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Librarians deal with a wide variety of
people. Most library users are a pleasure
to serve — nice, friendly, intelligent folk
who are looking for information. But just
about every library, including most law
libraries, must deal with people who are
not so easy to serve. These people are
angry, difficult, addled, mentally ill,
cantankerous, confused, eccentric,
idiosyncratic, ignorant, mean-spirited or
just hard to get along with. Struggling with
deep and difficult problems, many of these
patrons deserve our sympathy more than
anything else. Others are creating their
own problems by displacing their anger,
refusing to be responsible for their own
problems or insisting that they are the
center of the universe. Still others are just
plain weird.

Any law librarian who has been working
for a while will have at least one
interesting story about dealing with a
difficult user, and most will have many. In
any gathering of law librarians where the
talk turns to user behaviors, the anecdotes
will spill out thick and heavy. This article
recounts a few of those anecdotes. Names

of patrons have been concealed to protect
the misguided. No actual patrons or
librarians have been harmed in the writing
of this article.

Law is a difficult topic for the lay person to
understand. There are different kinds of
law, as well as different conceptions of
what law is. Alvin Podboy, director of
libraries at Baker & Hostetler LLP in
Cleveland, once had to think on his feet in
dealing with a user with a specific request.
“I had a pro se patron come in and ask for
‘the book of the laws.’ I advised her that
the library had hundreds of thousands of
law books, and if she was more specific, 
I’d be glad to try and assist her,” Podboy
recalled. “She became very upset and irate
and reiterated that she wanted ‘the one
book of the law’ and that she knew we had
it. I relented and gave her the Bible.”

Then there was the user who asked Mary
Rumsey, foreign, comparative and
international law librarian at the University
of Minnesota Law Library, for information
on “resurrection rights.” Rumsey told him
she wasn’t familiar with that term but
wondered if it was a property concept.
“He said, ‘Yes. It’s an ancient Greek
property concept. I’d like you to look it up
on LexisNexis™ under E-u-r-y-d-i-c-e or O-r-
p-h-e-u-s or P-e-r-s-e-p-h-o-n-e.’ These were all
names of characters from Greek mythology
who visited the realm of the dead,”
Rumsey said. “I determined that I couldn’t
help him.”

Most pro se users really need legal advice,
which they are often seeking from the law
librarian. Law librarians who deal with the
public can all tell stories of their efforts to
avoid practicing law while assisting users.
Some users claim they understand that the
librarian can’t give a legal opinion, but
then persist in asking for advice. One
patron gave Rumsey a long-winded
explanation of his divorce, then asked for
a form that would prevent his ex-spouse
from moving out of state. Rumsey
explained several times that she couldn’t
advise him on what form to use, but that
she could show him books of forms that
might have what he was looking for. He
finally uttered the classic response, “I don’t
need legal advice, I just need you to tell
me what form to use.” 

On the other hand, sometimes some
practical advice is called for. Sharon
Wayland, director of the Tarrant County

Law Library in Fort Worth, Texas,
remembered patron who asked a librarian,
“If I tear up my marriage license, will I be
divorced?” The librarian wisely replied, 
“If you tear up your birth certificate, will
you be dead?”

Sometimes the requests of pro se users can
be a bit creepy. A user asked Wayland if
the library had “a description of the crimes
you can commit.” Then there was the
woman who called from California and
said she was moving to Tennessee. “She
said she had been committing adultery in
California and planned to commit adultery
in Tennessee,” Wayland said. “She wanted
to know if adultery was a crime in Texas
just in case she decided to commit adultery
while she was driving through Texas on her
way to Tennessee.”

April Schwartz, business law librarian at
the University of Minnesota Law Library,
recalled the time an especially loud user
was at the reference desk. “I was working
the reference desk, and I had lots of
students standing in front of me, doing cite
checks and class assignments,” she
explained. “A guy walked in and fairly
shouted that he wanted the Minnesota law
on mayhem so he could defend himself.
Apparently he was perfectly OK with
everyone knowing about this. To help me
even more, he said he needed the part
about cutting off and mutilating body parts.
He certainly sent a hush over the crowd.”

