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1. Introduction
Legal research is the lifeblood of judicial work. Behind every sound judgment lies meticulous research, often carried out by diligent legal assistants. Yet, despite its centrality, many researchers still find the workload the workload demanding, especially when navigating statutes and case law. Many legal assistants enter the role with a solid academic foundation, but legal research in the judiciary requires more than theoretical knowledge. It demands sharp analytical skills, attention to detail, familiarity with legal language, and the ability to quickly distinguish relevant from irrelevant authorities. The reality is that even the best-written legal arguments or judicial opinions can fall apart if based on weak or outdated authorities.
Moreover, the pressure of timelines, the constant evolution of law, and the volume of cases handled by courts mean that research assistants must develop habits that promote accuracy, speed, and reliability. It is no longer enough to simply “find a case”; the task now is to find the right case, interpret it correctly, and communicate its relevance clearly to the judge or supervisor relying on it. This requires both strategic thinking and practical technique.
This paper aims to deepen your practical understanding of how to locate, analyze, and apply statutory and case law effectively by equipping you with both traditional and digital research tools. It will help sharpen your ability to critically interpret statutes and judicial decisions in the context of real-world judicial work while guiding you on how to avoid common pitfalls that can undermine the quality of your research.
2. Understanding Legal Research 
Legal research is not one-dimensional. It is context-driven and depends heavily on the nature of the legal problem, the audience whether judge, client, or agency and the legal system in which the research is conducted. Nigeria operates a common law system with codified statutes and a rich tradition of judicial precedent. Therefore, effective legal research in Nigeria involves more than just finding statutes and cases; it requires understanding the structure and hierarchy of courts, being familiar with legal databases and citation norms, having a critical appreciation of interpretative techniques, and carrying the ethical responsibility to present accurate and balanced authorities.
Legal research is not a mechanical act of gathering statutes and cases. Rather, it is a thoughtful process that demands a full appreciation of legal frameworks, judicial culture, and the factual circumstances surrounding each matter. The value of legal research lies not only in the quantity of authorities cited but in the quality of reasoning it inspires, which supports sound judicial decision-making. Nigeria’s legal system itself is a critical context to consider in research. It is a mixed system, comprising statutory law, common law, customary law, and Islamic law, each with its own jurisprudential foundations and procedural applications. This diversity means research must be sensitive to jurisdictional differences, the applicable laws, and the specific court involved. For instance, in a civil litigation case before the High Court of Lagos State, a researcher will typically consult the High Court Law, Lagos State Civil Procedure Rules, and precedents from the Lagos Division of the Court of Appeal. In contrast, a matter before a Customary Court of Appeal requires familiarity with customary law and its constitutional recognition under Section 315 of the 1999 Constitution.
Understanding the purpose of the research is fundamental. A good legal researcher always begins with a clear question: “What legal issue am I trying to address?” This could be determining the jurisdiction of a court, identifying the relevant statutory provision, understanding the effect of a judicial precedent, or evaluating available remedies in a dispute. A clearly defined research question leads to better focus, effective time management, and logically structured outcomes, which ultimately improve the quality and usefulness of the research. Equally important is appreciating the audience for the research. The intended recipient—whether a judge, registrar, or policy-making body—shapes how the information should be presented. For a judge, clarity, conciseness, and strong precedential authority are critical. A registrar may need emphasis on procedural compliance, while a policy body might require broader focus, including socio-economic implications or comparative legal studies. As such, legal research assistants must tailor the format, language, and sources of their work to meet the expectations of their judicial superiors.
At its core, legal research is a problem-solving tool. It must clarify ambiguity, resolve legal uncertainty, support decision-making, and anticipate opposing arguments. Achieving this requires rigorous method, logical analysis, and the skill to connect abstract legal rules with the concrete facts of each case. Through careful statutory interpretation and case law analysis, legal research assists judges and lawyers to deliver just and reasoned outcomes.
