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WHAT IS A CASE BRIEF?

• A case brief is a shortened, concise

summary of a case. It contains the

key components of the case. There

are different types of case brief. They

include the appeal case brief, the

research case brief and the student

case brief.



IS A CASE BRIEF USEFUL? 

• A case brief is useful in that it helps the case briefer remember the important details

that make a case significant with regards to the law. When a case is properly briefed,

the case brief is like a key to a puzzle. A good case brief serves the following

purposes.

– It aids the quick and easy understanding and remembrance of the facts and decision of a

case for litigation, research, referencing, classroom and other purposes.

– It helps to determine and extract the ratio decidendi or legal principle or rule of law upon

which the decision of the case is based.

– It helps to understand how the court applied the rule(s) of law to the facts of the case.

– It aids the quick understanding and legal analysis of cases.

– It helps for the easier or smoother review of an area of the law.

• In short, case briefing is a tool of legal practice, research, referencing and self-

instruction.



WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS OF 
A CASE BRIEF?
• Case briefing is useful to legal practitioners, researchers, authors, students of

law, etc. The purpose of a case brief determines the components the case

briefer would include in the case brief. While opinions may vary, the four

components useful for any case brief are:

– the name/title, citation and facts of a case;

– the problems or questions or issues in dispute in the case;

– the rationale or reasoning behind the decision i.e. the principle or rule of law and

how it was applied to the relevant facts; and

– the conclusion or decision or judgement of the court in the case.



• Other components that may form part of a case brief are the orbita dicta, the

history, a valuable dissenting opinion, the arguments of parties and personal

opinion. For our purposes, we will consider the components that are

compulsory for a student case brief. A student case brief must contain the

following:

– The title, citation and facts of the case; 

– The issues in dispute; 

– the rule of law; 

– The application of the rule of law; as well as 

– The conclusion. 

• This is summarised as the FIRAC method of case briefing.



THE FACTS

• These are the crucial/material facts or facts relevant to the determination of

the issues in controversy. They are those facts which the court must consider

in reaching a decision in the case before it. Alternatively, they are the facts

which a party must prove in support of his or her case. Without these facts,

the court will be unable to determine the issue(s) brought before it.

• To be brief, it is important to determine what facts are relevant to the

resolution of the issues before the court.

• For a case on appeal, the material facts are the summary of the facts and

decision reached at the trial or lower court(s).

• *Note that sometimes, the best statement of the facts are stated in a

concurring or dissenting judgement.*



THE ISSUES
• The issues are the legal questions brought before the court for determination.

They are the statement of the problem or dispute between the parties or the
question which is the bone of contention between the parties. Usually, issues
start with the word – whether – and they are raised in terms of the applicable
law, case law or legal principle. For example, whether the trial court arrived at
its decision after following the proper guidelines for decision making laid down
by the Supreme Court?

• Issues are usually formulated and brought before the court by the parties.
However, the court may amend or formulate issues from those brought before
it.

• A case may have one or several issues for determination. Consequently, a case
may be relied on as authority for more than one legal principle.

• Issues determine the relevant facts before the court. They are couched in such
a way that they can be determined with a YES or NO answer although short
sentences would also suffice.



EXTRACTING THE MATERIAL FACTS
- PRACTICE QUESTION
• Facts - In the case of Regina v Dudley and Stephens (1884)14 Q.B.D. 273, the defendants

were shipwrecked and castaways in an open boat at sea following a storm along with Ned

Brooks and Richard Parker - the cabin boy - who was between the ages of seventeen and

eighteen. The boat drifted in the ocean and was considered to be more than one thousand

miles from land. On the eighteenth day after they had been seven days without food and

five without water, Thomas Dudley suggested to Edward Stephens and Ned Brooks that

lots should be cast with the loser being put to death to provide food for the rest of them.

Subsequently however, Thomas Dudley and Edward Stephens colluded to the extent that

Richard Parker should be killed so that they could survive. On the twentieth day, with the

agreement of Edward Stephens, Thomas Dudley killed Richard Parker and both defendants

and Ned Brooks ate him for the following four days until their rescue.

• Issue - The issue was whether the defendants could plead the defence of necessity to

justify the murder of Richard Parker in order to survive.

• Question: Use the issue to extract the material facts in the above case



THE RULES
• They are the principles or rules of law which the court must apply to the

relevant facts and issues to determine the dispute. They are those laws which

the court considers as binding on itself and which it must interpret in reaching

its decision. They are the rationes decidendi or legal rules identified and

discussed by the court in reaching its decision. They are always stated in

general terms to feed the doctrine of stare decisis – judicial precedence.

• In the case of R v Dudley and Stephens (supra), in their conviction for murder,

the court stated its reasons for rejecting their defence of necessity as follows:

– If necessity is not available on the charge of theft of food because of starvation, it

cannot be available on a charge of murder.

– The Christian aspect of giving up one’s own life for to save another’s rather than

taking another’s life to save one’s own.