Sally Curtis Askew, reference and public
service librarian at the University of
Georgia law library, had a brush with the
type of client most of us would like to
avoid. He was in the library almost every
day and obviously knew how to use legal
materials and conduct legal research.
Gradually, he became friendly with the
library staff, chatting with them and asking
questions from time to time. “For about six
months, he was in here regularly, and at
Christmas he brought in a large tin of
wrapped candy as a Christmas gift to the
staff. Then, we didn’t see him any more,”
Askew said. Several months later staff
members heard news reports of a man who
had been arrested for abducting the wife of
a another man, killing her and flying a
small plane over the Okefenokee Swamp to
dump her body where he thought it would
never be found. “The name sounded
familiar, and later that day we realized it
was our former researcher,” she said.
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It is not uncommon for pro se library users
to misunderstand or mispronounce the
names of legal concepts. Some mishaps
can be quite humorous. Helen Reed,
librarian at William H. Miller Law Library
in Evansville, Ind., reported two such
incidents. In the first, a user requested the
“Ominous Streets Act.” He said it had
something to do with guns. In the second,
a pro se divorce patron was looking for a
form he called a “final degree of
delusion.” That one is not that uncommon. 

Charles Dyer, director of the San Diego
County Public Law Library, recalled a user
who asked for help on “the delusions of
marriage.” 

Wayland remembered a patron who 
asked if the library was “a government
suppository” and the woman who came in
wanting a divorce because her husband
had died and she wanted to remarry. “Her
sister had told her she would have to get
an ‘uncontested divorce,’” Wayland said.

Law firm and other private law libraries
may not have to deal with pro se users, but
they do have to deal with attorneys and
summer associates. Though trained in law,
both groups can provide some memorable
experiences. Summer associates are
notorious for their inability to conduct
research in spite of what librarians try to
teach them in law school. David Webster,
research librarian at Ballard Spahr
Andrews & Ingersoll in Philadelphia,
described a summer associate from a few
years ago who “asked about the head
notes that West adds to published cases,”
Webster said. “The associate said, ‘I know
that the head notes are searchable in
WESTLAW, but is there anywhere that
they’re all collected in print? That would be
really helpful.’”

Law students can behave the same way at
school. Julia Wentz, associate director of
Loyola University School of Law Library in
Chicago, recalled helping a third-year

student with a particular issue. It is
reasonable to assume that a third-year law
student would have some knowledge of
how law works. “She was using the
Federal Practice Digest. I explained that
she should use the state digest because it
was an issue of state law,” Wentz said.
“Her response was, ‘Oh, I suppose they
wouldn’t want to make a big deal out of
it.’ It took me a few seconds to realize that
she thought a party’s desire to ‘make a
federal case of it’ determined jurisdiction!”

And finally, what sometimes seems like a
ridiculous reference request may turn out to
be true after all, as Kathy Carlson, state
law librarian at the Wyoming State Law
Library, once found out. “A number of
years ago I received a call from someone
trying to produce one of those ‘true life’
television shows on strange but true laws.
He was trying to confirm that Wyoming

Take an active part in planning a once-
in-a-lifetime event. The AALL Centennial
Planning Task Force is looking for ideas
from AALL members on the best ways to
commemorate the Association’s 100th
anniversary in 2006. 

To celebrate AALL’s centennial, the task
force proposed a myriad of ideas that
would promote law librarianship and
AALL’s contributions to the profession
when they met on Feb. 4 in Chicago. 
The proposals included publishing an
AALL history book; creating a digital
archive; coordinating programs and
exhibits at other organizations, including
the American Bar Association and the
American Library Association; developing
a special logo to brand centennial events
and products; and establishing a
Centennial Endowment Scholarship.
Many of these ideas will go into effect
when AALL’s centennial celebration kicks
off at the 2005 AALL Annual Meeting
and continue throughout the year,
culminating at the 2006 AALL Annual
Meeting. (To review the AALL Centennial
Task Force charge, please visit
http://www.aallnet.org/committee/
centennial.asp.)

Now the Centennial Planning Task Force
wants to hear from AALL members about
how they would like to celebrate this
milestone. Member input is welcome on
all fronts. From contests to publicity to

chapter and national events to fund
raising, the task force wants member
comments and suggestions for the
historic year-long celebration.

Please send your ideas and questions
about AALL’s centennial to Lolly
Gasaway, chair of the AALL Centennial
Planning Task Force, at lgasaway@
depaul.edu.
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1993); Negotiating and Influencing Skills:
the Art of Creating and Claiming Value, by
Brad McRae (Sage, 1998); and Winning
‘em Over: A New Model for Managing in
the Age of Persuasion, by Jay A. Conger,
(Simon & Shuster, 1998). 

