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Introduction

In recent years, civil legal services providers have suffered dwindling financial support 
from the federal government and increased restrictions on the types of cases civil legal 
lawyers can pursue. While the need for legal representation of low-income people in 
America has not diminished, government commitment at many levels has been less than 
adequate. In an effort to change the current climate, the National Legal Aid and Defender 
Association (NLADA) and the Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) have begun to
plan initiatives for improving the systems and programs that provide civil legal services 
to low-income persons. Working together, NLADA and CLASP are developing a national
communications strategy to increase public awareness of civil legal services and to assist 
state and local fundraising efforts. 

In order to inform NLADA’s and CLASP’s communications and outreach initiatives, the 
Open Society Institute asked Belden Russonello & Stewart (BRS) to develop a national 
message that can also be used by those working locally and at the state level to help build
public support for civil legal services for low-income people. To accomplish this goal, 
BRS designed a public opinion research plan that explored the public’s awareness, 
attitudes, and values relating to civil legal aid. Our aim has been to understand what 
needs to be communicated to build awareness and to increase Americans’ concerns about 
civil legal help for those of low income. 

Our research objectives have been to uncover and examine:

 The associations, both positive and negative, that people have toward legal services;

 barriers that hold back public support and openings to build greater support;

 the values that underlie opinions; and  

 language and message concepts that will help build the case for civil legal help for
low-income Americans.
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The first step of this research consisted of ten focus groups conducted among voters in 
Baltimore, Birmingham, Los Angeles, Boston, and Chicago from November 1999 to 
January 2000. Upon completion of the focus groups, BRS conducted a national opinion 
survey among 1,200 adults living in the U.S. in telephone-equipped households. 
Interviewing took place from March 23 to April 9. The margin of sampling error for the 
study is +/- 2.8 percentage points. 

This report contains the analysis of the survey and focus groups and identifies the 
currents of opinion relevant to building public commitment to legal aid. This analysis 
forms the basis for BRS to develop specific national messages that local and state legal 
services directors can use in their communications.

The report is broken-down into three sections: 1) an overview of the research; 2) 
recommendations for developing a message on legal aid; and 3) detailed findings on the 
public’s attitudes toward legal services and developing a national message. The appendix 
contains a complete questionnaire with survey results, the materials used in the focus 
groups, and a detailed methodology.

Tables included in the text highlight selected relevant survey findings and are expressed 
in percentages. The base for each table is all respondents (n=1,200) unless otherwise 
noted. In reading these data, when the percent sign (%) appears at the top of a column, 
the numbers add vertically; when the % appears at the left of a row, the numbers add 
horizontally. An asterisk (*) indicates less than one percent; a double hyphen (--) 
indicates zero.

All figures have been rounded, so all tables may not add to 100%. This is due to 
weighting, rounding, omission of “don’t know,” or “refused,” and other responses, or, in 
the case of multiple response questions, percentages add to more than 100%.
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Executive Summary 

A communications effort to build public appreciation, awareness, and commitment 
toward civil legal aid for low-income people starts from a position of strength, because 
the great majority of Americans believe, as a society, we should provide legal help to 
people who need it but cannot afford it. Support for civil legal aid stands on the high 
ground of public opinion because motivations are rooted in deep American values of 
responsibility to help others and fairness.  

Support for civil legal aid is highest when it is described as providing legal advice to help
children, victims of domestic violence, veterans, and the elderly who are in need and 
have nowhere else to turn. Support is slightly less when legal aid’s work is described as 
going to court or negotiating with government agencies.

The research identifies many crosscurrents of public opinion that influence support for 
civil legal aid. The public’s strong belief in responsibility to help the poor is tested by 
many Americans’ aversion to government programs. This conflict dampens but does not 
extinguish support for legal services. 

Similarly, Americans hold firmly to the idea that all people in this country deserve access 
to justice, but they fear the courts are being abused and they lack information about the 
legal needs of poor people. The survey results suggest their fears and ignorance of the 
need do not stand in the way of their support for civil legal aid. Values triumph.

Our analysis of the survey data identifies the relative strengths of these opinions to guide 
communications that will build upon the public’s general support for providing legal help
to low-income Americans. The following are key points from the survey followed by 
recommendations on developing messages on legal aid.
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1.   Support for legal aid

 Close to nine in ten Americans (89%) agree that legal help for civil matters should be 
provided for low-income people. Over half (55%) of the public strongly agrees with 
this sentiment.

 Support is still high but drops when the program is described as government funded. 
Eight in ten Americans (82%) support government-funded legal aid and four in ten 
(42%) strongly support government-funded legal aid – a drop of thirteen percentage 
points among those who agree strongly. 

 The values that underlie support for legal aid are: 

Fairness and equality: ensuring everyone has access to justice;
Responsibility to help others: compassion for those in need; and
Responsibility to the community to solve problems.

2.    Potential challenges to increasing and solidifying support. The survey and focus 
groups uncover a number of attitudes held by Americans that impact 
support for legal services for the low income. At the moment, few of the 
criticisms reduce support for the program. Its association as a 
government program presents the greatest challenge, while problematic 
attitudes toward lawyers, the legal system, and lawsuits are less 
widespread but could threaten support for legal services in the future.

Although few of the anti-legal aid attitudes have turned Americans against the program, 
they are prevalent opinions, and if opponents of legal aid consistently voice these 
criticisms, they may become more problematic in the future.

 Government funding is a challenge.  Strong support for civil legal aid drops thirteen 
percentage points – from 55% to 42% – when the program is described as 
government funded. Similarly, a majority of Americans (57%) support substituting 
volunteer lawyers for government-paid legal aid programs to represent low-income 
people. However, overall, 82% continue to support legal aid programs, even when 
they are described as government funded.

 The view that there are too many lawsuits is problematic but less decisive to support 
for legal services. The public generally supports legal service lawyers going to court, 
but there are some concerns that this practice may be abused. Four in ten Americans 
(40%) agree that legal aid offices should just provide advice and not represent clients 
in court, but a majority (55%) disapproves of this limitation. Also, half of the public 
(50%) believes that legal aid offices representing people in court leads to more 
frivolous lawsuits, but 42% reject this claim.
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 Lack of recognized need is also less of an issue, although it exists. Americans 

generally recognize the need for legal services, but their awareness appears 
superficial. A plurality of 41% of Americans believes the poor would have only a 
somewhat difficult time getting civil legal help, and a quarter (25%) believes the poor 
would have an easy time. A third (33%) believes that poor people would have a very 
difficult time. 

The public recognizes that low-income people suffer from unequal treatment by the 
courts, but here too opinions are soft. A plurality of four in ten Americans (40%) 
believes the courts treat low-income people somewhat worse than others while less 
than two in ten (17%) say that low-income people are treated much worse.

3.  Describing legal aid to the public. The public supports all types of legal services’ 
work but some types are more popular than others.

 More than three-quarters of Americans support legal aid’s work, regardless of 
whether it is described as giving advice, negotiating, or going to court. However, 
giving advice about rights is the most popular type of work for legal aid offices. Over 
half the public (52%) strongly favors this work, while somewhat less popular is legal 
aid representing clients in court (36% strongly favor) and contacting and negotiating 
with government agencies (30% strongly). 

