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PREFACE

Legal Research in a Nutshell has seen considerable change
since it was first published in 1968. Each edition has
focused increasingly on electronic methods of research.
Lexis and Westlaw were first introduced in the 1978 edi-
tion, followed by CD-ROM in 1992. The 1996 edition
added the first references to the Internet, although web
addresses were not included until 2000. This eighth edition
finds a wide variety of Internet resources integrated into a
discussion once dominated by books and commerdial data-
bases.

Yet in some respects the Nutshell of 1968 is not so distant.
We continue to devote considerable attention to printed, or
“traditional,” legal resources. While electronic methods are
essential in today’s legal research, they have not fully sup-
planted the sophisticated editorial tools that form the basis
of our legal literature. Many online sources are based on
printed works and thus incorporate their structure and
logic. An understanding of these works is required for
effective research, whether in print or electronic media.
Successful research also requires an appreciation for the
computer’s ability to execute searches which are impossi-
ble with print materials, and for its power to retrieve infor-
mation unavailable on a local library’s shelves. An inte-
grated approach to print and electronic sources pervades
most of this text and shapes. the actual practice of modern
legal research.

We present legal materials in the order in which they are
often consulted by beginning researchers. The first five
chapters provide an introductory overview and cover
essential secondary and primary sources in American law.
General background sources such as legal encycopedias



and law review articles are discussed at the outset, just as
they are usually the first sources consulted in research.
Case law sources and research methods are discussed next,
in keeping with the central place of court decisions in the
American legal system and in legal education, followed by
a discussion of constitutional and statutory law. The next
five chapters cover sources such as legislative history,
administrative regulations, court rules, looseleaf services,
and directories. While these issues are somewhat more spe-
cialized than the basic case law and statutory sources, they
are no less important in many research situations. The final
two chapters provide a brief introduction to research in
international and foreign law. These topics may be beyond
the scope of many introductory courses in legal research,
but we feel that no consideration of legal resources is quite
complete without recognizing the place of the United
States in a larger community. Our discussion of interna-
tional and foreign law resources reflects their increased
rolein practice and in scholarship.

In addition to printed resources and numerous Westlaw
and LexisNexis databases, we discuss a wide range of
government and commercial Internet sites. The Internet is
notoriously fluid, of course, and yesterday’s valuable site
may be today’s dead link. All addresses listed were still
valid as of May 2003, but we are also maintaining a
regularly updated set of links online
<www.law.virginia.edu/nutshell>. This should cut down
both on frustration caused by obsolete references and on
the time wasted in carefully typing lengthy URLs.

This book is designed to serve both as a reference work
and as a practical teaching tool, for use by individuals or in
legal research courses. In either case, simply reading its
text will not make you an effective researcher. Skill in legal
research can only be achieved by combining knowledge
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with experience. Reading in the Nutshell should be accom-
panied by practice. Ruth McKinney’s Legal Research: A
Practical Guide and Self-Instructional Workbook (4th ed. 2003)
can be used as a companion volume to this work and con-
tains extensive cross-references to relevant sections of
Legal Research in a Nutshell.

The authors wish to thank law library colleagues at Yale
and the University of Virginia for supporting the prepara-
tion of this edition. We owe a particular debt of gratitude
to Elizabeth Lambert, reference librarian at Harvard Law
School, who assisted us throughout the composition and
editing process. Her keen eye and unflagging enthusiasm
have been essential in making this a Nutshell that we hope
is more durable and at the same time easier to crack.

Morris L. Cohen
Kent C. Olson

New Haven, Connecticut
Charlottesville, Virginia
May 2003
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