3. Understanding Statutory and Case Law Research
Legal research revolves around two core elements: statutory research and case law research. These components shape legal reasoning, ensuring that judicial decisions are well-founded, accurate, and aligned with established laws and precedents. 
What is Statutory Research?
Statutory research is a fundamental component of legal research and practice, forming the bridge between abstract legal principles and their concrete application. At its core, statutory research involves identifying and interpreting laws that have been formally enacted by legislative bodies, whether at the federal, state, or local level. These statutes constitute the backbone of the legal system, they define rights, impose duties, and set out the procedures by which courts and administrative bodies operate.
But statutory research is not merely about locating a law in a book or database. It demands a nuanced understanding of the statute’s intent, its language, and the way it interacts with the specific facts of a case. This is why, from the outset, the importance of having a structured, issue-focused research strategy cannot be overstated. The legal researcher must begin by clearly identifying the legal issue framing it properly ensures that the search for relevant statutes is both focused and efficient. Once the issue is pinpointed, the researcher proceeds to locate the applicable statutory provisions, interpret their scope, and evaluate how they apply within the unique factual context of the case.
For example, a legal assistant researching the Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA)[footnoteRef:1] must go beyond merely retrieving the document. If the issue relates to the admissibility of electronic evidence, it becomes necessary to locate the precise sections of the ACJA dealing with evidence, and to determine how those provisions have been interpreted in relevant judicial decisions. The researcher may also need to cross-reference supplementary instruments or amendments that refine or expand the original statute. [1:  2015] 

Similarly, in family law matters such as a child custody dispute statutory research would involve a close study of the Child Rights Act 2003. The researcher must find the statutory provisions that speak to the welfare of the child, interpret them in light of judicial precedent, and remain mindful of how such provisions have been applied in comparable cases. This ensures that any legal advice or submission made is not only grounded in law but also aligned with the prevailing judicial attitude.
Another dimension of effective statutory research is the ability to navigate jurisdictional variations. For instance, the law on land use or tenancy in Lagos State might differ significantly from what applies in other parts of Nigeria or under federal legislation. A competent legal researcher must recognize these jurisdictional distinctions and apply the relevant statutory framework accordingly.
In essence, statutory research is both analytical and practical. It requires the researcher to blend issue-driven inquiry with statutory interpretation and jurisdictional awareness. By linking the legal issue at hand with the most relevant statutory authority and interpreting that authority in a way that is both doctrinally sound and contextually appropriate the legal researcher contributes meaningfully to legal decision-making, advocacy, and justice delivery.
What is Case Law Research?
Case law research involves the process of identifying judicial decisions that interpret statutes or establish principles of common law. It is a fundamental aspect of legal reasoning because courts rely heavily on precedent to ensure consistency, predictability, and fairness in their judgments. However, not all judicial decisions carry the same legal weight. The binding power of a precedent depends largely on the hierarchy of the courts that issued the decisions.
 For example, decisions of the Supreme Court are binding on all lower courts and represent the highest legal authority in Nigeria. Court of Appeal rulings are persuasive and must be considered by lower courts, but they can be overturned by the Supreme Court if challenged. Judgments from High Courts are generally applicable within their jurisdiction but may be subject to appeal and review by higher courts.
A practical example of case law research’s importance can be seen in the landmark Supreme Court decision in Ukeje v. Ukeje (2014).[footnoteRef:2] In this case, the court declared that the Igbo customary law practice that denied female inheritance rights was unconstitutional. Because this ruling came from the Supreme Court, it set a binding precedent that has since influenced all inheritance disputes involving customary law across Nigeria. Such cases highlight why understanding the hierarchy of case law and its precedential value is crucial for effective legal research and judicial decision-making. [2:  11 NWLR (Pt. 1418) 384 SC] 

4. Practical Techniques for Researching Statutory Law
Legal researchers must adopt systematic methods to locate, analyze, and apply statutes effectively. Precision in statutory research ensures accurate interpretation and strengthens judicial decision-making.