 The clients and specific cases that garner the greatest support relate to child abuse 
(84% strongly favor legal aid’s work in this area), denial of Medicare benefits (74%), 
domestic violence (74%), and denial of veterans benefits (71%).

 Messages that resonate best with the public are ones that reflect values and 
describe the results of legal aid’s work. The most popular message statements express
the values of caring for others and fairness. They personalize legal services by 
focusing on the needs of individuals, their rights, and correcting injustice. Less 
compelling are general messages and those that focus on societal or collective good.

Most compelling messages

Legal aid makes a difference: For the single mother who needs to receive child 
support in order to feed her children; for the veteran who needs his disability 
check or won’t have a place to live; for the child being abused to ensure a safe and
loving home (72% convincing; 45% extremely convincing). 

Every person in America should be able to obtain their rights, regardless of 
income (74% convincing; 44% extremely convincing). 

Every person in America deserves access to justice (68% convincing; 42% 
extremely convincing). 
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     Somewhat less compelling messages

Our society as a whole benefits when everyone has access to the legal system 
(52% convincing; 31% extremely convincing).  

To correct injustices if committed against the weakest among us (43% 
convincing; 22% extremely convincing).

Legal aid helps solve problems for individuals so they do not become problems 
for the community (34% convincing; 16% extremely convincing).

Legal aid helps to build stronger communities (32% convincing; 14% extremely 
convincing).
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Recommendations 

The opinion research conducted with Americans over the past 12 months points to a 
number of specific recommendations on message.

1.  Messages should appeal to the values of fairness and responsibility to help 
individuals. These messages resonate strongly:

 Legal aid makes a difference: for the single mother who needs to receive child 
support in order to feed her children; for the veteran who needs his disability 
check or won’t have a place to live; for the child being abused, to ensure a safe 
and loving home.

 Every person in America deserves access to justice.

 Every person in America should be able to obtain his or her rights, regardless of 
income. 

These themes underscore that legal aid helps those who have no place else to turn and 
who are being denied their rights.  

2.  How to communicate responsibility to help others. Highlight the need for legal aid by
telling stories of real people, rather than describing need in terms of numbers. Case 
studies about poor individuals who clearly had no place else to turn except for legal 
services are the most persuasive to present the need for funding legal services.

The idea that legal aid helps individuals such as women, the elderly, veterans, and 
children is more compelling than legal aid helping community organizations, groups of 
individuals such as youth or minorities, or large causes such as minority rights.
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3.  How to communicate fairness and correcting injustices. When developing messages 
about the values of fairness and justice, it is important to keep in mind the following:

 Access to justice is an extremely important reason to support legal aid, but access 
to the courts or to a lawyer is not. The first concept speaks to values and to the 
outcome of legal services, the second and third concepts speak to the mechanisms 
for reaching that value. 

 Everyone should be able to obtain his or her rights is also an extremely important 
reason to support legal services because it speaks to fairness, but guaranteeing 
access to the courts may speak to encouraging more lawsuits.

Therefore, communications should:

 Highlight legal advice or legal assistance, instead of access to lawyers or the 
courts, to send a signal that all services do not end up in lawsuits.  

 When possible talk about legal aid professionals helping people obtain legal 
advice, rather than helping them negotiate with government or going to court.

4.  Talk about results rather than the process of how these results are achieved.  The 
public wants to know the outcome of who was helped, what need was filled, what 
injustice corrected.  Describing the work that it takes to accomplish these outcomes 
distracts from their power and can weaken support for legal aid as audiences begin to 
question different activities by legal aid workers.

5.  Descriptions of legal aid cases and clients are more compelling when they satisfy the 
public’s questions on abuse, availability of services, and degree of need. Three 
fundamental questions that need to be answered:

 Did the person seeking legal services truly need legal advice or assistance, or 
could the person’s problem be solved without such intervention?

 Could the person have received legal advice from other sources? Was legal aid the
only place to turn?

 Would a serious injustice or harm have occurred if civil legal aid professionals 
had not stepped in to help? 
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6.  The debate over civil legal aid is driven more by attitudes toward government 
assistance to poor people than by views of lawyers, the courts, or access to courtrooms 
for low-income people.  The data tell us that at its core, this is an ideological issue, in 
which support or opposition is best defined by a person’s view toward government 
assistance and if a person is liberal, moderate, or conservative.  

Therefore, deflecting the label of “wasteful government program” is more important than 
countering attacks about frivolous lawsuits, or convincing people that poor people need 
representation in court for civil matters.

7. Target audiences. Regression analysis of the survey data indicates that support 
and opposition to civil legal services is driven by a person’s political ideology above all 
else. Therefore, knowing that a person is liberal is the most telling indication of a 
person’s support for legal aid. Three other characteristics are also highly predictive of 
support:  Identification as a Democrat, which is related to political ideology; being 
divorced or separated, which often means a person has had an unpleasant legal 
experience and been in need of a lawyer; and living in the south, where there may be a 
sizeable need for legal services. It is important to remember that ideology trumps all 
other predictors. 

These groups – liberals, Democrats, divorced adults, and residents of the south – are 
the most receptive to positive communications on civil legal aid and would be the easiest 
to firm up support for the program. 

The next set of groups, the persuadables, find the messages presented in the survey 
particularly persuasive reasons to support civil legal aid. Therefore, targeting a national 
or local message on civil legal aid at these groups would be more likely to produce 
commitment to the program than if communications are targeted elsewhere. These groups
are:

 blacks;
 Hispanics;
 low-income Americans;
 women; and
 18-29 year olds.

Finally, the most problematic groups are political conservatives, Republicans, and 
upper-income adults.  These characteristics indicate a high likelihood of opposing civil 
legal aid.

Messages:  For all audiences, the most persuasive reasons to support civil legal aid focus 
on how civil legal aid makes a difference in the lives of individuals, helps people gain 
access to justice, and helps everyone obtain their rights, regardless of income. Among the
persuadables, women stand out as the most highly impressed by a message of civil legal 
aid making a difference in people’s lives. 
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Detailed Findings

A. Assessing the need for legal aid

The public expresses only a moderate level of confidence in the legal profession and the 
courts. Majorities recognize the differential treatment low-income people receive in 
the courts and the difficulty of obtaining legal help if a person is poor.

However, the public’s attitudes about legal help for the poor are not strongly held. 
Americans are generally sympathetic to the difficulty of low-income people gaining 
access to legal help but possess only a superficial understanding of this need. The 
task ahead is to build upon the basic understanding of the need for legal aid in order 
to solidify support.

1. Modest confidence in the courts and the legal profession

When Americans are asked about their confidence in a number of institutions in 
American society, the courts, the legal profession, the federal government, and Congress 
occupy a second tier behind the police and medical profession but slightly ahead of the 
news media.

Over six in ten Americans (65%) have a great deal or some confidence in the legal 
profession and seven in ten (72%) have a great deal or some confidence in the courts. 

Trust in the courts and the legal profession is higher among more educated and upper 
income Americans. Confidence in the legal profession is also higher among women and 
Hispanics than other groups.
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Confidence in Institutions

Q1-7.  I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society.  Please tell me how much 
confidence you, yourself, have in each one:  a great deal, some, not very much, or no confidence at all? 

