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COVID-19: BIALL ‘STATE OF THE NATION’ SURVEY 2021

BIALL Covid-19 ‘State of the Nation’
Survey 2021: an Introduction

Abstract: In Autumn 2021 the British and Irish Association of Law Librarians (BIALL)

carried out a follow-up survey to the May 2020 ‘Covid-19 Industry Survey’. BIALL

President, Catherine Bowl, gives an overview of the findings of ‘State of the Nation’ survey
which was published in December 2021. The results of the survey are to be found on the

pages that follow this introduction.
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In February 2021 BIALL Council agreed to conduct a

follow up to the Association’s ‘Covid-19 Industry Survey’
which was carried out in May/June 2020. The original

survey was commissioned to gain a sense of the impact

of the pandemic on the legal information profession.1

The second survey, the BIALL ’State of the Nation’, was
carried out in the Autumn of 2021 and published in

December 2021.2 The survey was completed by 191

respondents, representing a response rate of 36.5% of

BIALL’s membership.

For the purpose of producing accurate comparisons

with the 2020 survey, the original questions were

retained for the ’State of the Nation’ survey. However, as
almost 18 months have passed since the initial survey, we

took the opportunity to consider the following:

• The current status of members’ physical libraries

At the time of the survey, October/November 2021, 7 in

10 of all physical libraries had returned to being fully

open, rising to 8 in 10 in the academic sector and

London and the South-East. However, soon after the

survey was published, the arrival of the Omicron variant

resulted in most of our members being advised to work

from home, and consequently a temporary closure of

members’ physical libraries. Being directed to transition

from the physical library to remote working at short

notice required library and KM professionals to draw on

all the resourcefulness for which we are renowned.

• Approaches to hybrid working

Of those participating in the survey, 7 in 10 respondents

reported that their organisations actively encourage

hybrid working. However, this trend appears to be less

pronounced in academic environments and smaller

organisations.

• Uptake of BIALL’s virtual activities

Three in four respondents participated in at least one of

the BIALL virtual activities over the last 12 months, with

completing BIALL surveys and attending the annual con-

ference most popular. Around 1 in 6 took part in Special

Interest Group (SIG) meetings, online training and virtual

coffee catch ups.

• Rating of, and comments on, BIALL’s support during the
pandemic

Encouragingly, respondents rated BIALL’s support during

the pandemic as either ‘Excellent - 17%’ ‘Good - 67%’ or
‘Average - 16% with no ratings of ‘Poor’ or ‘Very Poor’
recorded. This feedback is a testament to the excellent

work carried out by the BIALL committees, Council

members and other volunteers who ensured that,

despite the absence of face-to-face contact, the member-

ship remained supported. Whilst we look forward to

returning to in person meetings and networking events,

some of the initiatives which evolved due to Covid will

remain in place. Zoom webinars and online SIG meetings

have proved popular as well as making these sessions

more inclusive for the membership. Where possible,

respondents’ suggestions for how BIALL can offer further

support will be considered by Council and the

Association’s Committees.

Fortunately for our members the prevalence of individ-

ual redundancy and furlough has remained low since the

2020 survey. On the other hand, overall organisational

level redundancies have increased since the first survey.

The consequences of Covid-19 have produced signifi-

cant short-term implications for our profession and the

landscape is ever-changing. It is difficult to predict

the medium to long term impact of the pandemic on the

legal information community. However, future trends are

likely to be recorded in forthcoming Law Firm and Society

of Legal Scholars/BIALL Academic surveys and will no

doubt make for interesting reading when the time comes.

My thanks go to our analyst, Clive Morris, for his pro-

fessionalism throughout the course of the survey, and to

Diane Miller and Karen Brown, BIALL President Elect
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and Immediate Past President, respectively, for their con-

tinued support. I would also like to acknowledge the con-

tribution of the BIALL members who contributed to the

survey. Without their input there would be no data to

form the basis for this survey which I trust will be a

useful resource for future reference.

Footnotes
1 Karen Brown, ‘BIALL Covid-19 Industry Survey 2020: an Introduction’ (2021) 21(1) Legal Information Management 2–3.
2 The full results of this survey were published on the BIALL website in December 2021 and are available to BIALL members

only: https://www.biall.org.uk. For reasons of confidentiality some pages of the survey have not been included in the version pub-

lished with this article (ie. pages 24 and 26).
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