Go Beyond Just Finding the Law
1. Online Legal Databases: there are numerous platforms such as google, gemni, Law Pavilion, Legalpedia, Primsol, and Nigeria Legal Information Institute (NLII) provide access to Nigerian statutes, amendments, and judicial interpretations.
2. Cross-verify with multiple databases: A statute found on Nigerian weekly law report may differ in completeness from one on Law-Pavilion. Always cross-check for missing schedules or transitional provisions.
3. Confirm commencement dates and whether the law is still in force.
4. Check for amendments and subsidiary legislation that affect the main Act.
5. When citing a statute in a judgment draft, always write the full name, then apply abbreviations when you are referring to the Act or Law not a particular section. Use bold or underlining for clarity (e.g., Section 84(12) of the Electoral Act 2022). Judges prefer clarity over legal shorthand. Example: ddon’t just say "CAMA". Use: Section 73(1) Companies and Allied Matters Act 2020.
6. Knowing the rules of legal interpretation isn't enough—you need to understand how Nigerian courts apply them in real cases. The same law can be read literally in one case and purposively in another, depending on the context. For example, the words ‘may’ and ‘shall’ don’t always mean what they seem— ‘may’ is usually optional, but courts sometimes treat it as mandatory if a flexible reading would weaken the law’s purpose.
7. When analysing a statute, compare past judicial interpretations to determine how courts have previously applied the law.

5. Practical Techniques for Case Law Research: Finding and Using Judicial Decisions
While most researchers know the hierarchy, many fail to leverage it to prioritize or triage their search results.
1. Always start from the top: Search Supreme Court cases first for finality. Then proceed to the Court of Appeal persuasive and binding on the lower Court and at times to even  persuasive to the Supreme Court.
2. Check for split decisions: If two panels of the Court of Appeal differ, flag this and recommend Supreme Court clarification if no Supreme Court use the most recent Court of Appeal case.
3. Use dissenting opinions for depth as these can be persuasive when arguing for reform or a novel position.
Time pressure is real. Judges don’t want a list—they want the most relevant authority with clear application as fast as possible.
1. Search smartly—don’t just search hard. Legal research is not about how many hours you spend combing through results, but how effectively you search. Many researchers spend hours “dusting” irrelevant cases, believing hard work is about volume. In reality, precision beats persistence. Avoid using overly common keywords like “AND,” “OF,” “IF,” or “SO”—they appear in nearly every document and will flood your results with irrelevant hits, especially on search engines that lack intelligent filtering.
2. Use summaries first, but never stop there: Use them to shortlist—then dig into the judgment for ratio and facts. Read the full judgment to understand the facts, legal reasoning, and how it applies to your current issue.
3. Create a Personal Index Archive: Build a folder of frequently cited precedents for common issues like fair hearing, bail conditions, jurisdiction, etc. 
4. Make this kind of “mini-library” for issues that arise regularly: land disputes, bail, locus standi, fair hearing, etc. It saves you and the judge time in future cases. 
Reading the entire case may be impractical. Learn how to extract legal gold quickly.
1. Read the headnote first – get the gist then Skim the facts – understand context.
2. Locate and mark out the ratio decidendi – usually tied to the main legal issue.
3. Note dissenting/concurring views – for persuasive authority.
4. Record how the case was interpreted or distinguished. Example: In Ukeje v. Ukeje (2014) 11 NWLR (Pt. 1418) 384 SC, the ratio is about unconstitutionality of gender-discriminatory customary law. Don’t just cite it for inheritance, cite it for equal protection under Section 42 CFRN.
6. Using AI and Innovation in Legal Research
Artificial Intelligence (AI) has revolutionized legal research by accelerating search capabilities, simplifying lengthy documents, and surfacing relevant authorities in seconds. However, legal researchers must remember: speed is not accuracy, and convenience is not competence. AI must be used critically and ethically, especially when the outcome of a case may depend on the precision and reliability of the research presented.