Confidence
No

confidence
A great

deal Some

Not
very

 much

No
confidence

 at all

Medical profession 89% 11 47% 42 7 4
Police 86% 14 38% 48 9 5
Courts 72% 27 19% 53 19 8
Federal government 65% 33 14% 51 23 10
Legal profession 65% 33 13% 52 23 10
News media 55% 42 11% 46 27 15
Congress 62% 35 9% 53 23 12

Confidence in the Courts

Q2.  Courts: I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society.  Please tell me how much 
confidence you, yourself, have in each one:  a great deal, some, not very much, or no confidence at all?

Confidence
No

confidence
A great

de
al

Some
Not very

No
confidence

at all

Total 72% 27 19% 53 19 8

Less than HS/HS 70% 29 17% 53 20 9
Some college 66% 31 17% 49 22 9
College grad 78% 20 21% 57 16 4
Graduate work 85% 16 25% 60 10 6

< $25K 66% 31 17% 49 20 11
$26K-$49K 70% 28 17% 53 21 7
$50K-$74K 75% 24 17% 58 20 4
$75K+ 88% 12 30% 58 8 4
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Confidence in the Legal Profession

Q5. Legal profession:  I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society.  Please tell me 
how much confidence you, yourself, have in each one:  a great deal, some, not very much, or no 
confidence at all? 

Confidence
No

confidence

A
great
deal Some

Not very
 much

No
confidence

 at all

Total 65% 33 13% 52 23 10

Male 60% 39 12% 48 26 13
Female 70% 28 14% 56 20 8

White 65% 35 12% 53 25 10
Black 64% 33 13% 51 25 8
Hispanic 77% 23 23% 54 12 11

Less than HS/HS 66% 33 17% 49 20 13
Some College 63% 36 10% 53 25 11
College grad 65% 34 11% 54 28 6
Graduate work 71% 28 10% 61 21 7

Less than $25K 66% 32 18% 48 19 13
$26K - $49K 64% 37 12% 52 26 9
$50K - $74K 58% 41 7% 51 31 10
$75K+ 74% 25 11% 63 19 6
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2. Perceptions of unequal justice

One reason the public holds only moderate levels of confidence in the courts is that the 
courts are perceived as administering justice unequally. When asked to rate how well 
seven groups are treated by the courts, large majorities believe that wealthy people (79%)
receive better treatment than others and that low-income people (57%) are treated worse. 
Over four in ten believe racial and ethnic minorities (44%) and immigrants (41%) are 
treated worse than others.

However, similar to attitudes on confidence in the courts, opinions on the administration 
of equal justice are not strongly held. Less than two in ten Americans report that 
low-income people (17%), minorities (13%), and immigrants (13%) are treated much 
worse by the courts. 
 
There is little worry that children, women, and elderly are not being treated well by the 
courts. Pluralities of Americans believe these groups are treated about the same or better 
than others. 

Blacks, liberals, and Democrats are generally more likely than others to believe the courts
do not treat minorities, immigrants, or low-income people as well as others and that the 
courts generally treat the wealthy better.  

Other segments of the population feel particularly strongly about how the courts treat 
specific groups. For instance:

 Courts favor the wealthy: Hispanics, lower income, and less educated Americans 
feel very strongly.

 Courts are unfair to low-income people: divorced Americans feel very strongly.

 Courts are unfair to immigrants: Hispanics, women, non-voters and younger 
Americans feel very strongly.

 Courts treat racial and ethnic minorities unfairly: women are also more likely than
others to believe this.

 Older Americans (60+), conservatives, and Republicans are among the least likely
to believe low-income people are treated much worse by the courts.
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How the Courts Treat Specific Groups in Society

Q9–15. Thinking about the courts, do you think each of the following types of people generally get treated 
better than most, worse than most, or about the same as others by the courts?

Better Worse
Much
better

Smwht 
better

About the
same

Smwht
worse

Much
worse

Wealthy people 79% 2 55% 24 17 2 *

Children 42% 16 13% 29 37 12 4

Women 25% 19 6% 19 52 16 3

Elderly 25% 22 5% 20 48 17 5

Immigrants 16% 41 6% 10 33 28 13

Racial and ethnic 
minorities 13% 44 4% 9 38 31 13

Low-income people 7% 57 2% 5 33 40 17
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How the Courts Treat Low-Income People

Q13. Low-income people: Thinking about the courts, do you think each of the following types of people 
generally get treated better than most, worse than most, or about the same as others by the courts?

Much
better

Somewhat
better

About 
the same

Somewhat
worse

Much
worse

Total 2% 5 33 40 17

18-29 1% 2 38 40 18
30-44 2% 4 30 41 20
45-59 2% 5 34 38 19
60+ 3% 9 31 43 11

White 2% 4 35 41 15
Black 1% 8 21 37 31
Hispanic 5% 6 32 41 14

Married 3% 4 33 43 14
Single 1% 3 36 40 18
Divorced 1% 8 26 36 28
Widowed 2% 11 33 35 10

Liberal 2% 3 24 42 28
Moderate 1% 3 33 44 18
Conservative 2% 7 39 39 10

Democrat 1% 5 28 41 22
Republican 2% 6 40 40 10
Independent 3% 2 34 43 18

How the Courts Treat Racial and Ethnic Minorities

Q10. Racial and ethnic minorities: Thinking about the courts, do you think each of the following types of 
people generally get treated better than most, worse than most, or about the same as others by the courts?

Much
better

Somewhat
better

About 
the same

Somewhat
worse

Much
worse

Total 4% 9 31 38 13

Male 5% 12 40 30 10
Female 4% 7 36 33 16

White 5% 10 42 28 11
Black -- 8 25 39 24
Hispanic 6% 8 27 41 15

Liberal 3% 7 26 39 22
Moderate 3% 8 42 32 11
Conservative 5% 12 43 27 9

Democrat 4% 8 32 36 17
Republican 5% 11 47 37 7
Independent 4% 7 45 33 8
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How the Courts Treat Immigrants

Q15. Immigrants: Thinking about the courts, do you think each of the following types of people generally 
get treated better than most, worse than most, or about the same as others by the courts?

Much
better

Somewhat
better

About 
the same

Somewhat
worse

Much
worse

Total 6% 10 33 28 13

Male 8% 9 35 29 10
Female 4% 11 31 27 16

White 5% 11 36 28 11
Black 14% 10 19 30 19
Hispanic 6% 9 27 26 20

18-29 4% 6 27 38 18
30-44 4% 10 34 28 14
45-59 8% 10 34 26 12
60+ 8% 14 35 20 9

Voters 6% 10 36 27 10
Non-voters 6% 10 29 29 18

Liberal 7% 9 22 31 22
Moderate 4% 10 34 31 11
Conservative 7% 11 38 24 9

Democrat 5% 11 29 29 18
Republican 5% 10 39 29 7
Independent 7% 6 34 29 8
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How the Courts Treat Wealthy People

Q12. Wealthy people: Thinking about the courts, do you think each of the following types of people 
generally get treated better than most, worse than most, or about the same as others by the courts?

