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Researching Case Law 
Today’s topics:

1. Searching for cases by keyword 

1. Searching for cases by topic using the West Topic 
and Key Number System or Lexis’s Topic and 
Subtopic System. 
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1.  Searching by Keyword
Searching for cases by keyword can sometimes feel like 
opening Pandora’s box. 

● Westlaw and Lexis offer multiple tools to either 
narrow or expand the number of cases in your 
results list.

● It is possible to add filters either before or after 
searching.

● You are looking for the most relevant cases for 
your issue that are binding in your jurisdiction.
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Tools in Westlaw
Narrow your results

● Jurisdiction
● Reported status → select reported cases 
● Search within → add more specific keywords to 

your search

Expand your results
● Topic and Key Number System → start from a 

single  headnote in a single relevant case

Example: landlord liability electrical injury 
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https://1.next.westlaw.com/Search/Results.html?query=landlord%20liability%20electrical%20injury&isPremiumAdvanceSearch=False&jurisdiction=CA-CS&saveJuris=False&contentType=CASE&querySubmissionGuid=i0a9396f50000019ee8868097fc592dd5&startIndex=1&searchId=i0a9396f50000019ee8868097fc592dd5&kmSearchIdRequested=False&simpleSearch=False&isAdvancedSearchTemplatePage=False&skipSpellCheck=False&isTrDiscoverSearch=False&thesaurusSearch=False&thesaurusTermsApplied=False&ancillaryChargesAccepted=False&proviewEligible=False&eventingTypeOfSearch=FRM&trailingSpace=False&citationSortable=False&useNonBillableZoneClientId=False&isFindByTemplateSearch=False&transitionType=Search&contextData=%28sc.Search%29
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https://www.westlaw.com/Document/I3d08d816fad811d9bf60c1d57ebc853e/View/FullText.html?transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&VR=3.0&RS=cblt1.0
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Tools in Lexis
Narrow your results

● Jurisdiction
● Published status → select reported cases 
● Search within → add more specific keywords to 

your search

Expand your results
● Topic and subtopic system → start from a single 

headnote in a single relevant case 

Example: landlord repair leaking roof 
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results

https://plus.lexis.com/search/?pdmfid=1530671&crid=44e04c52-b275-4d21-904b-d2b0d780f9d8&pdsearchterms=landlord%20repair%20leaking%20roof&pdtypeofsearch=searchboxclick&pdsearchtype=SearchBox&pdstartin=&pdpsf=jur:1:26&pdqttype=and&pdquerytemplateid=&pdsf=&ecomp=b7ttk&earg=pdpsf&prid=0045234b-4123-4df8-8881-7fefdd973b6e#/search/f1e594ba-8cf7-407e-9c41-a5491478a85d-1
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2. Searching for cases by topic
Cases are organized by legal topics within:

● West Topic and Key Number System
Use the tab for Content → Key Numbers

● Lexis Topic and Subtopic System 
Use the tab for “Topics”

https://1.next.westlaw.com/Search/Home.html?transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&bhcp=1
https://1.next.westlaw.com/Search/Home.html?transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&bhcp=1
https://plus.lexis.com/zhome/?crid=d1840c4c-90c1-4100-a5b4-a826af2574fd
https://plus.lexis.com/zhome/?crid=d1840c4c-90c1-4100-a5b4-a826af2574fd
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Wrap Up
● Searching by keyword will generate a lot of results so 

start with case citations from your prior secondary 
source and statutory research.  

● After keyword searching, use jurisdiction, publication 
status, search within, and headnotes to refine your 
case results. 

● Search for cases by topic using West’s topic and key 
number or Lexis’ topic and subtopic system.
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LRC Reference Desk

Email: lrcrefer@sandiego.edu
Phone: (619) 260-4612
Chat: sandiego.edu/law/library

Other videos in this series are available on 
the LWR Research Trainings page of the 
LRC’s website.

mailto:lrcrefer@sandiego.edu
https://www.sandiego.edu/law/library/
https://www.sandiego.edu/law/library/research-trainings/lwr-trainings.php
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