What AI Can Help You Do (If Used Properly)
1. AI helps you search legal content in plain language and returns structured summaries.
2. It can summarize long judgments and highlight key rulings.
3. It enables comparison of statutory texts and highlights differences.
4. It provides draft legal memos or outlines to serve as a starting point.
Practical Example: A researcher looking into wrongful termination cases can ask ChatGPT to “summarize Nigerian case law on statutory employment and termination.” The AI might produce a rough outline with key principles. But the researcher must confirm every cited case and statute using LawPavilion or Legal pedia.
What to Avoid When Using AI
1. Do not cite case names provided by AI without verifying them in a recognized law report. Many are fabricated or misnamed.
2. Avoid copying AI-generated explanations directly into legal submissions without reviewing them for doctrinal soundness.
3. Never rely on AI to interpret statutes—AI lacks legal reasoning, especially regarding jurisdictional nuances.
4. Don’t use AI-generated contract or opinion drafts without verifying them against statutory provisions and relevant Nigerian precedent.
5. Don’t depend solely on AI summaries of cases. Always read the full judgment to assess the ratio decidendi and legal reasoning.
How to Use AI the Right Way
1. Use precise prompts. Instead of “wrongful dismissal in Nigeria,” ask “Summarize Nigerian Supreme Court decisions on statutory employment termination from 2010 to 2023.”
2. Cross-check all AI-suggested content using trusted databases like LawPavilion, Legalpedia, or FMJ.
3. Use AI to structure a research outline or draft—not as your final submission.
4. When reviewing AI interpretations of statutes, consult annotated laws or casebooks for confirmation.
5. Maintain your own archive of verified cases and compare with AI suggestions to ensure accuracy.
Ethical and Professional Considerations
1. Treat AI as a tool, not a substitute. Your legal judgment and analytical skill are still required.
2. Never include unverified or uncited case names in court submissions.
3. Acknowledge AI assistance in internal drafts or memos, especially when part of the content was generated using such tools.
4. If uncertain about AI-sourced content, consult official legal texts or supervisors before proceeding.
5. Uphold accuracy, clarity, and professional responsibility in all research, whether assisted by AI or not.
Final Word: AI is the Tool—You Are the Researcher
1. AI can help you work faster, but not think for you.
2. It can suggest a direction, but may not draw a legal conclusion.
3. It can summarize a judgment, but may not evaluate its legal weight.
4. It can provide structure, but not legal accuracy or contextual understanding.
5. Legal research is ultimately a human task—only you can ensure that the law is applied properly and responsibly.
Use AI to enhance your efficiency and clarity—but never allow it to replace the rigorous thinking, careful reasoning, and ethical standards that define legal research at its best.
AI is a powerful aid, but not a replacement for sound legal reasoning. Use it to enhance speed and structure—but always apply your own judgment, verify every result, and uphold professional standards. The tool is helpful, but you are the researcher.
7. Recommendations 
1. Create your own online law report and try avoid using old system of diaries. Use apps like colournote, onenote to store your own cases for faster research instead of looking for network for online searches or bulking diaries.
2. Employ AI tools for efficiency (e.g., search, summarization) but always verify AI-generated content against trusted primary sources, maintaining your own critical judgment.
3. Stay updated on law reports, amendments, and new decisions.
4. Use case summaries, indexes, and digest volumes judiciously—but always read full texts.
5. Embrace legal tech tools but maintain critical reasoning.
6. Keep records of all research done—citations, statutes, and interpretations—for future reference.
7. Please avoid plagiarism, always put quotation marks when quoting or relying on parts of other judgments
8. Always draft findings in a clear, judgment-ready format. Very important

8. Conclusion
Legal research is not a mechanical task—it is both an art and a science. A diligent research assistant combines methodology with legal reasoning, technological tools with doctrinal knowledge, and creativity with discipline. The goal is not just to find the law, but to understand and apply it in a way that enhances the quality and efficiency of justice delivery in Nigeria.
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