Much
better

Somewhat
better

About 
the same

Somewhat
worse

Much
worse

Total 55% 24 17 2 *

White 50% 27 19 1 *
Black 67% 14 12 3 1
Hispanic 70% 14 10 3 1

Less than HS/HS 57% 21 17 4 *
Some College 61% 22 13 1 *
College grad 51% 24 21 1 *
Graduate work 40% 37 20 1 --

Less than $25K 56% 19 20 2 *
$26K - $49K 59% 24 13 3 --
$50K - $74K 51% 30 17 1 *
$75K+ 50% 26 23 1 --

Liberal 61% 24 12 2 *
Moderate 58% 25 15 1 1
Conservative 49% 23 21 3 --

Democrat 62% 21 13 2 *
Republican 46% 27 23 2 *
Independent 52% 27 18 3 --
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3. Ease of obtaining legal help

The focus group discussions examined participants’ opinions regarding access to lawyers.
Participants across the groups volunteered that there are a plethora of attorneys in the 
U.S., as evidenced by their advertisements, and that attorneys work on contingency so a 
person seeking help does not need to pay up-front for legal services. How our 
lawyer-abundant society works specifically for the poor, however, was not very clear for 
most of our participants. 

In the national survey, we obtain a sharper image of these opinions. Currently, many 
Americans are undaunted by the idea of obtaining legal help for themselves in a 
non-criminal matter, but most recognize that the task would be more difficult for 
low-income people. 

Over half of Americans (54%) say it 
would be easy for them to get legal help 
in a civil matter. On the other hand, only 
a quarter (25%) believe it would be easy
for a low-income person to receive legal 
help. A plurality of four in ten (41%) 
believe poor people would have only a 
somewhat difficult time getting civil 
legal help, while a third (33%) believes 
the poor would have a very difficult time.

I think if you have a phone you have a lawyer.  
Legal assistance, legal fees, a lot of attorneys 
advertise that they -- I have never had to call an 
attorney, but a lot of attorneys advertise, "If we 
don't win your case, you don't have to pay."  I don't
know how that is structured once you get there and
once you get down to it, but with the abundance of
lawyers it seems pretty easy to me. –   African- 
American Man, Baltimore Focus Groups

Americans who are more likely than others to believe it would be very easy for them to 
obtain legal help in a civil matter include:

 men;
 those under 60 years old;
 whites;
 marrieds;
 highly educated; and
 upper income. 

A majority of blacks, Hispanics, and low-income Americans report that it would be 
difficult for them to obtain legal help if they needed it.
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Turning to perceptions of low-income people and civil legal help, Americans who are 
more likely to believe it would be very difficult for a low-income person to receive legal 
help include:

 those under 60 years old;
 blacks and Hispanics;
 highly educated;
 southerners;
 liberals;
 Democrats and independents; and 
 those who have been to court.

While a majority of every group believes it is difficult for a low-income person to obtain 
civil legal help, a number of groups need more education on this matter. In particular:

 those 60 years old and older;
 less educated;
 conservatives; and 
 Republicans.
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Ease of Obtaining Legal Help For a Civil Matter

Q16. If you had a question or problem relating to a civil matter, that is not criminal, how difficult or easy 
do you think it would be for you to get legal help?

Q17. How difficult or easy do you think it would be for a low-income person to get legal help with civil, 
non-criminal legal matters?

For you For low-income person

Very
easy

Smwht
easy

Smwht
difficlt

Very
difficlt

Very
easy

Smwht
easy

Smwht
difficlt

Very
difficlt

Total 21% 33 31 14 7% 18 41 33

Male 24% 29 31 13 7% 17 40 34
Female 18% 36 30 14 6% 19 41 32

18-29 21% 32 32 15 3% 13 45 38
30-44 20% 36 30 12 8% 18 39 33
45-59 27% 29 26 16 10% 18 38 34
60+ 17% 34 35 11 5% 22 42 27

White 24% 34 28 12 7% 19 41 31
Black 11% 28 39 20 2% 13 44 38
Hispanic 13% 33 36 17 7% 17 37 38

Less than HS/HS 14% 29 35 19 6% 21 39 32
Some College 22% 34 31 12 6% 16 41 34
College grad 26% 39 26 8 7% 16 44 31
Graduate work 35% 30 23 10 7% 15 39 38

Less than $25K 10% 30 36 23 5% 18 40 33
$26K - $49K 18% 32 33 15 6% 18 37 37
$50K - $74K 31% 37 24 7 8% 14 45 32
$75K+ 41% 31 20 7 6% 18 43 31

Married 26% 34 28 11 9% 17 40 31
Single 16% 34 35 13 4% 17 43 34
Divorced 17% 30 29 24 4% 22 36 36
Widowed 15% 28 39 13 4% 14 47 29

Northeast 22% 31 33 12 10% 18 38 30
Midwest 23% 37 28 33 6% 17 43 31
South 18% 31 30 19 4% 18 39 37
West 23% 33 32 10 8% 18 43 30

Liberal 23% 27 30 18 5% 11 41 42
Moderate 18% 35 31 13 5% 17 40 34
Conservative 23% 34 32 10 9% 23 41 26

Democrat 18% 33 34 13 6% 16 39 37
Republican 25% 37 29 9 7% 24 43 26
Independent 24% 29 24 21 8% 17 36 36

Been to court 22% 31 30 16 8% 17 36 37
Not been to court 20% 35 32 11 5% 18 46 29



4. Awareness of legal aid

Americans currently hold no brand name association with civil legal services. About half 
(51%) of the public believes there is a government-funded program that provides civil 
legal help for low-income Americans. However, among those who recognize the 
existence of the program, six in ten (61%) are unable to name the program, and only a 
quarter (25%) provide a correct answer – legal aid or legal aid society (21%), legal 
services (1%), or a specific legal aid program in their community (3%). Overall, only 
13% of the American public is both aware of government-funded legal services and can 
correctly identify the program.

In the focus groups, participants equated the term “legal services” with a generic 
description of a service, like “family services” or “cleaning services,” rather than as a 
name of a program. On the other hand, the term legal aid was more readily associated 
with an actual program because it connotes providing “aid” to people in need.

Also, in the focus groups, to the extent 
that voters had any association with legal
services or legal aid, they believed it was
a state-funded government agency of 
lawyers and other staff that help a wide 
range of people – not only poor people. 
These voters saw these government 
lawyers as young, idealistic, perhaps 
inexperienced – similar to medical 
interns doing a residency before they 
start their own practice. 

[When I think of a legal aid lawyer, I think of] an 
individual who is not successful in their own 
private practice.  They might not have the clients 
yet.  Maybe they are young and they don't have the
clients.  So they might work for a legal aid service.
–  African-American Woman, Baltimore Focus 
Groups

Maybe somebody from the community actually 
giving back to the community.  Having become an 
attorney and wanting to help the people in the 
community where they came from. –  Caucasian 
Woman, Chicago Focus Groups

There is greater awareness of the existence of civil legal services among women, 
minorities, low-income adults, divorced Americans, and those who have been to court.



Awareness of Legal Aid

Q19. Can you recall what this program is called?  

