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ABSTRACT

Precedents (prior cases decided in courts of law) are primary legal
materials in both common and civil law systems. With the rapid
growth of digitalized legal documents, it takes great efforts of le-
gal practitioners to search for relevant cases. Previous study [1]
found that legal researchers retrieved less than 20% of relevant doc-
uments when they believed they had found over 75% using Boolean
techniques. Given this situation, an efficient system for legal case
retrieval can be of great benefit and thus has drawn increasing
attention in academic and industrial IR research.

Generally, legal case retrieval involves retrieving prior cases that
should be “noticed” regarding a given query case, where “noticed”
is a legal technical term denoting that a precedent is relevant and
can support the decision of a query case. Legal case retrieval can
be viewed as a specialized IR task but it differs from the traditional
ad-hoc text retrieval in distinct aspects. Firstly, both the query and
candidate cases involve extremely long and complex texts. Secondly,
the concept of “relevance” in legal IR is beyond the general “topical
relevance ” and involves various dimensions [5]. Thirdly, collecting
accurate relevance judgments is quite expensive since it requires
expert knowledge, which makes it challenging to construct a large
dataset, especially with accurate labels.

Our research focuses on the legal case retrieval scenario. The de-
velopment of retrieval models always sits at the core of IR research.
The first research question is proposed as:

e RQ1: How can we automatically retrieve relevant prior cases
given a query case?

Following the framework of recent benchmarks [3], RQ1 is in-
vestigated solely using the case texts. In the practice of legal case
retrieval, however, the existing IR system usually assists users more
interactively. Given this situation, we propose our second research
question,

e RQ2: How do legal practitioners search for supporting prece-
dents?

Relevance is a key notion in IR [4] while it is expensive to col-
lect accurate relevance judgments in legal case retrieval since the
legal relevance is complex and requires domain knowledge. We are
inspired to take a deeper look at what makes a relevant legal case
and propose the third research question,
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o RQ3: What are the criteria of relevance in legal case retrieval
practice?

Although a variety of retrieval models have been developed for
ad-hoc text retrieval, including traditional bag-of-words models
and neural models [6], they face great challenges resulting from
the differences mentioned above. To address RQ1, we propose to
model paragraph-level interactions via the pre-trained language
model, BERT [2], and then obtain the document-level relevance by
aggregating the interaction representations. Regarding RQ2, we
plan to combine log analysis, user study, and interview strategies
and expect to obtain a thorough understanding of user’s search
strategies and examination patterns in legal case retrieval. With
regard to RQ3, we would like to collect explainable relevance judg-
ments and investigate the relevance decision process by conducting
an annotation user study.

With the three research questions answered, we would like to
combine those findings and aim to improve the performance of the
legal case retrieval system in the legal practice.
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