
Government Information Research: Where to Begin Research 

Is it best to begin government information and public policy research with primary sources or 

secondary sources? It depends. Very often students studying public policy and current issues 

want the current state of things. In these cases it is often efficient to find the Web site of the 

government agency or agencies involved, and then search those sites for primary sources, very 

often PDF documents that relate to the topic. 

A student looking for information from the U.S. federal government on how 

environmental policies affect agricultural farm subsidies first needs to find which government 

agencies have materials on this topic. A Google search like this can get them started: 

farm subsidies environment agriculture site:gov 

From this we can see that these government domains have relevant materials: 

usda.gov 

house.gov 

gao.gov 

fws.gov 

epa.gov 

senate.gov 

gpo.gov 

and many others. 

Now we can search each of these domains more specifically, looking for PDF documents 

like this: 

farm subsidies environment agriculture site:usda.gov filetype:pdf 

farm subsidies environment agriculture site:epa.gov filetype:pdf 

and so forth. 

 

There are other times, however, when it is too confusing to start with primary sources. 

Legal research, even for law students, can be so overwhelming that it is best to start with 

secondary sources. When you need to research legal cases on any topic it is best to start your 

search with law review articles (that is, journal articles in the field of law). Rather than first 

going to a legal database like Nexis Uni or Westlaw Campus Research, where the results will be 

too numerous and unweighted as to which ones are important and which ones are not, begin your 

research by searching for law reviews, which are a secondary source. Authors of these articles 

are law students, professors, and researchers who have already figured out which cases are 



important and noteworthy. This will save a lot of time. Then, when you find a citation to a legal 

case that you want to read, simply retrieve the case by the legal citation from one of the legal 

databases to which you have access. 

The idea is to be intentional with your research. Based on your research topic, make a 

deliberate decision to begin either with primary sources or secondary sources. 