Base: N=614 who report that there is a government program

Net correct answer Net incorrect answer Not sure/DK

Total 25% 14 61

Male 20% 15 64
Female 28% 14 58

White 21% 14 64
Black 37% 10 52
Hispanic 36% 21 42

Married 22% 15 63
Single 15% 14 71
Divorced 43% 12 44
Widowed 24% 14 61

Been to court 30% 15 55
Not been to court 18% 13 68



B. Support for legal aid

Majorities of Americans believe that the government should provide programs to help 
low-income Americans and endorse programs to help low-income Americans with civil 
legal problems. However, support for legal aid drops somewhat with explicit mention of 
government funding. A large majority continues to endorse the program but a smaller 
percentage feels strongly in favor once government is mentioned.

1. Support for government programs for the low income

Americans generally support government spending tax dollars to help low-income 
people. Eight in ten (83%) endorse such spending, and over four in ten (42%) strongly 
favor. 

Americans who are more strongly supportive than others of government spending on 
low-income people include:

 women;
 young adults 18 to 29 years old;
 blacks;
 low income;
 less educated;
 divorced or single;
 non-voters;
 liberals; and
 Democrats.

Although this finding confirms the notion that Americans generally support government 
programs for the poor, we know this support is not absolute. Americans voice many 
objections to specific government programs for the poor, believing that the programs are 
wasteful and create dependence.
In the discussion groups prior to the 
survey, a number of participants 
expressed negative opinions of poor 
people and the government programs 
they use. This general view led some in 
the groups to believe low-income people
would abuse legal services just as other 
government programs, such as welfare, 
have been abused. 

My tax dollars, I mean, we are taxed enough.  We 
can barely make it.  There are a lot of people on 
welfare right now that should be working, they 
drive nice cars, we are struggling to pay our bills. –
Caucasian Woman, Birmingham Focus Groups

Therefore, while there appears to be general support for government programs to help the
poor, it is important to keep in mind that none of these programs are immune to the biases
against the poor.



Support for Government Spending for Low-Income People

Q8a/b. Do you support or oppose generally the federal government spending tax dollars on programs to 
help poor/low-income people? Strongly/Somewhat?

Strongly
support

Somewhat
support

Strongly
oppose

Somewhat
oppose

DK/ref

Total 42% 41 11 4 1

Male 38% 43 12 6 1
Female 45% 40 10 2 2

18-29 49% 37 9 4 1
30-44 40% 41 12 5 2
45-59 38% 43 13 5 2
60+ 40% 45 9 2 4

White 38% 43 11 5 3
Black 66% 27 6 1 *
Hispanic 37% 47 12 2 2

<HS/HS 47% 38 10 3 1
Some college 40% 43 11 4 1
College graduate 34% 45 14 4 2
Grad work/degree 39% 43 7 8 3

<$25K 55% 37 6 1 1
$25K-$49K 41% 42 11 4 1
$50K-$74K 33% 49 11 5 2
$75K+ 32% 43 14 10 2

Married 34% 45 13 5 2
Single 49% 37 8 5 1
Divorced 53% 35 10 2 *
Widowed 43% 47 7 2 1

Voter 38% 44 11 4 2
Non-voter 47% 38 10 4 1

Liberal 59% 32 6 2 *
Moderate 39% 48 9 2 1
Conservative 33% 42 16 7 3

Democrat 55% 34 8 2 1
Independent 45% 41 10 3 1
Republican 26% 49 16 7 2



A split sample experiment found that there is no statistically significant difference when 
we use the term “low-income” or “poor” to describe the government program. However, 
some subgroups in the population express more support depending on the term used. 

The term “low income” garners slightly more support for government programs than 
“poor” among highly educated Americans. On the other hand, the modifier “poor” is a 
more sympathetic label for less educated Americans, liberals, and midwesterners.



Support for Government Spending on Poor/Low-Income Americans

Q8a. Do you support or oppose generally the federal government spending tax dollars on programs to help 
poor people?

Q8b. Do you support or oppose generally the federal government spending tax dollars on programs to help 
low-income people? 

Help poor Help low-income

Strngly
supprt

Smwht
support

Smwht
oppose

Strngly
oppose

Strngly
supprt

Smwht
supprt

Smwht
oppose

Strngly
oppose

Total 43% 41 10 4 40% 42 12 4

Less than HS/HS 52% 35 8 3 42% 40 12 4
Some College 39% 46 12 2 42% 41 10 5
College grad 36% 44 12 5 32% 46 16 3
Graduate work 35% 42 8 13 44% 44 6 3

Liberal 64% 30 3 3 54% 34 9 2
Moderate 39% 48 10 2 40% 49 7 3
Conservative 36% 42 14 7 31% 43 18 6

Northeast 45% 42 8 4 43% 39 11 5
Midwest 45% 39 6 7 34% 49 10 5
South 44% 43 10 2 46% 35 13 4
West 38% 39 15 6 36% 47 12 3



2.   Broad support for civil legal aid 

Lower class people might not have access to different things.  This way [legal aid] is 
allowing people – people tend to take advantage of people who can't fight them.  – African- 
American Woman, Baltimore Focus Groups

A large majority of Americans supports the concept of civil legal aid programs. Nearly 
nine in ten (89%) agree that legal help for civil, non-criminal legal problems should be 
provided to low-income people who need it in this country. Over half (55%) strongly 
agree that this type of help should be provided, and a third (34%) agree somewhat. 

However, general support for legal aid drops slightly when it is described as a 
government program. Eight in ten (82%) favor government-funded legal aid programs 
and over four in ten (42%) strongly favor these programs. This reflects a 
thirteen-percentage point drop in those strongly favoring legal aid once government 
funding is mentioned.

Those Americans who are more likely than others to feel strongly in favor of both the 
concept and the government funding of programs to provide legal help to low-income 
people include:

 women;
 blacks;
 less educated;
 low income;
 southerners;
 divorced;
 non-voters;
 liberals; and
 Democrats.

Americans under 60 years old register greater enthusiasm than their older counterparts for
the general idea of civil legal aid, but this age differential disappears when they evaluate 
government-funded legal aid programs. As overall enthusiasm dampens when 
government funding is mentioned, Americans over 60 are just as likely as younger 
Americans to strongly favor the program.

When we take all of the demographic characteristics into consideration, five emerge as 
highly predictive of support for civil legal aid, according to regression analysis. The best 
indicators that a person supports government-funded legal aid are that he or she is a 
liberal, a Democrat, divorced, or from the south. The strongest indicator that someone is 
less supportive of the program or leans to oppose is high household income. Of these five
indicators, the most predictive characteristic is political ideology.



Therefore, women and blacks are more likely than men and whites to favor civil legal 
aid, but a white man who is liberal is more likely to favor civil legal than a black woman 
who is politically conservative.

Support for Providing Civil Legal Help to Low-Income Americans

Q20. Do you agree or disagree that legal help for civil, non-criminal legal problems should be provided to 
low-income people who need it in this country?

