
CASE LAW 
RESEARCH



Sample research issue

•What happens to an engagement 
ring when a couple decides to call 
off their engagement? 



Google

Describes ring as a 
conditional gift.

Cites to a case: Aronow v. 
Silver, 223 N.J. Super. 344 
(Ch. Div. 1987)



Digest System

• Reporters: 
• Outline of the law
• Divides the law into over 

400 topics
• Arranged by jurisdiction

• Federal
• State
• Regional

• Headnotes: cases are 
read by editors and 
they write brief 
paragraphs which 
summarize the legal 
issues and points of 
law in the case.

• Key numbers:
• Broad topic 
• Subtopic



Parts of a case

• Synopsis: summary of 
the case (searchable)

• Headnotes 
(searchable)



Finding Cases: The Digest Approach

• Method 1: Descriptive Word Search
• What are your terms? 
• Are there related terms?

• Method 2: Table of Contents

• Method 3: Known Key Number Search 
• Gifts K34



Method 1: Descriptive Word Index

Nothing under

- Engagement ring 
- Marriage
- Ring



Look in the digest….



Method 2: Table of Contents



Look in the digest….



Method 3: Known Key Number



Finding Other Cases: 
The Citator Approach
• What it does: Citators helps 

you confirm that your case law 
citation references are strong, 
accurate and on-point. 
• It can also identify cited cases 

that discuss specific issues of 
interest. 

• Also known as Shepardizing
• Westlaw: KeyCite

• Best to do this online 
because your information 
would be current. 

• How to Shepardize (using the 
print volumes): 
• Collect the bound volumes and 

supplements listed in the “What 
Your Library Should Contain” 
box on the front cover of the 
most recent supplement. 

• A complete citator set usually, but 
not always, contains:
• one or more bound volumes; 
• a red paperback cumulative 

supplement; and 
• a gold annual or semi-annual 

supplement.



Searching by 
Citator

Case 
Name

Third Circuit 
References



ONLINE LEGAL 
RESEARCH



Billing
• HOURLY: Billing is based on per minute charges whether you 

are either searching or browsing.

• TRANSACTIONAL: You incur a charge for each transaction 
(search) that you complete.
• Use Focus/Locate to narrow your searches

• FLAT FEE: The firm may have a fixed rate contract negotiated 
with the vendor depending on past or predicted use.
• May or may not be billed back to the client. 

• FREE: Internet searching (Google, Yahoo!, Bing)
• Information may not be current
• Difficult to determine the subsequent history or validity of an opinion. 



Do the math:

Sample Pricing (from 2008) Example of pricing between Lexis 
Advance/WestlawNext

• Lexis Advance Retail Pricing: 
Pricing is based on a per 
document access model. For 
example, there is no charge to 
run a search across all content, 
browse cite lists, and filter 
results. A document access 
charge only occurs when a 
document is opened. 

• WestlawNext Predictable 
Pricing: There is a charge to 
search all content and the price 
includes all documents clicked 
on unless the document is 
outside of the plan. 

Source: http://guides.law.csuohio.edu/wexis_pricing



Tips for Cost Effective Research
• Map out your search strategy before you login;
• Watch your spelling;
• Use the smallest database possible;
• Use Segment or Field searching
• Printing – Do you really need it? 
• Mix it up



Search Strategies
• Consider what is being asked – jot down the key terms or 

concepts.
• Are they terms of art?  
• What are synonyms or related terms? 

• Link key terms together
• Consider the connectors (Within X terms?  Within the same 

sentence? Paragraph? )
• Start broad, but not too broad!

• Think about what database to search
• Use smaller databases where it makes sense to do so 
• By jurisdiction or specialization  (e.g. Experts, Markman, Real 

Estate)
• Use a Reference Attorney to get assistance with search 

construction if you aren’t sure or want additional insight. 



Useful Search Commands
• “At least”: search term must appear at least N times in 

your document
• Lexis: atlN(search term)
• Westlaw: Atleast5(contract)

• Lexis: 
• Core-Terms/Overview/Headnote

• Westlaw: 
• SY,DI,HE = Synopsis/Digest/Headnote
• WP = words and phrases: 

• Use this segment when looking for the definition of something or how 
courts have interpreted a phrase.

• Example: wp(reasonable)



Westlaw Classic Search



Westlaw: Synopsis/Headnotes

Headnotes



Westlaw: KeyCite



Westlaw: Key Number System



Lexis Search Example



Lexis: Core Terms/Headnotes



Lexis: Shepard’s



Lexis Advance

Filters



WestlawNext



Bloomberg Law



fastcase

• Free to NJSBA Members
• US Supreme Court Cases 
• NJ Supreme Court Cases 
• NJ Appellate Division Cases 
• NJ Superior Court Cases 

published in A.2d 
• Federal Court of Appeals for 

the Third Circuit Cases 
• New Jersey Codes and Rules 

• Authority Check
• Not a citator!
• It does not include editorial 

information telling you 
whether your case is still 
good law!



Current Awareness
• New Jersey Law Journal: Daily Decision Alert

• News
• Law360
• Wall Street Journal 

• Shepard’s/KeyCite Alerts

• Continuing Legal Education (CLE)


