear along with the 
resources they contain. Astute legal researchers 
must look for the twin qualities of currency and 
continuity in evaluating an Internet resource. For 
instance, an electronically published law report 
must not only be current but also be continuous 
for it to be a dependable source for consultation.

Censorship
It is important to examine whether a resource is 
censored. Most censored resources reflect the 
unenviable attributes of misinformation, half-
truths, or political or judicial prejudice.

Connectivity
A researcher needs resources that can be 
connected to individual or institutional sources. 
Does the resource link to other sources?

Comparability
How does a particular information resource 
compare with others? How do the legal facts 
or positions contained in the resource compare 
with facts or positions in other jurisdictions?

Context
Legal resources on the Internet must be 
evaluated in the light of their geopolitical, 
legal, intellectual, and historical contexts. This is 
vital to ensure that the resource relates to the 
appropriate context.
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Online Government Resource Authentication

UELMA, the Uniform Electronic 
Legal Material Act, was 
approved by the Uniform Law 
Commission on July 12, 2011.  
According to AALL’s FAQ on  
this uniform law, the law 
“addresses many of the  
concerns posed by the 
publication of state primary 
legal material online.” State 
governments are increasingly 
publishing state statutes, 
regulations, and court opinions 
online, and sometimes the  
online availability leads 
to a decision to stop print 
publication of this primary 
legal material.  As a result,  
law librarians and the broader 
legal community want to 

ensure that the electronic 
material “will be preserved 
in unaltered form and will  
be available permanently.”

As of February 2015, 
twelve states have adopted  
UELMA — California, Colorado, 
Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, 
Idaho, Illinois, Minnesota, 
Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, 
and Pennsylvania. UELMA 
applies to any electronic legal 
material the state designates  
as official, but specifically  
names the state constitution, 
state session laws, codified  
laws, and agency regulations 
which have the effect of law. 
Anything published solely 

in electronic form must 
be designated as official.  
UELMA requires that official 
materials are capable of being 
authenticated, are preserved, 
and are permanently accessible 
to the public.

For further information, see 
the full AALL FAQ on UELMA,  
h t t p : / / w w w . a a l l n e t . o r g /
D o c u m e n t s / G o v e r n m e n t -
Relations/UELMA/UELMAFAQs.
pdf, or other UELMA resources 
available from AALL, including 
the final text of the act, state-
by-state reports, and history 
of the act, http://www.aallnet.
org/Documents/Government-
Relations/UELMA.

“The Web dwells 
in a never-ending 
present. It is — 
elementally— 

ethereal,  
ephemeral,  

unstable, and  
unreliable.”  

Jill Lepore 
The Cobweb:  Can the Internet 
Be Archived? 
The New Yorker

The Vanishing Web: Link Rot and Perma.cc

Preservation issues also confront 
law librarians when it comes to 
the web generally.  “Link rot,” 
“content drift,” “reference rot”—
these are issues that librarians 
and legal researchers will in-
creasingly face when performing 
research.  In a 2013 Yale Journal 
of Law and Technology article, 
“Something Rotten in the State 
of Legal Citation,” Raizel Liebler 
and June Liebert reported that 
“the percentage of websites that 
are no longer working within 
Supreme Court cases is alarm-
ingly high: almost one-third 
(29%).”  This was true of gov-
ernmental and non-governmen-
tal sites.   A 2014 Harvard Law 
Review article, “Perma: Scoping 

and Addressing the Problem of 
Link and Reference Rot in Legal 
Citations,” found an even higher 
percentage, finding that “50% 
of the URLs within U.S. Supreme 
Court opinions suffer reference 
rot.” The authors also reviewed 
URL citations in three Harvard 
law journals, and reported that 
70% of links would no lon-
ger retrieve the original cited  
material.

Since URL citations link to online 
materials that are in the custody 
of a single host and are often 
otherwise unavailable, cited 
material can easily “(1) become 
inaccessible or (2) change, a 
phenomenon known as “link rot” 

http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA/UELMAFAQs.pdf
http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA/UELMAFAQs.pdf
http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA/UELMAFAQs.pdf
http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA/UELMAFAQs.pdf
http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA
http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA
http://www.aallnet.org/Documents/Government-Relations/UELMA


14 15The Internet As A Legal Research Tool Private Law Librarians & Information Professonals SIS  |  Guide 5

and “reference rot,” respectively.  
Link rot refers to the URL no 
longer serving up any content 
at all. Reference rot, an even 
larger phenomenon, happens 
when a link still works but the 
information referenced by the 
citation is no longer present, or 
has changed.”

