Developing Search Terms and Strategies
 

Step 1. Write down your topic
 
It is important to research the legal principles involved, rather than the facts of the case. This will ensure that your search is focused upon legally relevant material.  Therefore, you will want to analyze the facts of the case and decide what legal issues they represent.  Once you have done this, you can write down your topic.  For example:

"Discuss the legal issues of native title with particular reference to native title rights 
and interests. Refer to relevant legislation such as the Native Title Act 1993 and 
relevant case law such as the Yorta Yorta case."  
 
Step 2. Identify your search terms

Search terms are keywords and phrases related to your issue.  Identify the type or class of persons involved, relevant places or locations where events occurred, objects or things that play a role in the controversy, acts or omissions giving rise to the legal action or issue, defenses raised, relief sought, applicable statutes, etc.  For example:

native title - native title rights and interests - Native Title Act 1993 - Yorta
 
Step 3. Consider any alternative terms that could be used

These may be: 
a) synonyms
b) related terms
c) spelling variations  
d) broader terms in case you get only a few results 
e) narrower terms in case you get too many results 
f) truncated versions of your terms

Note: A legal dictionary, legal encyclopedia, and/or thesaurus can be very useful in this process.
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It is important to develop a preliminary search strategy.  Keep in mind, however, that your search strategy will evolve as your search progresses.  As you browse your results, you may find that the results are too broad or too narrow.  You will need to revise your strategy periodically in order to get the results you need.  



Here’s how to start:
a) Compile a list of terms
b) Decide which database you will use
c) Locate and review the list of Boolean commands and connectors for the database you  are using
d) Consider how commands and connectors could be used with your search terms to more come up with different results.  For example:
a. Which terms would it be good to combine?
b. Which terms can be truncated and combined with an expander command in order to come up with a broader set of results?
e) Write down some examples of terms + commands and connectors that you’d like to try out

Step 5.	Begin your search

As you search, be sure to keep track of the searches you have executed.  As you get farther into your research, you’ll find it is very difficult to mentally keep track of where you have been and what you have searched for, so it is essential to keep a list of exactly what you’ve done.  
