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I
n the summer of 1999, when a client, 
concerned about its mounting outside 
counsel research fees, asked attorney Ed 
Walters to �nd the answer to a case law 
question without using the paid search 
services his �rm relied on, Walters duti-

fully tried to locate another option.
He couldn’t. At one in the morning, he 

broke down and spent 45 minutes on a fee-
based service tracking down the informa-
tion he needed, which cost roughly $1,500. 
�at night, Walters walked into the o�ce 
next to his, where his fellow associate, Phil 
Rosenthal, was working, to vent.

“I just couldn’t believe the rights to the 
law had been given away to foreign pub-
lishing conglomerates to sell back to us at 
hundreds of dollars per search—per minute, 
in some cases,” Walters said. “I told Phil, ‘in 

this internet-enabled world, you can’t have 
a duopoly for access to legal information; 
there will have to be an alternative, and I 
have half a mind to go build one.”’ Rosenthal 
turned out to be the right co-worker to voice 
his concerns to. “Phil said, ‘Did I mention 
I have PhD in physics, in addition to being 
a lawyer?’” Walters said. “‘If you’re serious, 
let’s look at it.’” 

In November 1999, Walters and 
Rosenthal le� their �rm, and working out of 
Walters’ Alexandria, Virginia, living room 
created and �ne-tuned a prototype; the �rst 
commercial version of their legal research 
solution debuted online in 2003.

Today, Fastcase is used by more than 
800,000 attorneys. �e Washington, DC- 
based company is sta�ed by more than 100 
employees—and Rosenthal, now president, 
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and Walters, who serves as its chief 
executive o�cer, still have side-by-side 
o�ces, much like they did in their 
law �rm days. We recently spoke with 
Walters about the company’s pre- and 
post-Recession evolution; the meth-
odology behind its search-based tools; 
and the in�uential role law librarians 
have played in Fastcase’s development 
and use.

What was your main selling point 
initially for the product?

It took several months to build the 
prototype. Our goals were twofold: We 
wanted to democratize the law, so that 
more people have meaningful access to 
it, and to make research smarter. �e 
idea was to use math and science and 
things like data visualization to make 
research more powerful and easy. If 
you think back to the early days of the 
web, if you wanted to �nd a used car 
dealer in Aurora in 1994, you’d go to 

a web directory for the listing autos in 
Illinois, look up used cars, and there’d 
be a list of three websites for used car 
dealers in Aurora. �at list was there 
because someone at Yahoo read every 
page of the World Wide Web and 
hand-categorized it into the taxonomy 
of Yahoo. �at model of �nding stu� 
on the web died in 1998 when Google 
was invented. Someone said, ‘You can’t 
read every page; it’s too expensive to do 
that. You can use algorithms and page 
rankings to index the whole web and 
get better answers.’

�at’s exactly what we were try-
ing to do. �at was always our value 

proposition. It was much less expensive 
to have an algorithm decide things than 
to have 10,000 paralegals reading every 
case to try to �gure out how to write a 
summary and �t it in a digest. Price was 
never really a selling point for us, but I 
think people like it for that reason. �e 
idea was never about the fact that it was 
cheaper, but that it was better. 

What has changed about Fastcase 
since it launched?

�e most current version is called 
Fastcase 6; we’ve had it since almost 
2003. �ere have been a couple of big 
updates under the hood, but for the 

“Our goals were twofold: We wanted to democratize the law, so that 
more people have meaningful access to it, and to make  
research smarter.” — Fastcase CEO Ed Walters

Fastcase’s new start page was designed to be compatible with rectangular monitors with an 11:6 aspect.
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Product released in:  
2003

Number of documents in 
Fastcase’s library: 45 million

Scope of Fastcase’s content:  
Cases, statutes, regulations, court 
rules, and constitutions. It also 
contains primary law items from all 
50 states; federal coverage going 
back to 1 U.S. 1, 1 F.2d 1, 1 F.Supp. 1, 
and 1 B.R. 1; access to a newspaper 
archive, legal forms, and a one-
stop PACER (public access to court 

FASTCASE BASICS
electronic records) search of federal 
filings through its content partners. A 
2016 acquisition of Loislaw has also 
given the company the right to offer 
approximately 200 legal treatises.

Number of employees: 110 

Pricing: $95 a month or $995 a year 
per subscriber with no minimum 
contract; $65 a month or $695 a year 
without federal district or bankruptcy 
court access. Enterprise rates are 
available for law firms, corporate 
counsel, and law schools.

most part, the interface has stayed the 
same. We’re now doing the �rst com-
plete overhaul of Fastcase since 2003—
Fastcase 7—designed to be simpler to 
use and more powerful. For one thing, 
Fastcase 6 was designed for square 
monitors—the old cathode ray tube 
machines that had a 4:3 aspect ratio; 
they don’t typically even have a lot of 
pixels. Now everyone uses rectangular 
monitors with an 11:6 aspect. �e new 
version is designed to really use that 
HD aspect ratio. Fastcase is now more 
beautiful and easier to read. 

