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The doctrine is defined as follows:  

Stare decisis is the doctrine of precedent. Courts cite to stare decisis when an issue has been 

previously brought to the court and a ruling already issued. Generally, courts will adhere to the previous 

ruling, though this is not universally true. See, e.g. Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. 

Casey, 505 US 833. Stare decisis is Latin for “to stand by things decided.” The doctrine operates both 

horizontally and vertically. Horizontal stare decisis refers to a court adhering to its own precedent. A 

court engages in vertical stare decisis when it applies precedent from a higher court. Consequently, 

stare decisis discourages litigating established precedents, and thus, reduces spending. 

According to the Supreme Court, stare decisis “promotes the evenhanded, predictable, and 

consistent development of legal principles, fosters reliance on judicial decisions, and contributes to the 

actual and perceived integrity of the judicial process.” In practice, the Supreme Court will usually defer 

to its previous decisions even if the soundness of the decision is in doubt. A benefit of this rigidity is that 

a court need not continuously reevaluate the legal underpinnings of past decisions and accepted 

doctrines. Moreover, proponents argue that the predictability afforded by the doctrine helps clarify 

constitutional rights for the public. Other commentators point out that courts and society only realize 

these benefits when decisions are published and made available. Thus, some scholars assert that stare 

decisis is harder to justify in cases involving secret opinions. 

Why is Stare Decisis important? Mostly because it is one court relying upon another courts’ 

previously made decision. Generally “Trial Courts” do not produce Stare Decisis decisions as those are 
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generally produced by “Appellate Courts” or in New Jersey the “Supreme Court”- the highest court in 

our State. A trial court is not mandated to follow the decisions of another trial court whereas they are 

mandated to follow the decisions of an Appellate Court or risk being overturned by that previously 

decided Appellate Court decision. Of course Trial Court Judges attempt to distinguish their decisions and 

cases from those previously decided so that Stare Decisis may not apply if the case is significantly 

distinguished.  

The bottom line: Trial Court decisions are not very important to the administration of the Law 

and a decision in a trial court has very limited significance in another court and perhaps even limited 

significance if brought before that very same Judge on another day with different Parties involved. 

Should you need further information related to this important topic please contact me at 973-228-9900.  

 

Mitchell Portnoi concentrates his practice in all phases of litigation, with an emphasis on serious 

plaintiff’s personal injury matters, workers' compensation and medical malpractice.  For more 

information regarding civil trial work or the personal injury field, please contact him at 

mportnoi@postpolak.com or at 973-228-9900. 
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