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organization always take precedence over the values of the
profession?

The purpose of such codes is indeed to establish shared standards
and agreed ways of handling situations. But how far should we
expect agreement in principle to be reflected in practice? What
counts as agreement in practice? Is it reasonable to expect all
those professionals who sincerely subscribe and conform to a
common code to act in the same way? Followers of the same rule
will inevitably vary in how they apply it from instance to instance.
Differing situations necessitate variation in how a rule is applied.
There must be a role for discretionary judgment in following a
code of ethics. Variation in application of rules in professional
practice is not something unavoidable that we need to tolerate—
it is something to be valued and safeguarded. Professionals need
to be vigilant that calls for harmonization of their standards are not
converted into attempts to curtail the role of professional judgment
in decisionmaking. Our professional code should range over more
general constraints and aspirations. The constraints should rule 
out certain ways of handling a situation. The aspirations should
allow for professional discretionary judgment, and for varying
application in specific cases. Codes are not necessarily improved
by being more precise and too directive.

For whom is a code of practice written? Is it written for those
outside the profession as a political weapon—staking out what 
the profession deems to be minimal standards in keeping with 
the profession’s aims, so that members can clamor for the
resources they need to comply with their code? Or is the 
code written rather for those inside the profession, setting the
guidelines and requirements to follow in their day-to-day practice?
Professionals’ respect for their code may be subverted when they
notice that it includes, as requirements, specific obligations that
they know perfectly well they regularly cannot conform to under
certain existing circumstances. The danger is that, once a written
code is discredited, practicing professionals may fall back on the
standards that prevail wherever they work ... and these may well
fall below the standards it is reasonable to expect. Drawing once
again from the AALL Special Committee Toward a Renaissance in
Law Librarianship:

A law librarian needs to be well versed in the culture,
structure, and likely future of the organization where s/he
works. Academics need to know where the institutions are
going and how top administrators plan to get there; law firm
librarians need to know about the firm, its alliances, directions
and priorities. Government librarians need to know about
citizens they serve and the priorities of the government entities
in which they work. Libraries do not operate in isolation.

Consequently any revision of our code requires consideration of
the arena in which we operate, and reasonable accommodation 
to the loyalties owed to the employer.

Implementation

Should the code of ethics include a means by which the members
of the profession ensure compliance with the responsibilities they
profess? The Association must debate how proactive, if at all, it
wants to be about the code’s implementation. Some areas that
must be discussed:

• Submit the code revision to the membership through an AALL
town meeting.

American Association of Law
Libraries Code of Ethics
The American Association of Law Libraries espouses 
the statement of professional ethics promulgated by 
the American Library Association, which states that: 
“A librarian

• has a special responsibility to maintain the principles 
of the Library Bill of Rights.

• should learn and faithfully execute the policies of the
institution of which one is a part and should endeavor 
to change those which conflict with the spirit of the
Library Bill of Rights.

• must protect the essential confidential relationship 
which exists between a library user and the library.

• must avoid any possibility of personal financial gain 
at the expense of the employing institution.

• has an obligation to insure equality of opportunity 
and fair judgement of competence in actions dealing
with staff appointments, retentions, and promotions.

• has an obligation when making appraisal of the
qualifications of any individual to report the facts clearly,
accurately, and without prejudice, according to generally
accepted guidelines concerning the disclosure of
personal information.”

In addition, the Association, in light of the special character
and mission of its membership, espouses the principles that
law librarians, while engaged in their professional work,

• have a duty neither to engage in the unauthorized
practice of law nor to solicit an attorney-client
relationship.

• have a duty to avoid any situations posing a possible
undisclosed conflict of interest.

• have a special duty, given the nature of their patron
base, to treat confidentially any private information
obtained through contact with library patrons and 
not to divulge any confidential information to persons
representing adverse interests.

• have a duty to exercise scrupulous care in avoiding 
any acts or even the appearance, of misappropriating
the work product of library patrons or professional
colleagues to their own credit or profit.

• have a duty actively to promote free and effective access
to legal information.

• have a duty to society and the legal profession to 
work both individually and through their professional
organizations toward improving the quality and
minimizing the cost of the library component of the
delivery of legal services.

Adopted, September 1978
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