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Tales from the Trenches
Then I moved on to the most visible
aspect of our job—research. We
regularly receive requests for information
that require the team to skillfully search
multiple databases. The range of requests
is wide, and the resources we use span
legal, business, and scientific texts and
databases. We don’t have specialists like
some libraries do, so each reference
librarian needs to be familiar with all of
our products and have some knowledge
of the needs of all of the firm’s practice
areas. I presented 10 very different
research requests that we had received
the prior week and was able to show the
way the staff pulls information from all
these different sources. Presenting the
questions showed how creative the staff
needs to be in its approach to providing
a satisfactory answer.

The audience was amused by 
this one: I need a general treatise on
“automobile law” and am interested 
in the regulation of cars with regards 
to safety standards, importing, and
manufacturing. I also need import
laws/customs duties and tariffs on
importing cars or lithium batteries.

This sample request left my audience
lost: I need three examples of split-off
agreements where the parties had
particularly adversarial relationships with
extensive terms in the agreement. I think
they began to develop a new respect for
the library team when I confirmed that
my entire staff does in fact know what 
a split-off agreement is.

After discussing research, I moved 
on to talk about how we also make our
knowledge available to attorneys through
pathfinders and customized practice
group research pages on our intranet.
This can ease our workload by helping
attorneys and staff learn to perform
simple tasks themselves, but it takes
significant time to create and update
these resources. Showing the research
pages on the intranet and copies of 
some of our documentation provided 
an impressive look at the variety of our
resources and the pricing and content
intricacies we keep track of. The
librarians need to know the strengths and
shortcomings of all the products we use.

The physical upkeep of the library 
is another area I mentioned that should
not be overlooked. End users see books
on the shelves but don’t think about 
the process needed to get them there;
collection evaluation to make sure we
have the most up-to-date and relevant
materials; purchasing, tracking orders,
and cataloging items so that attorneys
can find what they need; and processing
and paying bills.

Staff Initiatives
I also wanted to talk about the way the

team and the library work as a whole.
The majority of my staff is cross trained
and enjoys the creative and dynamic
nature of their positions. My researchers
are happy to do some technical services,
and my technical services staff covers 
the reference desk after normal business
hours. Like so many libraries, we are
understaffed but are able to minimize
backlogs by successfully prioritizing 
and placing primary importance on
keeping our users happy. Much of 
what makes this department successful 
is the staff longevity and the traditional
characteristics of the people who enter
the field of information management.
Additionally, we are extremely focused
on efficiency and workflow. We regularly
look at our processes to make sure that
they are still bringing value. 

For instance, a few years ago we
stopped processing periodicals (putting
in checkout cards or creating binders),
figuring that if they went missing, we
would deal with them as they came 
up. We discovered that this process,
which was very time consuming, wasn’t
missed at all, and stopping it made no
difference. Last year we took it a step
further and decided that there was no
longer any value to us in shelving the
majority of our periodicals, so now we
simply put discard at the end of most 
of our routing lists. 

This year we decided that our
department’s Web page (while very
impressive in showing all our available
resources) was not structured in the most
practical way for the attorneys, especially
laterals. Now we have completely shifted
gears and are creating a library section
on each practice group page so that
attorneys only have to see what is most
pertinent to their practices. None of
these changes is a drastically novel idea;
even though we had been committed to
one scenario, we realized that we needed
to change and have made aggressive
plans to do so.

Another change we made is to stop
asking attorneys for their preferred

method of information delivery. 
Instead we are streamlining delivery of
periodicals and current awareness so we
can make decisions about the delivery
that’s best for us to manage, rather than
each individual attorney’s ideal way to
receive the information. Obviously we
weigh many factors in determining 
how something will be delivered, 
but most practicing attorneys have
grown accustomed to things changing
constantly, so they are more than capable
of handling a table of contents by e-mail
instead of in hard copy.

All of this helped to demonstrate our
overarching philosophy: Nothing is done
just because that’s the way it was done
before. If we determine that a process is
no longer crucial, we shift gears and put
our energy elsewhere.

The Big Picture
These are just a few of the elements that
I mentioned in my presentation. By the
end, I was satisfied that I had created a
deeper understanding among the group
about what the library staff contributes
to the firm. Not only had I given my
listeners some important specific data, 
I had also gotten them to see the big
picture—that librarians are patient
people and creative problem solvers 
and that there is more to our department
than meets the eye. 

Reference and research librarians
don’t just “look things up”; they are
skilled researchers who can use hundreds
of electronic products cost effectively and
with ease and can deliver a result to an
attorney with the appropriate level of
detail. 

Technical services librarians don’t 
just “put cards in books”; they build
catalogs and finding devices, and they
maintain the quality of the materials 
that are essential to an attorney’s work. 

I quickly saw concrete results 
come out of this presentation; several
department heads commented that 
they wanted to conduct the same 
type of session to demonstrate their
departments, and management told me
that this session was informative and
enlightening. I feel confident that by
continuing to make library operations
more transparent we will be better
positioned when developing budgets,
persuading management to approve new
staff, presenting evaluations of the staff
to human resources, and increasing
salaries. In the long run, sharing this
information will benefit the library, the
firm, and our community as a whole. ■

Lori Tarpinian (ltarpinian@
mintz.com) is library director at Mintz,
Levin, Cohn, Ferris, Glovsky and Popeo,
PC, in Boston.

“Reference and research
librarians don’t just 
‘look things up’; they are
skilled researchers who
can use hundreds of 
electronic products cost
effectively and with ease
and can deliver a result 
to an attorney with the
appropriate level of detail.” 
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