
Digests

• Digests are special indexes to case 
reporters

• Based on headnotes that precede the 
cases
– Headnotes are editorial enhancements that 

summarize topics addressed in the case



Digests
Features

• Headnotes
• Topic and Key Numbers
• Arranged alphabetically by topic



HEADNOTES: CASES
• Headnotes appear 

before the text of every 
case in the National 
Reporter System.

• A headnote is a 
paragraph summary of 
a single point of law 
discussed in the case.

• Headnotes appear in 
the order the points of 
law are discussed in 
the case.

Headnote 1
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Digests
Features



• This headnote summarizes the seventh point of 
law discussed in this case on Westlaw. The 
headnote is assigned to key number 147(2) 
under Topic 95  (Contracts). 

Headnote
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Headnote Number (7)

Topic Number (95)

Key Number 147(2)

THE WEST TOPIC & KEY NUMBER 
SYSTEM: HEADNOTES



West American Digest System

• Corresponds to case reporter 
headnotes

• Includes all state and federal cases 
contained in regional reporters

• Includes cases back to 1658



Lexis Headnotes



WEST’S KEY NUMBER DIGESTS
• The headnotes from every reported case in the 

National Reporter System are organized by topic 
and key number in West’s Key Number Digests. 
Headnotes become digest paragraphs.

• There are:
– federal, state, and regional digests

– special-subject digests

– digests that cover specific periods of time
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West State Digests

• Digests are published for most states 
and the following reporters
– Atlantic Reporter
– Pacific Reporter
– North Western Reporter
– South Western Reporter



Other West Digests

• Supreme Court Digest
• Federal Practice Digest
• Specialty Digests:

– Bankruptcy Digest
– United States Court of Claims Digest
– Multiple others



1.  Cases are printed in the National Reporter System reporters. 

National Reporter System

Topic and Key Number System

Digests

Headnotes

Constitutional Law

1.

2. 3

4.

2.  Each point of law discussed in a case is summarized in a headnote.
3.  The point of law in each headnote is assigned a key number(s).
4.  Digests organize all headnotes (digest paragraphs) by key number.
5.  The key number in a digest is used to find other relevant cases.
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3.

5.
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Using Digests
Starting with a Known Case

• Identify relevant headnotes
• Note topic and key number of headnotes
• Find digest dedicated to case reporter
• Locate topic and key numbers in digest
• Note citations to other cases under topic 

and key numbers
• Read other cases



Using Digests
Starting with an Issue or Facts

• Identify key words in facts and issues
• Locate key words in descriptive word index
• Identify proper topic and key number from 

index
• Locate topic and key number in digest
• Note case citations under topic and key 

numbers 
• Read cases



• The topic are arranged 
alphabetically and numbered 
between 1 and 450.

• Each topic addresses a broad 
legal issue.

• Some topics have been added 
after the original 414 topics 
were assigned numbers.
– See, 48A Automobiles
– See, 48B Aviation

• Other topics have been 
eliminated or renamed (e.g., 
West attorney-editors no 
longer use topic 3). 14

THE WEST TOPIC & KEY NUMBER 
SYSTEM: TOPICS



LexisNexis Digests

The United States Supreme Court 
Reports Digest, Lawyers’ Edition
accompanies the United States 
Supreme Court Cases, Lawyers’ 

Edition



Westlaw, Lexis and Digests
• Digests not published on Westlaw or 

Lexis
• However, online research features of 

both Westlaw and Lexis permit Digest-
type searches
– hyperlinking case headnotes resembles 

digest searching
• Westlaw’s “keysearch” permits 

searching by topic and key number



• This is a breakdown of key number 147 (Intention of 
parties) under the Contracts topic and subheading II. 
(Construction and Operation) in the Westlaw version 
of the digest.
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THE WEST TOPIC & KEY NUMBER 
SYSTEM: TOPICS

• 95k147(2) is the specific 
key number dealing with 
Language of contract.



Shepard’s Citations

• Information provided for case citations:
– Parallel cites
– Cites to same case if subject of published 

opinions of other courts 
– Cites to all cases discussing your case
– Description of how other cases have 

considered your case citation
– Cites to certain secondary sources discussing 

your citation



Shepard’s Citations
• Information provided for statute 

citations:
– Whether statute has been amended or 

repealed
– Cites to case law discussing statute
– Description of how case law has 

considered the statute 
– Cites to certain secondary sources 

discussing the statute



Shepard’s Citations
• Major disadvantage of Lexis’ Shepard’s 

Citations:  Does not include all material that 
cites to the case, as West’s Keycite does

• Shepard’s, for example, does not include 
administrative rulings that cite to the case, as well 
as some treatise material.  Need to search the 
the citation in quotation marks in the 
“Administrative Materials” database.