Fortunately, Harvard Innovation 
Labs launched Perma.cc to help 
address the link rot problem.  
Perma.cc, a caching solution, 
allows authors to preserve cited 
material by directing Perma to 
save the contents of a webpage 
and return a citable, permanent 
link.  If the site’s content is moved 

or changed, the permanent link 
will lead a reader to the original 
cited material.  This solution 
basically promises to create 
unbreakable citation links, and 
Perma has already been adopted 
by a number of state courts and 
law reviews.

Link Rot Resources
“Link Rot” and Legal Resources on the Web: A 2014 Analysis  
by the Chesapeake Digital Preservation Group 
http://cdm16064.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/linkrot2014

Georgetown Link Rot Conference 
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/library/404/

Perma.cc 
https://perma.cc/

Memento 
http://timetravel.mementoweb.org/

Internet Archive 
http://www.archive.org

1

2

3

4

5

General search engines can be 
helpful when getting started 
or determining the scope of a 
particular question.  Specialized 
directories such as Zimmerman’s 
Research Guide and Cornell’s 
Legal Information Institute (see 
online Appendix) can provide 
further context when looking 
for specific legal search results.  
Research guides compiled by law 
librarians also serve as a great 
starting point when exploring a 
new area of law or when trying 
to locate jurisdiction-specific 

Search Engines

resources.  See the list in the 
Appendix for some examples 
of research guide collections 
available from academic law 
libraries.  

If you are going the general 
search engine route, become 
familiar with any advanced 
search features or specialty 
search tools available.  General 
search engines, like Google or 
Bing, allow you to filter results 
or use search operators that can 
be helpful in narrowing large 

“Forty-eight percent 
of respondents 

from firms of 100 
or more attorneys 

report Google 
search as the one 
free website they 
use most often for 

legal research.”
2014 ABA Legal Technology  

Survey, Vol. V:  Online Research

HOW TO CONDUCT LEGAL 
RESEARCH ON THE INTERNET

Savvy online researchers know 
that search engines vary in  
how they select results for 
inclusion in search sets – the 
underlying technology and 
ranking of results. Fortunately, 
Google, and other search 
engines, are becoming 
more sophisticated.  They 
continuously try to improve 
their algorithms so users get 
results with higher quality 
content, not just sites that 

match up with particular 
keywords.  For example, 
Google’s latest algorithm 
changes benefit websites with 
more content and in-depth 
articles, and sites that provide  
a higher-quality user 
experience.  These types 
of changes should benefit 
researchers, but a search engine 
still will not uncover all of the 
potentially useful content 
available on the web.

http://cdm16064.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/linkrot2014
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/library/404/
https://perma.cc/
http://timetravel.mementoweb.org/
http://www.archive.org
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Maintaining Efficiency

An old librarian adage is,  
“you can have something 
quick, cheap and accurate,  
but you can only pick two  
out of three.” Therefore, choos-
ing the top two most import-
ant factors will help you decide 
between conducting an open 

web search and using special-
ized commercial databases.

Remember to balance cost of 
the resource with time. If you  
are familiar with a comprehen-
sive, regularly updated, easy  
to use website, then use it. But if 

you know the information you 
need is readily available in print 
or in a fee-based database, go 
with the source that you know 
can provide the information re-
liably. Don’t waste time search-
ing for material on the Internet, 
if you can’t find it quickly.

search results.  Keep in mind 
that search engines only index 
a small percentage of Internet 
information. The term “surface 
web” refers to content that 
search engines can easily crawl or 
index. The “invisible web” refers 
to the large repository of private 

or dynamic information that 
search engines can’t access, such 
as corporate sites, government 
or academic databases, library 
catalogs, and court records.  
If you know the information 
from these types of sources is 
what you need, go directly to 

the source.  For journal articles, 
try searching Google Scholar 
or the Social Science Research 
Network (SSRN), or use USA.
gov if you need federal or state 
government information. 

When To Use The Internet?

 Use the Web to find:

	Government information, especially 
forms, statistics, or legislative materials 
(see Appendix for legislative sites).

	International information, such as 
treaties or international agreements,  
or foreign laws when available (see  
Appendix for directory sites).

	Popular culture information, such as 
quotes, trivia questions, sports scores. Be 
sure to ascertain reliability.

