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Natural Selection?

“Error of opinion may be

tolerated where reason is left 

free to combat it.”

Thomas Jefferson

Raise Your Search Productivity By
Carefully Cultivating Fields

This summer as you fly over the nation’s heartland, look out the window. 

You’ll notice a colorful patchwork of crops. Corn grows in some fields, alfalfa

grows in others, while wheat grows in yet others. There’s evidence of a well-

thought-out plan, which helps to maximize agricultural productivity.

When searching case law databases on Westlaw®, you can often harvest a

better result—more wheat and less chaff—by restricting your search to one or

more fields.

What Are Fields?
Almost all documents on Westlaw are composed of several parts, which 

are called fields. Like fields on a farm, which contain specific crops, fields in 

Westlaw documents contain specific types of information. Knowing what

information is found in each field allows you to construct searches that are

designed to harvest just the crop of material you need.

What Field Should I Use?
The fields available for you to search depend upon the types of documents 

in the database. At the Search page for a particular database, you can view the

fields available in the Fields drop-down list. 

Editor’s note: Restricting your search by field may not be effective when

searching multiple databases or when searching databases that contain  

various types of materials, such as a database that contains cases, statutes,

administrative materials, and treatises.

Tips for Searching Fields in Case Law Databases
The Topic Field: Each legal issue in a case published in West’s® National

Reporter System® is identified, summarized in a headnote, and assigned a West

topic and key number. To retrieve cases containing headnotes classified under a
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specific topic, restrict your search to the topic field (to). The topic field contains the topic name and

number, the key number and text of the key line, and the complete hierarchy of concepts the West

attorney-editors used to classify the point of law to that key number. For example, to retrieve cases

containing headnotes classified under topic 81, Colleges and Universities, type to(81). You can also

include terms that describe your issue in a topic field search. For example, to retrieve federal cases

involving student residency in a state as a factor in the tuition or fees charged by a college or university,

access the Federal Education–Cases database (FED-CS) and type

to(81 /p residen! /p tuition fee)

To view a list of West digest topics and their numerical equivalents, click Key Numbers at the top of

any Westlaw page. Then click West Key Number Digest Outline under Browse Key Numbers.

Editor’s note: To eliminate certain categories of material from your search result, use the BUT NOT

connector (%) along with a topic field restriction. For example, to retrieve cases discussing carpal tunnel

syndrome while excluding cases with headnotes classified under topic 413, Workers’ Compensation, type

carp*l-tunnel % to(413)

The Headnote Field: Each West headnote includes a reference to the statute or rule when applicable.

You can retrieve cases that cite nonunique statute or rule numbers by searching for the numbers in the

headnote field (he).

For example, to retrieve federal cases discussing the inquiry notice under section 9(e) of the Securities

Exchange Act of 1934, access the Federal Securities–Cases database (FSEC-CS) and formulate a query

such as the following:

he(9(e) /p “inquiry notice”)

The Synopsis and Digest Fields: The synopsis field (sy) contains a summary of the case; the digest 

field (di) contains the information in the topic field plus the text of all headnotes in a case. Because

important terms typically appear in these editorially created enhancements, a search restricted to the

synopsis and digest fields will limit the result to cases in which your terms play a prominent role. In

addition, West attorney-editors often add common legal terms that the court may not have used in 

its discussion.

For example, to retrieve cases in which the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit discussed

punitive damages, access the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit Cases database (CTA2-CS) 

and use a query like the following:

sy,di(punitive /s damages)

When you want the highest productivity in case law research on Westlaw, consider cultivating your

knowledge of field restrictions.
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Advanced Search Tip

What Does It Mean?

Sometimes you need to find a case that defines your

term. To retrieve cases that define a particular term,

search for the term in the words-phrases field (wp).

For example, to retrieve federal cases that 

define trade libel, access the Federal Intellectual

Property–Cases database (FIP-CS) and type

wp(“trade libel”)

A legal encyclopedia is another good source of

definitions. For example, to retrieve entries pertaining to

the law merchant, access the Corpus Juris Secundum®

database (CJS) and type

“law merchant”

You can also access the Black’s Law Dictionary®, 

8th Edition database (BLACKS) and search for your

term, e.g.,

“qui tam”


