
LIBR 200. Information and Society. 

Moral Responsibility and Information Service 

Review the “Ethics Case Study” below. Consider the questions posed within the context of the 
ALA Core Values, the question of moral responsibility in information service, and the various 
pressures described in the lecture, and the limitations of this discussion within the context of 
Wilkinson (2012). 

*Ethics Case Study: To Be or Not to Be* 

Melissa, a 15-year-old, comes into the Jonestown Public Library from time to time. None of the 
reference librarians in the Jonestown Public Library know her well, but when Melissa passes the 
desk she usually says "Hi" as she goes by to any staff member who is stationed there. She is not 
a behavior problem, although rarely, a staff may have to tell her to "keep her voice down." Some 
of the other students who come into the library have told a couple of the librarians that Melissa 
has some "problems, but they are not specific. 

Melissa approaches the reference librarian. She looks like she has been crying because her eyes 
are a little red and her face is slightly puffy. In a slightly shaky voice she asks: "I've been looking 
for a book, but it's not on the shelf. It's called Final Exit. Can you tell me where it is? You know 
that Final Exit is a book on how to commit suicide. You also know that it has just been returned 
and is on a cart ready for reshelving. 

Questions: 

• Should the librarian retrieve the book from the cart and give it to Melissa? 
• Should any other actions be taken? 
• Exactly what would you say to Melissa? 

Source: Rubin, R. E. (2001). Ethical aspects of reference service. In R. E. Bopp & L. C. Smith 
(eds.), Reference and information services: An introduction (3rd ed.) (pp. 28-46). Englewood, 
CO: Libraries Unlimited. 
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Suicide is the third leading cause among the 15-24 years old in the nation,
according to American Foundation for Suicide Prevention.  With that in mind, if I
were in a position of the reference librarian in Rubin’s case study (Rubin, 2001),
quite frankly I would find myself in a very difficult dilemma. 

On one hand, as a library professional, I’d have to follow the code of professional
ethics and make an effort to resist censorship, distinguishing between my
personal convictions and professional duties, and not allowing my personal
beliefs to interfere with the provision of access to information resources (Code of
Ethics, Sections II and VII).  Basically, if I were guided solely by these
principles, I’d have to take the book from the cart and give it to 15-year old
Melissa. 

On the other hand, seeing Melissa’s emotional state and guided by a personal
belief—first, do no harm, I’d be very tempted to do everything I can in order to
protect her from potential risks of reading the book.  I’d check the Final Exit’s
age group category, and if it was limited to adult reading only, I would explain
this to Melissa.  If the book had no age limitations, I’d follow Wilkinson’s
fiduciary model and ask myself: Do I have sufficient expertise in order to fulfill
Melissa’s request? “If a patron makes a request that goes beyond the librarian’s
skills or expertise, the librarian should not attempt to fulfill that request (get
help instead!),” argues Wilkinson (Wilkinson, 2012).  

In other words, in order to address Melissa’s request, I would need to have had
specialized library training with focus in youth services.  If I didn’t have the
expertise appropriate for Melissa’s age group, I would explain to her that I have
limitations on the assistance I am able to provide and refer her to a youth
services librarian.  Equipped with knowledge of the psychological, physical and
social development of youth, youth services librarians are trained to perform
reference duties requiring specialized knowledge and expertise as they relate to
children and young adults.  Their training includes the following competencies,
developed by Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA), a division of the
ALA:

Knowledge of Client Group

become familiar with the developmental needs of young adults in order to
provide the most appropriate resources and services

Communication, Marketing & Outreach

form appropriate professional relationship with young adults, providing
them with the assets, inputs and resiliency factors that they needs to
develop into caring, competent adults

Knowledge of Materials

meet the informational and recreational needs of young adults through
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the development of an appropriate collection for all types of readers and
non-readers
serve as a knowledgeable resource to schools in the community as well as
parents and caregivers on materials for young adults

Access to Information

organize physical and virtual collections to maximize easy, equitable, and
independent access to information by young adults
formally and informally instruct young adults in basic research skills,
including how to find, evaluate, and use information effectively

Services

provide a variety of informational and recreational services to meet the
diverse needs and interests of young adults and to direct their own
personal growth and development (Young Adult Library Services
Association).

Based on the above, a youth librarian would be able to help Melissa address her
book request and, perhaps, assist her in search for additional reading materials
that would serve as a reading companion to Final Exit, e.g. Life, in Spite of Me:
Extraordinary Hope after a Fatal Choice by K. J. Anderson and Tricia Goyer—a
kind of reading that would foster Melissa’s resilience and counter-balance
potential harmful effects of the book she wanted to read.

Whereas Melissa’s choice of reading material might be conflicting with my
personal beliefs, I would ultimately ground my decision in the professional and
organizational ethical obligations of intellectual freedom, as well as the ALA core
values of professionalism, democracy, social responsibility, and public good
(Rubin, 2010, p. 415).
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