
THE WESTLAW CASELAW 
22-STEP EDITORIAL PROCESS
The difference between a typical case and a Westlaw case

West Key Number System®

With more than 400 topics and 93,000 points of law, 

it’s the de facto classification system for all American law,

widely regarded as the cornerstone of effective 

legal research.

Did you know? ... On average, we add 557,000

classifications each year (8.3 classifications 

per case).

Headnotes

West attorney-editors craft a headnote for every specific

point of law covered in every published opinion. 

Did you know? ... On average, we categorize

450,000 headnotes into the West Key 

Number System each year.

Case Synopses

One-paragraph summary of each case to help you quickly

decide if it’s on point. It includes the background, holdings,

and the judge’s decision.

Did you know? ... The synopsis provides 

hot links to cases overruled or abrogated by 

the case at hand.

Added Search Terms

Synonyms, acronyms, terms of art, generic names, and

legal relationship terms – so your search terms don’t 

have to match the judge’s terms verbatim. 

Did you know? ... On average, we add 150,000

search terms to cases on Westlaw each year.

Court Corrections

West attorney-editors work closely with the courts to

identify and correct errors ranging from incorrect 

citations and misspellings to substantive factual and 

legal inaccuracies. 

Did you know? ... On average, we identify and

correct 100,000 caselaw errors each year.

KeyCite®

The most complete, accurate, up-to-the-minute citation

service identifies overruled cases within 24 hours.* 

Did you know? ... KeyCite also provides warning

flags for overturned statutes and regulations.

Is a case on Westlaw® the same as a case on any other legal research service website? No, not at all. 

West employs a comprehensive 22-step editorial process. So, virtually the minute an opinion is handed

down from any court, a team of West attorney-editors is hard at work categorizing, organizing, and

summarizing the case so it’s more accurate, more relevant, and easier to understand.

Our caselaw attorney-editors average more than 10 years of experience in the profession, and are grouped

into specific practice areas so they know their assigned area of law inside and out. 

Here are some examples of their caselaw editorial enhancements that you rely on every day to help you 

get better results faster:

WESTLAW

Look inside for a closer look at Westlaw’s 

22-step editorial process ...

* Average time, beginning when attorney-editors receive new 

court opinions from the court. 
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1. West receives the case electronically from authoritative

court source.

2. Within hours, the case is converted to a searchable

format and loaded onto Westlaw.

3. A record for the case is created in the West case-tracking

system and attached to the prepublication routing

system.

4. Searchers examine internal databases for duplicate or

related opinions (the first step in constructing KeyCite

history).

5. KeyCite analysts examine any opinions retrieved in the

search of internal databases.

6  KeyCite analysts construct a case history for the case,

which attorneys will use to help determine what

decisions can still be relied upon in a court of law.

7  Attorney-editors determine where the case should be

published within the National Reporter System® and

loaded onto Westlaw.

8. The case is arranged and formatted into West’s uniform

case report format for consistency and easy reading, and

adapted for reload onto Westlaw.

9. Attorney-editor reads and analyzes the case to see if it

contains issues of law. (If not, the case would be

published in the National Reporter System as a

memorandum decision.)

10  Attorney-editor constructs a case synopsis

summarizing holdings and procedural background 

of the case.

11 Attorney-editor writes headnotes describing 

individual points of law in the case. Here – unlike other

services that only reiterate the text of the opinion – 

West attorney-editors provide clarifying language,

added search terms, and other editorial enhancements

to help your search retrieve more on-point cases. 

The case is then reloaded onto Westlaw.

HOW A TYPICAL CASE BECOMES A WESTLAW CASE –
STEP BY METICULOUS STEP

WESTLAW
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12. Attorney-editor creates case summary, which is 

added to highlights and summaries databases, and

may be marked for publication in specialty newsletters

and features.

13 Each headnote within a case is classified according 

to West’s exclusive Key Number System by an 

attorney-editor. Then the case, with the latest editorial

enhancements, is reloaded onto Westlaw.

14. West editors research the attorneys involved in the 

case and create an attorney summary for it.

15. Citations to caselaw and statutes contained in the 

case are verified for accuracy and completeness. 

(On average,  West corrects more than 90,000 

citations each year.)

16 Links* to cited statutes are added to the end of

headnotes to give you convenient, one-click access 

to them.

17. Court lines and parallel citations are added to expand

citations in the case.

18. Important case-finding tools – such as cases 

reported, parallel citation tables, and rehearing 

tables – are created.

19.   Based on originating circuit or state court hierarchy, 

or relationship among cases, the editorial 

department determines placement of the case 

in the Advance Sheet.

20. The case is edited to ensure it is accurate 

for publication.

21. The case – with the latest editorial enhancements

added – is reloaded onto Westlaw.

22. West editors monitor amendments, corrections, and

subsequent case proceedings, to ensure case reports

are kept up to date.
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* Linking may involve additional charges based on Westlaw plan inclusion.

Please check your plan for your specific charges. 

“Student loan” was not actually
part of the court opinion text.

West attorney-editors added it to 
help deliver more on-point cases.
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Contact your West Representative or Account Manager. 
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Call a West Reference Attorney – available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
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BETTER RESULTS FASTER.