– Impossibility of choosing between the value of one person’s life and another’s.



THE APPLICATION 
• This is a statement of how the rule(s) was applied to the material facts and

issue(s). In the briefest sense, it is the holding or ruling on the issue(s) brought

before the court. It is the answer to the issue(s) brought before the court. It is

the interlocutory decision or the mini judgement which answers the legal

question(s) before the court. It is the brief statement of the outcome of the

application of the rules to the relevant facts in response to the issue(s) raised.

It may start with a simple Yes or No in response to the issue. It may be written

in the actual words of the court in the form of a quotation.

• In R v Dudley and Stephens (supra), the court held that the defence of

necessity was not available to the defendants for murder.

• The application is also taken for the reasoning or rationale for the decision.

However, while this may be so, the rationale is wider than the holding as it

comprises of the legal rule(s) and the explanation of how the rules were

applied to the facts – the holding(s).



• It is however, necessary to note that the rationale is sometimes preferred to

the briefer statement of the holding. The rationale clearly states the rule(s)

applied by the court in a case and how they were applied to or interpreted in

relation to the material facts in response to the issues brought before it. It

states the authorities considered by the court and how they were treated.

With regards to case law for instance, it includes a statement of whether prior

cases were followed, differentiated, or overruled. It is usually written in clear

and organised words of the case briefer to enable a reader understand the

reasoning of the court without having to read the case report itself. The use of

a dictionary may be handy here in case the case briefer encounters unfamiliar

words.

• Therefore, a case brief may contain the holding and or alternatively the

rationale – which is more elaborate. The choice of the case briefer will depend

on the purpose of the case brief.



THE CONCLUSION 
• This is the court's final finding or perpetual decision or judgement regarding

the relief sought by the parties. It is the outcome of the court’s holding(s). It is
the judgement of the court in the narrow sense which binds only the parties
to the case. It is usually written in one or two sentences. In R v Dudley and
Stephens (supra), the court decided: It is therefore our duty to declare that the
prisoners' act in this case was willful murder, that the facts as stated in the
verdict are no legal justification of the homicide; and to say that in our
unanimous opinion the prisoners are upon this special verdict guilty of
murder.

• Where a case is on appeal, the conclusion states whether the appeal was
allowed, allowed in part or dismissed, and whether the judgement of the lower
court was affirmed, reversed, set-aside and a retrial ordered. For example, the
decision of an appeal court will read - the appeal lacks merit and it is hereby
dismissed and the decision of the tribunal is hereby affirmed. The appellant is
to pay the respondent N5,000.00 costs.



THE CASE BRIEF OF REGINA V DUDLEY 
AND STEPHENS(1884)14 Q.B.D. 273
• In the case of R v Dudley and Stephens (1884)14 Q.B.D. 273, the defendants were

shipwrecked and castaways along with Ned Brooks and Richard Parker - the cabin boy.

On the twentieth day at sea, with the agreement of Edward Stephens, Thomas Dudley

killed Richard Parker and both defendants and Ned Brooks ate him for four days until

their rescue. On the issue whether the defendants could plead the defence of necessity to

justify the murder of Richard Parker in order to survive, the court considered that if

necessity is not available on the charge of theft of food because of starvation, it cannot be

available on a charge of murder; the Christian stand on giving up one’s own life to save the

life of another rather than taking another’s life to save one’s own; and the impossibility of

choosing between the value of one person’s life and another’s and held that the defence of

necessity was not available to the defendants for murder. Upon these reasoning, the

court found the defendants guilty of murder and sentenced them to death.

• *Note that the sentence was later commuted to six months' imprisonment by the

Crown*.



WHAT IS THE CONTENT OF A CASE 
REPORT?
A standard Nigerian case report contains the following:

• Names – the names of the parties i.e. the title of the case

with its citation; the name of the court and the division in

which the case was decided; the name(s) of the judge(s) who

presided over the case; the names of the counsels who

appeared for the parties.

• Catchwords – the subject-matter of the case and issues for

determination

• Headnote i.e. the summary or brief report of the case – the

essential facts of the case; the arguments and the legal

submissions of counsels; the particular question(s) or point(s)

of law determined by the court; and the decision of the

court.

• Cases – the list of cases referred to in the judgement.



• Statutes – the list of statutes referred to in the 

judgement. 

• Appeal – where a case is on appeal, it states whether the 

appeal was allowed, allowed in part or dismissed and 

whether the judgement of the lower court was affirmed, 

reversed, set-aside and a retrial ordered. 

• History – where a case is on appeal, a brief explanation 

of the history of the case i.e. from what court the case 

commenced and from which court the appeal is made.

• Judgement – this is the most important part of the 

content of a law report. It is the verbatim judgement of 

the court. 



WHAT IS A CITATION?

• A citation is a reference to a legal authority. Different citation formats exist for

the primary legal source materials – statute law and case law as well as

secondary legal source materials. Every legal source material has its unique

basic citation format. It is essential for citations to follow a standard format.