We’ve also pushed our data visualiza-
tion tools to the front so that the inter-
active timeline graphical map of the 
search results is on the front page. We 
included a semantic tag cloud to �lter 
the results to show only the concepts 
you care most about. I’m a typography 
nerd; we looked at a lot of typefaces 
and eventually settled on Kepler, which 
was designed in the tradition of 18th 
century book typefaces. We now render 
cases in Fastcase in Kepler so when 
you’re reading over a long period of 
time, you don’t get eye strain. 

We started rolling Fastcase 7 out in 
November 2016 to the very �rst bar 
associations who wanted to take a look 
at it. We’ve rolled it out to more users 
week by week ever since.

Who uses Fastcase?

�ere are more than 800,000 Fastcase 
subscribers. We have small �rms in 
South Dakota who are solo practi-
tioners, and it’s used in some of the 
biggest �rms in the world. It’s used 
by law students, as well as brand new 
associates and very senior partners. 
It’s used in a �rm law library context 
as well as in an academic context. 
We also have a lot of other users, like 
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journalists or pro se litigants. �e 
diversity of subscribers is really kind 
of amazing to me. 

How are law librarians utilizing  
the product?

I think law librarians commonly use our 
business tools for complete intelligence. 
�ey’ll save an alert, and every time a 
new case decision or statute meets the 
requirements of a search, Fastcase will 
send it to them. We also just started a 
digest service in Minnesota that sum-
marizes and categorizes all new cases, 
but you’ll see more over the coming 
year. If you want to send an intellectual 
property case to your practice group, 
you can subscribe to that digest and 
have an announcement and summary 
of cases on a next-day basis ready to 
send to people in the group.

�e other thing is a public link. If 
you �nd something in Fastcase and 
save it as a public link, anyone in the 
world can see it. If you want to pro-
mote a �rm’s most recent decisions, 
you can create a public link and drop 
in a newsletter; if a client doesn’t have 
Fastcase, they’ll see a description, click 
on the link, and see the item outside 
of Fastcase. Everyone else wants to put 
you inside the subscription ecosystem; 
we’re trying to democratize the law. 
We don’t care if people want to take 

Fastcase’s Authority Check includes a timeline view of later-cited cases, a visual map of how the citing 
cases occur over time, and citation statistics on how many times cases have been cited at each level of 
the court system and how recently they’ve been cited.
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You’ve posted webinars and videos 
on your site to help customers  
utilize various features. What 
prompted you to start offering 
those materials, and how are  
customers using them?

Actually, we added them at the request 
of law librarians—especially ones who 
teach legal research and writing. �ey 
said, ‘You should you put together 
a model curriculum for teaching 
Fastcase,’ and we assembled a bunch of 
videos, users’ guides, in-class research 
assignments, and practice materials for 
teaching Fastcase, whether it was as 
one research alternative among many 
or a whole class on it. 

�e best thing I can tell you is 
if you ever want to �nd something 
wrong with so�ware, give it to a few 
hundred thousand lawyers and law 
librarians; they’ll be very happy to 
tell you exactly what’s wrong. We’ve 
always been able to improve Fastcase 
because of our users. When Phil and 
I started, the very �rst person we told 
about Fastcase was Roberta Sha�er, 
who was the law librarian at our �rm 
Covington & Burling. Her team was 
full of great ideas from the start. 

�at’s always been our secret 
weapon: We have great relationships 
with friends in law libraries who say, 
‘It would be really cool if we could do 
this.’ We love good ideas. ¢

individual cases and pop them over 
our pay wall. We think that’s great.

How does Fastcase get the most 
relevant items to appear at the top 
of search result lists?

We use the numerosity, the proximity, 
the diversity, and the density of the 
keywords—how o�en they’re used, 
how close they are to each other, how 
diverse the sentiment is, and how many 
times keywords appear in a document 
(as a percentage) compared to the total 
number of words in the document. If 
you have 50 instances of school and 
desegregation in a document, that will 
rank higher than 99 instances of school 
and one of desegregation. With density, 
three hits in a very long document will 
make it rank lower than one with three 
hits that’s shorter. 

Also, we use the number of cita-
tions to documents. If things are cited 
more frequently, they’ll rank higher. 
We use an aggregated search history 
of databases—how o�en people are 
sharing or printing or reading cases; 
the most popular ones in the aggregate 
search history get a boost for relevance. 
We also created a tool internally that 

allows you to adjust the weight of any 
of those factors. If you want cases that 
are more presidential and less con-
cerned with keyword relevance, or to 
make citations count more, you can set 
your own algorithm.

Have you changed anything 
about Fastcase due to the Great 
Recession or its aftermath?

We didn’t really change much; it’s inter-
esting, though, how the market has met 
us. In 1999, most �rms were getting 
80 percent or more of research costs 
recovered. We were sure that wasn’t 
going to be how the world worked 
forever. A�er the downturn, clients had 
a lot more leverage and said, ‘We’re not 
going to pay the costs for legal research 
anymore; that’s your overhead.’ Firms 
started in 2009 to look for their own 
in-house services to use, if they weren’t 
billing through the cost of research. 
�at was Fastcase. �e cost covered for 
legal research was at an all-time low in 
2016—25 percent. Firms are eating 75 
percent of the cost. I expect none will be 
recoverable by 2020.
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Although new features and updates 
have been incorporated over the 
years, Fastcase recently released a 
new version of its product—Fastcase 
7—and it is slowly phasing out its 
previous version.
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