• Keycite includes EVERYTHING



Shepard’s Citators in Print

• Shepard’s United States Citations
– Shepardizes U.S. Supreme Court cases

• Shepard’s Federal Citations
– Shepardizes federal district court and 

appellate court decisions
• Federal Supplement
• Federal Reporters



Shepard’s Citators in Print
(continued)

• Citators for each of the regional reporters
• Citators for state case reporters



Shepard’s Citations
Information Provided About Cases
• Whether a case has been overruled by a 

subsequent case
• Whether a case has been criticized by a 

subsequent case
• Whether a case has been approved by a 

subsequent case
• Whether a case has been questioned by a 

subsequent case
• Whether a case has been cited in dissent of 

a subsequent case



Shepard’s Citations
Abbreviations

Shepard’s relies very heavily on abbreviations

See Figures 9-4 and 9-5 in text for case 
history and case treatment abbreviations



Shepard’s Citators
Updates to Main Volumes

• Cumulative Supplement (Red paperback)
• Annual and Semi-annual Supplement 

(Gold paperback)
• Advance Sheets (White pamphlets)
• A daily update service is available via fax, 

the Internet or by telephone



Shepard’s Citations Online
Available Through LEXIS

• Information is current so updates are 
unnecessary

• Citing information can be displayed selectively
• Negative information is highlighted at the 

beginning
• Normal terminology is used rather than 

abbreviations
• Hyperlinks to authorities are provided



Shepard’s Statutory Citators
Coverage

• Constitutions
• Statutes
• Codes
• Administrative Regulations
• Administrative Rules



Shepard’s Statutory Citators

• Provides information closely resembling 
case citations

• See Figure 9-9 in the text for an 
extensive list of the abbreviations used

• Available in print and on-line



KEYCITE FOR STATUTES
• Full History:  Indicates whether the statute is still GOOD 

LAW.

• Citing References: Lists cases, pending legislation, 
administrative materials, and secondary sources that discuss 
or cite the statute.

• Monitor with KeyCite Alert: Tracks the statute for future 
changes or amendments.

• Graphical Statutes: Displays a graphical view of the statutes 
history.
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KEYCITE SYMBOLS FOR STATUTES
• KeyCite flags indicate the status of the statute:

– A red flag indicates that
• The statute as been amended, repealed or superseded
• A court has ruled the statute unconstitutional in whole or in 

part or has recognized that the statute has been repealed by 
implication or preempted

– A yellow flag indicates that
• The statute has pending legislation
• The statute has been renumbered or transferred
• A court has ruled that the statute was limited on constitutional 

or preemption grounds or its validity was called into doubt
• A prior version of a statute was held unconstitutional or 

preempted
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STATUTES: KEYCITE CITING REFERENCES
• Citing References for statutes include:

– Negative Treatment: cases that have ruled the statute 
unconstitutional, preempted, or have questioned the 
application of the statute

– Notes of Decisions: headnotes from cases that 
significantly interpreted or applied the statute.

– Citations for the Statute: cases that have cited to the 
statute

– Administrative Materials: agency documents that have 
cited to the statute
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KeyCite
• Online citator available through Westlaw
• Provides similar information as 

Shepard’s but includes “depth of 
treatment stars”
– The amount of stars indicates whether the 

case was merely mentioned or analyzed in 
depth



DEPTH OF TREATMENT STARS
• Examined 

– Case contains an extensive discussion of your case, 
usually more than a printed page.

• Discussed 
– Case contains a substantial discussion of your case, 

usually more than a paragraph but less than a page.

• Cited
– Case contains some discussion of your case, usually less 

than a paragraph.

• Mentioned
– Case contains a brief reference to your case.
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KEYCITE FOR CASES
• KeyCite will catch negative and positive treatment 

of a case, including instances where a case has 
been: 
– Reversed by a higher court
– Overruled at a later date
– Superseded by statute
– Criticized without being overruled
– Cited favorably by other courts, thereby strengthening its 

authority
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• Status flags give you an instant indication of 
whether your case is good law.
– A red flag warns that the case is no longer good law for at 

least one of the legal holdings it contains.
– A yellow flag warns that the case has some negative 

history, but hasn’t been reversed or overruled.
– A blue ‘H’ indicates that the case has some history.
– A green ‘C’ indicates that the case has citing references, 

but no direct history or negative citing references.  

KEYCITE SYMBOLS FOR CASES
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ACCESSING KEYCITE

36

To access KeyCite, 
you can type the 
citation in the 
KeyCite this 
citation box and 
click Go.

The Full History of the 
case will then display in the 
right frame.



DEPTH OF TREATMENT STARS
• Examined 

– Case contains an extensive discussion of your case, 
usually more than a printed page.

• Discussed 
– Case contains a substantial discussion of your case, 

usually more than a paragraph but less than a page.

• Cited
– Case contains some discussion of your case, usually less 

than a paragraph.

• Mentioned
– Case contains a brief reference to your case.
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ACCESSING KEYCITE CITING REFERENCES
• You can access Citing References on the Links for

tab in the left frame

38



Links in KeyCite citing References 
allow you to jump to the place in 
Gardner where Phillips is first 
cited.  

The Phillips case is highlighted in 
yellow in Gardner.

For example, Citing References indicates 
that the case Phillips v. County of 
Allegheny is distinguished by the case 
Gardner v. Luzerne County.
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Other Lexis Citators
• AutoCite (LEXIS)- (Automatic on 

LexisAdvance)
– Provides parallel cites, history, negative 

treatment but not all cited authority
– Lexcite (LEXIS)- Searches LEXIS database for all case 

citations but does not provide comment or evaluation. No 
longer available on LexisAdvance

– Need other searches to find documents not 
covered by Shepards



Cite Checking
Always Verify

• Citation format
• Citation accuracy
• Validity of authorities
• Accuracy of authorities
• Use of most up-to-date cases and 

authorities
• Citation of quotations
• Accuracy of quotations