   
  Agree Disagree

Strongly
agree

Somewhat
agree

Somewhat
disagree

Strongly
disagree

Total 89% 10 55% 34 6 4

Male 84% 13 49% 35 8 5
Female 93% 6 61% 32 4 2

18-29 91% 8 58% 33 6 2
30-44 87% 11 54% 33 6 5
45-59 86% 12 58% 28 7 5
60+ 91% 6 50% 41 4 2

White 87% 11 51% 36 7 4
Black 95% 4 77% 18 3 1
Hispanic 95% 5 56% 39 2 3

Less than HS/HS 90% 9 59% 31 5 4
Some College 88% 10 53% 35 6 4
College grad 91% 9 54% 37 8 1
Graduate work 83% 13 49% 34 6 7

Less than $25K 94% 4 65% 29 2 2
$26K - $49K 90% 9 58% 32 6 3
$50K - $74K 84% 13 42% 42 9 4
$75K+ 81% 17 51% 30 9 8

Married 87% 11 52% 35 7 4
Single 88% 10 57% 31 7 3
Divorced 91% 7 63% 28 4 3
Widowed 95% 2 52% 43 1 1

Voters 87% 12 51% 36 7 5
Non-voters 91% 8 60% 31 5 3

Liberal 92% 6 70% 22 4 2
Moderate 89% 9 50% 39 6 3
Conservative 86% 12 50% 36 7 5

Democrat 93% 6 65% 28 4 2
Republican 82% 16 42% 40 10 6
Independent 86% 11 55% 31 5 6

Northeast 86% 11 55% 31 6 5
Midwest 87% 11 53% 34 7 4
South 91% 8 59% 32 6 2
West 88% 10 51% 37 5 5

Support for Government Funded Civil Legal Help for Low-Income Americans



Q21. There is a government program that helps to fund civil legal aid offices in communities across the 
United States. These legal aid offices provide lawyers and other staff to help low-income people, who are 
unable to pay, with civil, non-criminal legal matters.  Given everything we must do in society, do you 
favor or oppose government funding civil legal aid offices?

   Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 82% 16 42% 40 10 6

Male 77% 21 37% 40 12 9
Female 86% 12 46% 40 8 4

18-29 88% 11 45% 43 8 3
30-44 80% 18 43% 37 12 6
45-59 80% 18 36% 44 8 10
60+ 79% 17 42% 37 12 5

White 79% 19 37% 42 12 7
Black 92% 6 66% 26 3 3
Hispanic 84% 11 42% 42 5 6

Less than HS/HS 83% 14 46% 37 9 5
Some College 79% 18 38% 41 11 7
College grad 81% 17 38% 43 13 4
Graduate work 82% 17 41% 41 8 9

Less than $25K 87% 10 52% 35 5 5
$26K - $49K 83% 15 41% 42 10 5
$50K - $74K 76% 21 35% 41 15 6
$75K+ 75% 24 35% 40 14 10

Married 77% 21 34% 43 12 9
Single 86% 12 44% 42 9 3
Divorced 86% 12 57% 29 7 5
Widowed 85% 12 46% 39 10 2

Voters 79% 18 37% 42 11 7
Non-voters 84% 14 47% 37 9 5

Liberal 91% 9 60% 31 5 4
Moderate 83% 14 37% 46 10 4
Conservative 76% 22 34% 42 13 9

Democrat 90% 9 55% 35 6 3
Republican 71% 26 25% 46 17 9
Independent 78% 20 35% 43 9 11

Northeast 79% 19 42% 37 11 8
Midwest 81% 15 37% 44 9 6
South 86% 12 47% 39 9 3
West 77% 20 37% 40 11 9



3.   Values behind support

The focus groups uncovered three main values that underlie support for civil legal 
services:

Fairness: Expressed as “correcting injustices” or ensuring that everyone has “access to 
justice” and giving everyone an equal chance to obtain their rights.

I like the fact that everyone can have at least some sort of access to the legal system. And I think 
that injustices can be corrected. – Caucasian Woman, Baltimore Focus Groups

Responsibility to help others: Displayed by participants’ compassion for people in need,
a desire to assist low-income people with their problems, and to make a difference in 
people’s lives.

Because regardless of their income, people need help, and we have rights as human beings. – 
Caucasian Woman, Chicago Focus Groups

Responsibility to community: Expressed as helping solve community problems not just 
so individuals can have better lives, but because there is value to building stronger 
communities for ourselves and others.

To me it seems like the poor areas of the city, I am thinking of Los Angeles, seem always to get the raw 
deal.  You look at the neighborhoods, where do the train tracks go through?  You don't see any trains going 
through Beverly Hills.  They go through Southgate, Huntington Park.  Where are the chemical companies? 
They are always located near the poorer areas.  I have often thought about the injustices that have been 
carried out over the years, and when I hear stories in the paper about, for example what is going on in 
Huntington Park where they are fighting some trash heap or whatever from freeway construction, I think it 
is a good thing.  These communities, if they didn't have people who were active and didn't take any role, 
they have been bullied and sweet-talked by the city government, like the mayor, saying it is good for the 
community.  Well yeah, it is good for the company and it is good for the politicians probably getting some 
kick-back or something.  But it is not good for the community.  It seems that always the poorer areas are 
the ones that are getting railroaded.  I think this is good [to have legal aid]. – Male Hispanic Los Angeles 
Focus Groups

These three values emerged in every focus group, from Birmingham to Los Angeles. 
Usually, the first two values dominate, but the Latino group in Los Angeles 
strongly connected legal aid with responsibility to community.

In the survey, the first two values of fairness and responsibility to help others are easily 
expressed when we ask supporters of legal aid about the reasons for their support. Nearly 
all the answers reflect these two values – that low-income people deserve equal access to 
justice and a belief that poor people need this help.

The societal benefit is not top of mind for many people, and does not register in the 
survey. Even in the group discussions, legal services contribution to society as a whole 
required a fair amount of explaining.



Reasons to Support Government-Funded Legal Services 

Q22. Please tell me more about why you favor or oppose government funding for civil legal aid?
Base: N=964 who favor legal aid

Help poor 70%

Net Other 25%
Help fight for rights 5%
Make legal help more accessible 3%
Societal benefit *
Miscellaneous support 16%

DK/refused 5%



C. Potential challenges to support

The survey and focus groups uncover a number of attitudes held by Americans that 
impact support for legal services for low-income people. At the moment, few of the 
criticisms reduce support for the program. Its association as a government program 
presents the greatest challenge, while problematic attitudes toward lawyers, the legal 
system, and lawsuits are less widespread but could threaten support for legal services in 
the future.

Although few of the anti-legal aid attitudes have turned Americans against the program, 
they are prevalent opinions, and if opponents of legal aid consistently voice these 
criticisms, they may become more problematic in the future.

1. Potential barriers uncovered in focus groups

During the focus group discussions, many concerns rose to the surface as participants 
debated the merits of providing legal aid to low-income people. For example:

 Some voters in the discussions worried about the cost and potential abuses of this 
government program.

 Some viewed the legal system as 
overused and abused with too many 
people going to court and too many 
frivolous lawsuits.

 Some failed to see the need for legal 
help for poor Americans because they 
believe there is an abundance of lawyers 
waiting to take these cases on 
contingency.

I think now with the attorneys… they are too suit
happy.. –  Caucasian Woman, Birmingham 
Focus Groups

I think our courts are already a little bit too busy 
with a lot of stuff going on and I think everyone 
needs to have access to legal aid…  I think it’s nice
that everyone has access to know what the actual 
laws are or the rights that they have.  I don't think 
everything needs to end up in court. – Caucasian 
Man, Chicago Focus Groups

 We also heard in the focus groups, the belief that government agencies, such as the 
Social Security Administration, the welfare office, and the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service have staff to help low-income people with legal problems that 
involve their agencies. Therefore, many ask, why do we need another set of government 
lawyers?

