


Several years ago, Baker and McKenzie
made national news and caused concern
in the law library community when it
announced that its law library would close.
Today, in law schools, students are no
longer confined to the physical library to
do their research—they can sit in cafes or
their living rooms and access materials via
the Internet, iPods, and cell phones.

Law schools, law firms, and public
entities, such as county or municipal
governments, often see libraries as overhead
in terms of cost or space and divert those
resources to other purposes. This is where
the social audit can have an impact.

What is a Social Audit?

The social audit is a concept that can be
used to evaluate library effectiveness based
on qualitative standards and criteria. It is a
method to look at outcomes from a social
perspective and the impact an organization
has on society, rather than through inputs
such as the number of circulated items,
dollars spent, and other resources.

For too long, quantitative measure-
ments have been used to evaluate libraries.
As collection formats change and
technology changes the way patrons use
libraries, it is clear new ways of looking at
library effectiveness need to be adopted.

A social audit is one method that all types
of libraries can use.

The term social audit is sometimes
referred to as social accounting, but that
is because it generally was adopted in the
private sector, and libraries generally are in
the public sector. A social audit enables an
institution to measure itself against its own
goals rather than against organizations with
different missions. This is especially useful
for academic law libraries where, though
evolving, statistical and quantitative data is
still used by accrediting organizations as
well as by U.S. News and World Report and
other guides that consumers increasingly
rely on when deciding whether to attend a
particular law school as a student or to join
as a faculty member.

If organizations can agree upon
qualitative ways to address the success of a
library through social audits and strategic
plans, any library will be able to successfully
measure its value to the institution. For
instance, if an organization is not meeting
the needs of the user, then, assuming an
alternative exists, the consumer will go
elsewhere. This is simply not just the pro
se patron in a public law library but also
faculty and students at law schools and
attorneys in law firms. The social audit
helps bring this into focus.

Examples of Library Audits

One of the earliest studies of a social audit
of libraries occurred in Great Britain, and,
in fact, much of the early research comes
from there and Ireland. The study in
England looked at the societal impact of
libraries in two different towns. Libraries
were perceived as valuing continuity above
flexibility, preferring to consolidate a
known audience rather than developing
new markets, and valuing professional
loyalty and integrity above innovation.

While most people probably feel that
valuing loyalty and integrity are positive
attributes, the above statement reflects
users’ perceptions that libraries are
institutions somewhat resistant to change.
Many people in all walks of life resist
change. But if consumers see stagnation
setting in any organization, that stagnation
needs to be corrected for the organization
to survive. This is true for retail stores,
restaurants, libraries, or any other service
organization.

It is up to libraries to show their value
in a more direct way. Libraries need to look
at their roles from the outside in, rather
than from the organization out. They need
to see their impact on the economic and
cultural life of their communities. The
community may be the public, the student
body and faculty, or the members of a law
firm. And once they determine the library’s
impact, librarians need to convey the value
of their work to the parent organization.

One reason the social audit is critical
is because of its emphasis on the outside.
In Libraries in a World of Cultural Change,
the authors state that the independent
social audit can help drive the policy for
change: “The library is not only a powerful
symbol of the past, but also a potential
beacon or landmark for the future.”

Law libraries of all organizations must
continue to perform self-audits and make
their case. In some ways, the goal of the
social audit—to show the impact on society
(again, society can be defined by whatever
parameters the organization settles on)—
is similar to writing a grant proposal.

Altruistic Benefits

In writing a grant, one of the key factors
that the awarding agency often looks at is
how much of an altruistic benefit is derived
from the grant. The social audit allows

you to see where an organization can have
the most impact. This can be done through
market research, focus groups, or other
similar surveys of stakeholders, but it
cannot rely on pre-existing assumptions.

In some ways, it is like the theme of Frank
Capra’s film, “It’s a Wonderful Life,” except
the questions faced here are:
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* What would your organization be

like without the library?

* What would your organization be

like if the library does not change
to meet new social, economic, and
cultural needs?

e What is the negative societal impact?

A 1993 green paper, published by
Comedia Consultancy in Gloucestershire,
England, titled, “Borrowed Time,” looked
at issues facing public libraries. While the
paper focused on public libraries, I believe
the issues are applicable to all libraries
because they all have a society or
constituency that they represent. The paper
stated that while book issues (circulation
data) have been declining, other uses of the
library are increasing. These uses include
for information and studying, as homework
centers, and for literary events and other
community activities.

Law libraries are facing the same issues.
Librarians can convey their value to
administrators holding the purse strings
by showing the value the library still has
beyond resources and circulation data.

It is clear in most studies and through
anecdotal evidence that in academic libraries
students look for a more social setting.
They are interested in group study rooms,
information commons, cafes, and other
“creature comforts.” Law schools need to
have space for speakers and other events that
will raise the value of the library. With the
growth of electronic resources, the library
can no longer simply rely on “if you build
it, they will come.”