Citation help researchers to easily locate legal materials independently.

• Case law citation entails giving brief details about a case that will help locate

the case easily through the case reporter. A case maybe reported by more

than one reporter. In such instances, the case would have more than one or

multiple citation. See for instance, the case citations of Woolmington v D.P.P.

[1935] UKHL 1 or [1935] AC 462 or (1936) 25 Cr App R 72.



• Case citations help for the easy tracing and access of case law. Every case

citation contains the following basic information:

– The case title i.e. the name of the parties

– The year the case was decided/reported

– Abbreviated name of the case reporter

– The volume and part(where it applies) of the report containing the full text

of the case

– The page number on which the case begins, and sometimes

– The name of the court that decided the case



HOW IS A CASE TRACED BY CITATION IN 
A LIBRARY?

• Identify the case reporter – this is done by identifying the full meaning of the

abbreviated name of the case report. For instance, the reporter of the case of

Guri v Hadeija NA (1959) 4 FSC 44 is abbreviated as FSC which represents -

Selected Judgements of the Federal Supreme Court while the reporter of

Idehen v Idehen (1991) 6 NWLR Pt 198, SC 382 is abbreviated as NWLR

which represents Nigerian Weekly Law Report. A number of case reporters

use the acronyms of their name in their case citation like the Nigerian Weekly

Law Report – NWLR, and the Nigerian Law Report – NLR. Others do not like

the Selected Judgements of the Federal Supreme Court – FSC and the

Judgement of the Supreme Court of Nigeria - SC.



• Find the shelf where the particular law report series is located in the library.

• Find the part of the shelf where the reports of the year written on the law

report are placed.

• Identify the volume in which the case is reported. Usually, the volume number

precedes the abbreviated title of the law report.

• Find the Part number. Where the law report is in parts, the part number comes

after the abbreviated name of the reporter. See for instance, the case of Idehen

v Idehen (1991) 6 NWLR Pt 198, SC 382

• Find the page in the volume of the law report where the case report begins.

The page number usually follows the abbreviated reporter title in the citation

or the part number(where the law report is in parts).



NOTE
• Before attempting to brief a case, law students must read the whole judgement at

least once.

• Case briefing is centred around the issues before the court. When reading a case

report, it is important to first identify the questions or issues of law brought before

the court for determination. This will help to quickly discover how the court

answered the questions.

• Case briefing is a skill that law students develop over time. Constant practice help

students develop excellent case briefing skill.

• Expertise in case briefing build law students’ knowledge of answering both theoretical

and practical law questions. For practical law questions, students use the Issue, Rule,

Application and Conclusion (IRAC) rule, the Facts having being given to them in the

question. Note that the Conclusion is not compulsory in answering practical legal

questions where the same conclusion has already being written at the end of the

Application of the Rule(s) to the Issue(s).



STUDY QUESTIONS

• See and brief the case of Ukeje & Anor v Ukeje (2014) 234 LRCN 1 on the

constitutionality of a custom which deprives children born out of wedlock

from sharing in their father’s estate.

• Omoike is from Uzairue in Edo State. He recently died and was survived by

four daughters. He also left behind a massive estate comprising both personal

and landed properties. The custom of Uzairue stipulates that a female child

cannot inherit landed property and that where a man dies without a male child,

then his landed properties should be shared by his nephews. Omoike’s

daughters have filed an action at the high court against their cousins over

inheritance of their father’s landed properties. With legal authorities raise and

discuss the issue arising.



• In Favour community, Damola is laying claim on Ehizojie’s son. According to

Damola, he paid dowry to the parents of Ehizojie’s wife before she married

Ehizogie. Damola also claims that by the Favour community customary law,

until his dowry is refunded to him, he is the owner of Ehizojie’s son borne by

his wife. Raise and discuss the issue(s) arising.

• The Supreme Court in the case of Truth Gilga v Abraham Yoma (1995) held

that the minimum age requirement for admission into the Nigerian Law School

shall be 21years for prospective students. Where a similar case was filed in

Enugu in 2012, the Court of Appeal in the case of Somkene Bruce v Ehizojie

Michael (2012) held that the minimum age requirement for admission into the

Nigerian Law School shall be 23years. Chris Gregory, a prospective student of

the Nigerian Law School aged 22years was denied admission into the Nigerian

Law School on the grounds that he did not satisfy the age requirement set by



by the Court of Appeal. He intends to challenge this decision by filing a case at

the High Court sitting at Enugu.

– Having in mind the application of judicial precedent in Nigeria, discuss the effect of

both judgements and advise Chris Gregory on the likely outcome of the case

which he intends to institute at the High Court Enugu.

– Would your above advice be different if the case of Truth Gilga v Abraham

Yoma(1995) had been overruled in 2010 by the Supreme Court in a latter case of

Esther Omoye v Otose Daniel (2010) where the court held that the minimum age

requirement for admission into the Nigerian Law School shall be 23years for

prospective students.
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