When NOT To Use The Internet?

	Do not use the Internet for legal 
research when your broad initial search 
retrieves too many hits from the open 
web. Commercial services like Lexis 
Advance and Westlaw Next allow more 
search control.  You can utilize segments 
or fields in your search strategy to 
narrow the number of retrieved hits, or 
can filter results to get a manageable, 
focused result set.

	Do not use the Internet if you need an 
authoritative source, and you cannot 
determine  authenticity or reliability.  
Make sure to cite to sources acceptable 
to the court, and use a citator to check 
that you are citing good law.

	Geographic and mapping information, 
an area of increasing information on the 
Internet. Several sites take geographic 
data and “mash” it up with other 
statistical or government information to 
make rich content sets.

	General directory information on 
individuals--with sites like LinkedIn 
you can uncover a lot of information 
about professionals worldwide.  Social 
media sites can also be mined for useful 
information.

	News and commentary from social  
media sites. 
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RESEARCH ON THE GO: 
MOBILE APPS

As attorneys and legal staff 
increasingly turn to mobile 
devices to perform research-
related tasks, law librarians 
have begun staying abreast of 
new and useful mobile apps 
that assist with legal research 
on the go. The UCLA School of 
Law’s library does a particularly 
good job of monitoring new and 
useful apps, 

32% of attorneys regularly use a 
mobile-specific research app on their 
tablet.  23.2% occasionally do.  21.8% 

of attorneys report regularly using 
research apps on a smartphone, with 

19.9% occasionally using one.

2014 ABA Legal Technology Survey, Vol. VI:  Mobile Lawyers

Ease of Use
How intuitive and user-friendly is the app? 
Is the essential functionality obvious?

http://libguides.law.ucla.edu/c.
php?g=183370&p=1208503.  
The Law Library of the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison also 
has good guides to Android 
or iPad mobile apps at  

http://law.wisc.libguides.com.  
Some apps highlighted are from 
major legal vendors, but others 
are less well-known offerings 
that can meet specific legal 
research needs.

Content
What materials and information does the 
app make available and how does it com-
pare to its web-based counterpart? Are 
there restrictions in comparison?

Search Functionality
How is the content accessed and searched and 
how does this compare to the web version?

Results Delivery
What are the options for retrieval of 
the results?

Standalone Access
Can anyone use the app or are firm/
individual subscriptions required?

Continuity
Is there interplay between the work done 
on the app and that which is done on the 
main site?

Usage Reporting & Billing
Finally, how does the app integrate with 
firm systems for tracking usage and 
client billing?

COURTESY OF: 
Efficient and Effective Legal Research in 
the Era of Apps 
http://web.freepint.com/go/blog/72351

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Since these apps need to be 
reviewed for utility and efficiency 
just as websites do, John DiGilio, 
a law librarian, blogger, and 
FreePint contributor, compiled 
some good criteria to use for an 
app review:

http://libguides.law.ucla.edu/c.php?g=183370&p=1208503
http://libguides.law.ucla.edu/c.php?g=183370&p=1208503
http://law.wisc.libguides.com
http://web.freepint.com/go/blog/72351
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CONCLUSION

Law librarians and legal  
information professionals un-
derstand both the benefits  
and limitations of conducting 
legal research on the Internet. 
They can add additional val-
ue to their organizations by  
evaluating, maintaining, and 
promoting the efficient use of 
free and low-cost quality legal 
information online. As the trend 
increases towards Internet/ 
online resources, law librar-
ians’ roles will continue to  
become increasingly significant  
in developing strategies for  
efficient and cost effective  
online legal research.

Understanding when to use the 
Internet to supplement legal 
research requires experience and 
expertise. Obtaining relevant, 
authoritative, accurate, and 
up-to-date legal information 

on the Internet calls for critical 
evaluation. Conducting efficient 
legal research online takes 
ongoing understanding of the 
ever-changing nature of the Web 
and the continuing evolution of 
search engines.  Law librarians 
possess critical thinking skills 

Law librarians and legal information 
professionals understand both the 

benefits and limitations of conducting 
legal research on the Internet. 

They can add additional value to 
their organizations by evaluating, 
maintaining, and promoting the 
efficient use of free and low-cost 
quality legal information online.

and an in-depth knowledge 
of legal materials and sources, 
and they continually monitor 
new developments in free and 
fee-based legal resources.  They 
are uniquely positioned to help 
users navigate the new legal 
research environment. 
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