Another English study points to young
people having a low opinion of libraries.
They consider them old fashioned or not
high quality; young people are interested in
technology. We, as the library community,
must answer these needs and change our
own ways of thinking. Where will students,
young attorneys, and pro se patrons go to
seek information? Will they be at home
and Google their way to knowledge? Where
will they want to spend their time? The
environment that they are in, the social
aspect of the library, or the outcomes that
can be generated through responding to the
wishes of the society in the social audit is
going to drive the role of the library in our
organizations.

Social Responsibility

A key aspect of the social role of the library
is the importance of social responsibility.
This is often seen at the corporate level

but is expanding into the not-for-profit
sector and is a key element to look at in
maintaining the relevance of the library.
Social responsibility expands to a variety
of groups.

As part of the process of a social audit,
one needs to look at all internal and external
stakeholders. This will lead to employees
valuing the organization and not feeling like
a cog in a big machine, failing to directly see
how their contributions can help the parent
organization.

In looking at stakeholders, one needs
to look at those with an economic,
organizational, and societal role. For
example, one analysis of social responsibility
looks at this concept as concentric circles
with various people playing different
roles. The economic stakeholders are the
employees within the economic circle of the
organization. They are the ones who need to
ensure accountability and bring legitimacy
to the organization in the long term.

The social audit enables organizations
to be legitimate by testing outcomes and
bringing in stakeholders to impact the
role—again it is outside in, rather than
inside out. It enables the organization to
share its intrinsic value and show the benefit
to society.

A Means to an Ends

Social responsibility encompasses economic,
legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations
that society has of organizations at a given
point in time. Archie Carroll, who has
written extensively on corporate social
responsibility for many years, including

“A Three-Dimensional Conceptual Model of
Corporate Performance” in 1979 and “The
Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility:
Toward the Moral Management of
Organizational Stakeholders” in 2001,
explains this through a means to the ends
analysis. The means are the organization’s
services, and the ends are the stakeholders’
concerns that the organization wants to
address. Success is therefore measured by
how well the organization has been able to
navigate stakeholder concerns while
implementing its business model.

Carroll goes on to explain that the
organization has a hierarchy that includes
various responsibilities. These are
discretionary, ethical, legal, and economic.
More stakeholder input is needed in the
organization or the penalties imposed will
become prohibitive. For example, people
will stay away or go elsewhere. This is an
issue faced by all law libraries. In fact, data
shows that it can affect recruitment and
retention of students and faculty, as issues
such as the environment, ethics, and
economics impact their decisions. The
key point is that social responsibility is
becoming a more important factor for all
organizations to address and is part of the
social web of the library.

The Luxury of Choice

Social responsibility also comes into play
because of trends in consumerism, which
eventually impact libraries. One trend is
increasing affluence. While this is obviously
not true for everyone, society as a whole is
more affluent and has the ability to make
more choices today than ever before.
Consumers can afford to choose products
they buy and pay a premium for brands
they trust.

This trend can be seen in the impact of
the U.S. News and World Report rankings on
prospective law students. These consumers
make economic choices in many instances
when considering law schools. While most
law school administrations have disavowed
the role of the rankings, it is clear that they
have an impact. It will be up to law schools
to address consumer needs and wishes to
survive in the marketplace.

Stakeholder advocacy is another area
that is part of social responsibility and is
part of the overall social audit. Can
stakeholders push the agenda to drive
change? The answer in law schools is
clearly yes, as new buildings, technology
advancements, and other user expectations
drive how law libraries of all types are
making changes. There must be an
adaptation to the consumer.

This is why the American Bar
Association needs to also change the
information it requests from academic
law libraries. While the Section on Legal
Education Committee on Libraries
continues to modify the information it
requests and change is occurring, there is
still too much of an emphasis on data,
numbers, and inputs. This creates an
inequity among libraries and does nothing
to separate out the differing missions and
goals of each institution.

Librarians should not worry about these
numbers but focus on outputs and their
impact. Perhaps a social audit conducted by
each law library and a task force within AALL
to develop goals pertaining to the social role
of the library is a new approach worth taking
to measure the value and importance of the
law library in the 21st century.

“I honestly believe that the winning
companies of this century will be those
who prove with their actions that they can
be profitable and increase social value,”
said Carly Fiorina, former CEO of Hewlett
Packard, at the APEC CEO Summit in
Shanghai, China, in October 2001. This
is true for law libraries too. H

Mark P. Bernstein (bernstm2@sly. edu)
is assistant professor of law and director of the
Omer Poos Law Library at the Saint Louis
University School of Law.

AALL Spectrum | November 2007



