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then the paralegal. Others would also share
with the paralegal the name of the partner
that they are working with and service the
partner, hoping the paralegal will
understand law firm hierarchy. 

Alternative Action: In terms of time
efficiency, the paralegal, whose request is 
less time-consuming and who is physically
present, should be assisted first. In fact, as a
general rule, if clients take the time to visit
the library, they should be our first priority. 

Prioritizing requests should depend on
the amount of time it takes to fulfill the
request and its particular deadline and not
the requestor’s job title. I’m sure there are
some colleagues in the legal library
community who disagree with me on this
point, so use your common sense when
juggling assignments. It’s a balancing act
that takes time to master. 

In the beginning, pay special attention
to the amount of time it takes to fulfill
specific types of requests and use this
information when prioritizing future
requests. Do your best to complete tasks as
quickly and thoroughly as possible because
requests tend to come in waves. Don’t panic
if you’re faced with 5-10 requests. Prioritize
them, stay focused, and take them on one 
at a time. You can get through it.

Scenario 3: Stuck in Your Chair
Issue: You’re working on a request on your
PC and a patron approaches the reference
desk and requires assistance locating
resources. 

Action: You can spend five minutes
describing where the book is in the stacks,
or you can…

Alternative Action: Get up out of your
chair! It’s much better to walk with the
person to the required section of the 
library or print out a list from the catalog
containing relevant sources and walk them
to the stacks. Some librarians may argue
that since they are online and are actively
performing research it’s better to provide
directional reference so as not to lose the
thread of the research. My suggestion is to
log off, since most online service providers
will be able to bring you back to the exact
research trail from which you logged off.
And while you’re walking with the client in
the stacks, it is the perfect opportunity to
learn more about his or her library needs 
for future visits. 

Scenario 4: Ambush Assistance
Issue: You’re walking through the stacks 
and notice an attorney attempting to locate
a book. 

Action: You ask the attorney, “Do you
need help?”

Alternative Action: You say to the

attorney, “Can I help you?” There is a big
difference in these two questions. The first
implies that the attorney is having difficulty,
and it is obvious. An attorney approached
this way may automatically refuse assistance
or may not be in need of help at all.  

The second question conveys more 
of a “let’s do it together” type of attitude, 
an offer of service. It also gives you an
opportunity to introduce yourself and ask
the attorney open-ended questions—How

5 Customer Service Tips
Here are a few good general customer service tips, all of which involve 
doing your best to identify and anticipate your client’s needs. 

1. Acknowledge a request as soon as it is made. If the request is made via
e-mail, acknowledge it with an e-mail. If the request is made by telephone
or voicemail, acknowledge it by telephone. Following up is a vital
ingredient to good customer service. It is your responsibility to
communicate the steps you are about to take and have taken to locate the
information to fulfill a request. If you can include estimated or actual costs,
that is a bonus. To follow up means assisting the client by removing a task
from his or her to-do list and making it one less task the client has to
recollect.

2. Keep tabs on research requests that veer off track due to an
overabundance of information. Communicate that things are off-course,
and get the attorney’s input to refocus the search. Take notes on your
search results and the steps taken so you are prepared to discuss your
findings with the attorney as you fine tune the search and results. 

3. Keep a journal of your first year as a law librarian. Since you’ll be
keeping a reference accounting anyway, use the journal to assist you 
in recalling how similar requests were handled in the past. This should
include resources used, type of request, and the amount of time required
to fulfill the request. It will assist you to journal client intelligence and/or
delivery preferences. And remember that the Internet is expanding all 
the time. So, if you locate a great Web site, save it as a favorite on your
browser and share it with your colleagues. 

4. If you don’t understand a request, reach out and educate yourself. 
Ask your colleagues questions, perform preliminary research on the topic,
ask the client more questions, or look for answers from a service provider
who specializes in a given subject or topic. 

5. Build a network of librarians that you can count on when needed.
Network building is an important resource tool that is often neglected and
should be built upon as you move forward in your career. When faced 
with a particularly challenging request, it is invaluable to be able to 
reach out to colleagues who specialize in a particular field, like banking,
corporate, intellectual property, or tax. You should always attempt to locate
the information required on your own first, but if you’re not successful,
reach out. Keep all of your contacts in your Rolodex with notes for future
reference. And, of course, when called upon by colleagues to share your
expertise, always extend the same professional courtesy. 

are you? How is your day going? Are you
locating what you expected? These questions
can lead to discovering other needs. 

Scenario 5: Difficult Clients
Issue: A difficult client enters or telephones
the library, or a client is frustrated with 
the results she received in answer to her
reference request. 

(continued on page 31)
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business, and that includes my firm’s
culture. They cannot help me unless they
first know my unique world. Second, 
I want vendors to offer me the best
customer-focused value solution available 
in the marketplace for the business volumes
I can provide. And third, I want them to
proactively come to me offering special
short-term pricing, along with creative
bundling, to help me deal with the financial
realities of today’s firms. 

We can work together on this. I want
discounts and added content, and vendors want
my business. Don’t my offers of providing a
guaranteed revenue stream seem a fair trade 
for a vendor providing me with discounts and
packages I really need and can use?