For guidance with the many details of
licensing, I recommend reading a copy of
Interpreting and Negotiating Licensing
Agreements: A Guidebook for the Library,
Research, and Teaching Professions by
Arlene Bielefield and Lawrence
Cheeseman, (Neal-Schuman, 1999). 
It has a 50-page chapter devoted
exclusively to answering the question
“What Do Licensing Agreements Really
Mean?” It provides an invaluable series 
of charts that list the actual language of
common clauses in licensing agreements,
including parties, definitions, grant,
licensor obligations, term and renewal,
fees, conditions of use or scope of license,
authorized users, limitation of liability of
disclaimer, termination, governing law,
alternative dispute resolution, complete
agreement, support or documentation,
assignment, waiver, severability, and

confidentiality. It also lists less common
clauses, including content and copyright,
monitoring use, privacy protection,
indemnification or hold harmless,
government use, amendments, force
majeure and signature authority. In
addition to the text of these standard
clauses, a layman’s translation explains
what they actually mean and possible
pitfalls to watch out for. 

As a final precaution, before signing off 
on a license agreement, consult a checklist
like the one provided in Appendix A of
Interpreting and Negotiating Licensing
Agreements. Another invaluable resource
for making sure all aspects of the
agreement have been considered is Jean
O’Grady’s “Checklist for the Negotiation
of Internet Subscriptions,” in the November
1999 issue of The CRIV Sheet in AALL
Spectrum. Lastly, check whether the
proposed agreement is in substantial
compliance with the International
Federation of Library Associations’ 32
Licensing Principles, which can be found 
at http://www.ifla.org/V/ebpb/copy.htm.

Librarians are very familiar with Samuel
Johnson’s aphorism: “Knowledge is of two
kinds. We know a subject ourselves, or we
know where we can find information upon
it.” Libraries will continue to evolve into
gateways for digital information that they
will no longer own. To meet the growing
needs of users for high-quality, reliable 
and current information, librarians will
increasingly have to negotiate licenses 
with content providers to provide access to
these electronic resources. They need to
become effective negotiators so that they
can use their contract drafting skills to
ensure that their libraries are able to
provide users with the right information in
the right format at the right price, without
giving up any of the rights currently
available under copyright law. Fortunately,
many librarians already “know this subject
themselves,” while the rest “know where
we can find information upon it.”

Michael Reddy (mreddy@lrlaw.edu) is
director of library services at Lewis and
Roca LLP in Phoenix, Ariz.
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had a law prohibiting the photographing
of rabbits in winter without a permit. I
searched but never found such a law,”
Wentz explained. “The postscript is that
several weeks after I received the question,
the local newspaper ran a story on some
of what I refer to as ‘slap happy’ laws. The
Wyoming legislature meets only a short
time each year, and if they are behind,

they have been known to stay in session
late into the night. In some of these late
night sessions they can get a little ‘slap
happy’ and make some odd proposals. 
Lo and behold. One of these proposals
mentioned by the newspaper was a
proposal to prohibit the photographing 
of rabbits in winter without a permit.”

Paul Healey (phealey@law.uiuc.edu) is
head of public services and associate
professor of library administration at the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
and serves as editorial director of AALL
Spectrum.

placed at the bottom of the routing list.
Not surprisingly, this doesn’t usually work
as well as her Plan B: asking him or her to
circle his or her name if there isn’t time to
read the publication the first time it comes
around, with the assurance that it will be
re-routed to the circled name at the end of
the chain.

This just in: academic law library patrons
who want you to do everything for them.
For free. Now. Don Buffaloe, research
services librarian at the Pepperdine
University law library, received a call from
an undergraduate student when he was at
the reference desk asking him to name, off
the top of his head, every Supreme Court
case having to do with a specific topic.
Sound familiar? Buffaloe told her that if
she came into the law library, he’d be
happy to show her how to research it. 

She wasn’t at all happy with this counsel,
but it is the textbook response. 

What I love is the patron who comes into
the library at five minutes before quitting
time with an awesome research problem.
No, seriously. One time I got a pair of
professional hockey tickets for staying a
few hours late to help with such a project.
That would be the exception, however.

Practical Responses in a Nutshell
Here is some advice on dealing with
difficult service situations:

• Maintain your professional demeanor,
even when the patron is upset or angry.
Remember “behavior breeds behavior”.

• Seek a win-win solution; if possible, find
alternative means to meet the patron’s
desired end.

• Sometimes you just have to say no.

• Treat people with respect; aim to be fair.

• Be proactive with regular patrons —
e.g., faculty, firm lawyers — to head 
off future problems.

• Display confidence; don’t invite abuse.

Plenty of articles cover the theoretical
aspects of customer service. But I hope that
sharing these personal war stories of how
practicing law librarians actually handled
patron problems provides practical
solutions for dealing with difficult
situations.

Donald Arndt (darndt@utnet.utoledo.
edu) is associate director and head of
public services at the University of Toledo
Law Library in Ohio.