 A reluctance to extend another right or guarantee legal help and a sense that it is 
unfair that legal aid is only offered to poor people were also evident but heard less often 
in the discussion groups.



2. Government funding biggest hurdle in garnering support

The survey measured the extent to which the objections raised in the focus groups are felt
across the population, and the extent to which they are indeed barriers to support for legal
services. We find that while legal services’ “government program” status is a clear 
liability with the public, concerns over increasing lawsuits and a lack of awareness of the 
needs of the poor are less widespread.  

When opponents of government-funded civil legal aid are asked in the survey their 
reasons for opposing, the overwhelming response is a desire to keep government and tax 
dollars out of providing legal help to poor people. The association between legal services 
and too many lawsuits or too many lawyers was mentioned far less than the desire to 
avoid government involvement.

Reasons to Oppose Government-Funded Legal Aid

Q22. Please tell me more about why you oppose government funding for civil legal aid?
(Base: N=207 who oppose legal aid)

Not government’s job 33%

Spend dollars on other things 16

Too many lawsuits/ possible abuse 10

Only for low-income/enough programs already 10

Program does not work 7

Too many lawyers 3

Miscellaneous oppose 9

DK/refused 11



In addition, as discussed earlier, strong support for civil legal aid falls thirteen-percentage
points, from 55% to 42% when the public is informed that the program is government 
funded. 

In a related question, a majority (57%) of Americans agrees and nearly four in ten (39%) 
disagree that legal aid for low-income people should be taken care of by volunteer 
lawyers, rather than the government paying for it. Three in ten (29%) Americans strongly 
agree with this statement.

Americans who are more likely to feel strongly that legal aid should replace 
government’s role with volunteer lawyers include:

 adults 45 years old and older;
 whites and Hispanics;
 upper income;
 midwest and western residents;
 voters;
 conservatives;
 Republicans; and 
 those who oppose legal aid programs.

On the other hand, a majority of blacks oppose the use of volunteer lawyers to replace 
legal aid and nearly three in ten (31%) blacks strongly oppose.

Regression analysis shows that it is legal aid’s profile as a government program that 
shapes its identity more so than its legal focus. That is, attitudes about government 
programs are more predictive of support than concerns about too many lawsuits.  



Use Volunteer Lawyers

Q33. Do you agree or disagree with the following statements:  Legal aid for low-income people should 
be taken care of by volunteer lawyers, rather than the government paying for it.

   Agree Disagree
Strongly

agree
Somewhat

agree
Somewhat
disagree

Strongly
disagree

Total 57% 39 29% 28 22 17

Male 58% 39 31% 27 23 16
Female 56% 39 28% 28 20 19

18-29 52% 45 21% 31 27 18
30-44 57% 40 28% 29 22 18
45-59 58% 40 35% 23 19 21
60+ 63% 32 34% 29 19 13

White 59% 37 30% 29 21 16
Black 38% 57 16% 22 26 31
Hispanic 67% 31 39% 28 18 13

Less than $25K 55% 40 27% 28 19 21
$26K - $49K 57% 40 27% 30 21 19
$50K - $74K 59% 39 35% 24 22 17
$75K+ 59% 38 33% 26 28 10

Married 61% 34 33% 28 19 15
Single 49% 48 20% 29 29 19
Divorced 52% 46 28% 24 22 24
Widowed 65% 27 35% 30 14 13

Voters 61% 35 33% 28 20 15
Non-voters 53% 43 25% 28 23 20

Liberal 47% 47 24% 23 23 24
Moderate 58% 38 24% 34 25 13
Conservative 64% 34 38% 26 18 16

Democrat 52% 43 25% 27 23 20
Republican 64% 34 36% 28 22 12
Independent 57% 36 29% 28 16 20

Northeast 52% 43 26% 28 24 19
Midwest 58% 40 32% 26 24 16
South 54% 42 27% 27 22 20
West 64% 31 33% 31 18 13

Legal aid
Strngly support 44% 51 25% 19 23 28
Smwt support 61% 37 23% 38 26 11
Oppose 81% 16 56% 25 10 6



3. Fear of too many lawsuits

When the survey measured the extent that dislike of lawsuits would block support for 
legal services, we find it is not a major barrier to support. The impact of this opinion may 
be minimized by how the work of legal aid programs is described to the public. 

In the survey, Americans are split on whether legal aid offices representing people in 
court will lead to more frivolous lawsuits (50% agree and 42% disagree). Attitudes are 
more likely to be soft – equal numbers of two in ten (18%) strongly agree and disagree 
with this accusation.

In a related question, a majority (55%) disagrees with the assertion that “civil legal aid 
offices should give legal advice to low-income people, but not represent them in court.” A
sizable minority of four in ten (40%) agrees with this idea. However, twice as many 
Americans feel strongly negative (27%) than positive (13%) toward denying 
representation in court to low-income people.

Men, older Americans, conservatives and Republicans are more likely than their 
counterparts in the population to feel strongly that there is a relationship between legal 
aid going to court and frivolous lawsuits. Hispanics and divorced Americans lack of 
concern over frivolous lawsuits sets them apart from their counterparts.

The idea of keeping legal aid lawyers out of the courtroom is rejected most strongly by 
blacks, divorced Americans, and liberals.

 



Encouraging Frivolous Lawsuits

Q35. Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements: When legal aid offices represent 
people in court, it encourages more frivolous lawsuits.

    Agree Disagree
Strongly

agree
Somewhat

agree
Somewhat
disagree

Strongly
disagree

Total 50% 42 18% 32 24 18

Male 55% 36 23% 32 22 14
Female 45% 46 13% 32 25 21

18-29 52% 43 15% 37 27 16
30-44 50% 41 17% 33 26 15
45-59 45% 47 18% 27 26 21
60+ 52% 36 21% 31 16 20

White 52% 41 19% 33 24 17
Black 36% 52 10% 26 26 26
Hispanic 55% 33 21% 34 16 17

Less than HS/HS 50% 40 17% 33 23 17
Some College 48% 44 16% 32 24 20
College grad 51% 42 18% 33 28 14
Graduate work 49% 45 22% 27 20 25

Less than $25K 48% 42 15% 33 25 17
$26K - $49K 51% 43 18% 33 24 19
$50K - $74K 48% 43 21% 27 26 17
$75K+ 55% 40 22% 33 22 18

Married 52% 40 20% 32 23 17
Single 52% 39 16% 36 26 13
Divorced 40% 52 12% 28 25 27
Widowed 47% 38 20% 27 19 19

Liberal 43% 50 12% 31 28 22
Moderate 47% 47 13% 34 30 17
Conservative 58% 33 26% 32 18 15

Democrat 44% 47 13% 31 26 21
Republican 59% 33 25% 34 21 12
Independent 48% 44 16% 32 21 23



Provide Legal Advice versus Going to Court

Q34. Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements:  Civil legal aid offices should give 
legal advice to low-income people but not represent them in court.