And how can vendors get more money
from me and my firm? Provide me with
products that have unique value for what 
I need. And the way vendors can increase
the value of their support is to follow the
next four steps when negotiating and
closing a sale.

Step 1) I need an hour of consulting 
by my vendor rep, with myself and firm
practice heads, to discuss the complete
training process vendors will offer us,
identifying how they will help us achieve
our goals and end results. 

Step 2) I want a clear definition of each
vendor’s uniqueness and value. And I want
everyone from the company who touches
my account to be aware of what this product
will do for us. Vendors need to be ready to
answer when I ask them, “Why, with all the
competitive alternatives available, should I
buy from you?” I also want them to identify
what, if any, resources I can eliminate or
replace when I buy their new products. 

Step 3) I want firm-centric training
manuals to clarify and track training and
coaching. I also want real time examples of
firm clients that lead attorneys through the
process of maximizing our use of vendors’
new products. 

Step 4) Finally, I want a contract that
makes sense, has no predatory clauses (such

piercing the veil — continued from page 25

a walk in the stacks— continued from page 21

Action: Attempt to explain just how the
research was done and provide the client
with a detailed accounting of the research
challenges encountered while attempting to
fulfill the request in the limited amount of
time provided.

Alternative Action: In this scenario,
always control how you react. Remain calm
and professional. Is the client always right?
It’s not about right or wrong. Let’s face it;
you work in a service industry that comes
with certain responsibilities and pitfalls. 

Do your best to remain silent, and try
to listen to what the client is attempting 
to communicate. It may not be easy, but 
do what you can to assist and be helpful.
Difficult clients are often just reacting to
stress in their own work lives, so don’t take
it personally.

Scenario 6: Persistent Printer
Issue: An attorney is sitting at one of the
computers in the library, researching
electronically, and printing out reams of
paper; the printer jams.

Action: Ask the attorney if you can assist
in clearing the paper jam from the printer. 

Alternative Action: While clearing the
paper jam, inquire about the research project
that the attorney is working on. Offer
assistance with narrowing research results,
and talk about the benefits of alternative
document delivery methods. Mention that
most electronic results can be e-mailed or
downloaded, which allows the client to
browse through it at a later time. These

as automatic renewal or overly broad limits
on re-use), has no confidentiality statement, 
and does not look like it was mimeographed
in the principal’s office.

It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? If
vendors are going to sell to us, they should
sell professionally. And we, in turn, should
respond accordingly.

Remember it is not what happens to 
us law librarians…it is what we decide to 
do about it. We are experiencing a tough
market, and although we didn’t cause the
slowdown, we can do something about it. 

Talk to your vendors and tell them
exactly what you want and need. By seeking
positive communications and thinking
outside of the box, we can negotiate fairer
and more helpful contracts. Then we can get
back to the “good old days” of being in the
business of providing information. ■

Linda G. Will (will.linda@dorsey.com) 
is director of information resources at Dorsey
& Whitney LLP in Minneapolis.

suggestions require less printing, prevent
future paper jams, and even save trees. 

If the attorney still insists that a broad
search is necessary, offer him a big envelope
or folder so he can take the print results
with him when he has completed his
research.

Scenario 7: Complex Request
Issue: A patron walks up to the reference
desk and needs assistance with locating 
the legislative history of 11 USCA 721. 

Action: You can try to explain the
complex nature of the request (and lose 
the customer in the process) or…

Alternative Action: Keep it simple—
time is valuable to both you and the client.
Communicate in a clear, concise, and
professional manner; keep your ego in check
and politely explain to the patron that you
will get her started in the right direction.
Discuss legislative history research steps and
then follow up with them.

Engage in Client Intelligence
You can see that there is usually more that
one solution to any given customer service
scenario, and I have highlighted just a few.
If you have an opportunity to discuss
alternative customer service actions with
colleagues, do so, and you may learn even
more. 

It’s also very important to get to know
your clients and retain and compile
knowledge for future requests made by
those individuals. I refer to this as client

intelligence, and it includes a client’s
research, resource, and information delivery
preferences. For instance, does he prefer
books, PDF attachments, e-mail, hard copy
print outs sent interoffice, or online sources?
Does your client have certain dislikes? Is the
client monitoring a particular topic, or is
she an expert in the field? If you happen 
to locate information in the course of your
workday about that client’s topic of interest,
you will be able to share the information. In
the long run, client intelligence retained by
the law librarian saves time during future
requests and ensures excellent customer
service.

Every interaction with clients is another
customer service opportunity. The goal is to
have them count on you and your library to
meet and/or exceed their information needs.
There will be times when the results don’t
even matter because you’ll be unable to
locate the exact information needed, despite
your best efforts. But remember, in the
course of those efforts, you have walked
with your client through the stacks, and 
you have walked them through the research
process. As long as your clients don’t feel
like they are walking alone through the
information process, they will appreciate
your efforts and the library.  ■

Patricia A. Garvey (pgarvey@tpw.com)
is head librarian at Thacher Proffitt & Wood,
LLP, in New York City. This article is
dedicated in memory of Suzanne Borenstein,
mentor, colleague, and friend.  
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