   Agree Disagree
Strongly

agree
Somewhat

agree
Somewhat
disagree

Strongly
disagree

Total 40% 55 13% 27 28 27

White 41% 54 12% 29 30 24
Black 29% 67 13% 16 31 36
Hispanic 44% 49 16% 28 18 31

Married 43% 50 14% 29 25 25
Single 37% 59 13% 24 36 23
Divorced 32% 64 10% 22 27 37
Widowed 44% 45 13% 31 20 25

Liberal 28% 66 10% 18 29 37
Moderate 44% 51 13% 31 30 21
Conservative 44% 51 15% 29 26 25

Democrat 33% 62 12% 21 31 31
Republican 50% 46 14% 36 26 20
Independent 34% 62 12% 22 29 33



4. Uncertainty over restrictions

Restricting the work of legal services is a generally unpopular idea. In a 1998 BRS 
survey for the ACLU, two-thirds of the nation opposed prohibiting legal service lawyers 
from representing poor people in cases involving immigration, abortion, or welfare laws. 
Although the 2000 survey does not ask questions regarding restrictions, the focus group 
discussions provide insights into the range of opinions Americans hold on restrictions. 

The focus groups research explored voters’ reactions to several types of restrictions that 
have been placed on legal aid offices. Although most participants believe that in general it
is better for local legal services professionals to decide which cases to take than to have 
Congress make these decisions, many abandon this principle when presented with 
individual restrictions with which they personally agree. They evaluate Congressional 
restrictions on a case-by-case basis, according to their attitudes on an issue.  For example:

 Most participants in the focus groups, except the Hispanic voters, approved of 
restrictions on cases involving undocumented migrant workers because they did not want 
to spend tax dollars representing non-citizens.

They have violated the law to get here in the first place.  If they have got a green card, yes, but not 
otherwise.  I get pissed off when I see illegal immigrants on welfare and things like that.  That 
aggravates me. – Caucasian Man, Los Angeles Focus Groups

They don't pay through the IRS, because they don't have work papers, and they are not legal.  So they 
are not going to pay income taxes.  They may pay taxes when they buy groceries.  They may pay taxes
when they buy a pair of shoes, but they do not file papers with the IRS, or they are going back home. 
– Caucasian Woman, Birmingham Focus Groups 

 When the term, “class actions” was raised many of these voters think of huge sums of
money and large numbers of people bringing a lawsuit. Since money is to be gained by 
the suit, many do not think it would be difficult for a group of people to find a lawyer to 
take the case. Therefore, focus group participants have doubts about civil legal aid 
lawyers taking on class actions. However, if the action passed several tests, it was 
deemed worthy of legal services work by focus group participants. The criteria included: 

1) The case is not about money.
2) Individuals first tried non-legal means, such as alerting news media and 
petitioning local government, before deciding to go to court.
3) Individuals tried and failed to find private legal counsel.
4) There is a clear injustice that should be addressed.



The focus group discussion of class actions enabled us to construct an example of a class 
action that embodied each of these aspects and won much support in the discussions. The 
case read as follows:

A group of local citizens wanted to stop a large trash incinerator from 
being built in their neighborhood, one of the poorest in the city that 
already has problems with air pollution from a nearby factory and a city 
garbage site. The group did not have any money and they had tried talking 
to the mayor and city council but the public officials all supported building
the incinerator even though it would cause a great deal more air pollution 
in this poor neighborhood. The group of citizens was unable to find a 
private lawyer because the case is not about money.  But a legal service 
lawyer listened to their story and looked up the federal environmental 
regulations. The lawyer found that the incinerator may violate the 
regulations and advised the group to file a lawsuit against the city to stop 
building of incinerator. The group agreed to the suit and asked the legal 
services lawyer to sue the City on their behalf.

I am thinking in my mind of all of the class action suits, from tobacco on down that are not involved 
with dollars, or the airlines. –  Caucasian Man, Baltimore Focus Groups

That's very good.  I think they would have to make an exception then [when no money is involved], 
yeah.  I guess yeah, they would have to make an exception.  I see your point.  I see your point. …Yes. 
There is no money involved, so no lawyer would take it.  Yes.  There has to be an exception. – 
Caucasian Man, Los Angeles Focus Groups

 Opinions on whether legal services lawyers should represent individuals challenging 
abortion or the Constitutionality of welfare laws are mixed, depending on personal views 
on these issues.  

I don't agree with that.  If you are on welfare, and you honestly believe, in your heart, you have a case 
that goes against the Constitution, someone should be able to advise you. – Caucasian Man, 
Baltimore Focus Groups 

Sometimes these people are rape victims.  You have a 16-year-old incest victim and state law says I 
have to get parental notification, and it is my parent who molested me.  I mean, those things happen.  
Those are the situations that I am thinking about. –  Caucasian Woman, Baltimore Focus Groups 

I don't think the federal government should mandate that.  Abortion is legal in many states.  So if you 
have a blanket law that disallows a legal aid lawyer from representing someone who was injured 
during an abortion, who had an abortion in a state where abortion is legal.  Why should the federal 
government say that lawyer can't represent that person?  I don't think the government can do that.  
That should not be a blanket law.  – African-American Man, Baltimore Focus Groups 

I have personally seen too many cases that were totally abusing the system, and [don’t believe legal 
aid should take welfare cases]. – Caucasian Woman, Baltimore Focus Groups 
 
I like [that restriction] because I am against abortion all the way around. – Caucasian Woman, 
Baltimore Focus Groups 



D. Making the case for legal aid

1.  Evaluating legal aid and uncovering paths to support

Focus group participants offered their own opinions on when legal services, paid for by 
the government, are justified and when they might be needed. These voters considered 
many examples of typical legal service clients and cases (see appendix B), and generally 
evaluated the appropriateness of a legal service case on three basic criteria:

1. Did the person seeking legal services truly need legal advice or assistance, or could 
the person’s problem be solved without such intervention?

2. Could the person have received legal advice from other sources? Was legal aid the 
only place to turn?

3. Would a serious injustice or harm have occurred if civil legal aid professionals had 
not stepped in to help? 

Examples of legal aid that provided the most unambiguous answers to these questions 
made the strongest cases for legal aid. In practical terms, this may mean including 
information about how clients have tried other interventions before turning to legal 
services, explaining the lack of other remedies, and making clear the potential 
consequences of inaction by legal services.

The focus groups identified a number of other guidelines to follow in communications 
about legal aid. 

 The voters in the discussion groups 
focused on the desired result of legal 
services rather than the means to achieve
it. They believe strongly that everyone 
should have the ability to correct 
injustice.  

 Many describe this ability to correct 
injustice as an issue of fairness and 
equality.

 These voters like to think of civil 
legal aid personnel “helping” those who 
cannot afford “legal assistance” more so 
than providing a lawyer, or providing 
access to the courts – both of which they
hear too much about. 

You can't just take advantage of people just 
because they're poor or because they don't have the
income or the knowledge.  I think that any 
situation that we can help people out that need the 
help -- they're being taken advantage of…in this 
[case]… you've got to have checks and balances or
people just get run over.  For the simple fact that 
they lack education or money.  –  Caucasian Man, 
Chicago Focus Groups

Number one, she is elderly.  That in itself is just 
two points that you have to take into consideration.
Her options are a lot more limited than somebody 
in this group who faced with the circumstances 
would probably be able to do a lot more, but she is 
probably living on a limited income, which is 
subsidized housing.  There has to be some 
compassion. –  Hispanic Man, Los Angeles Focus 
Groups

 We heard much support for the 
general notion of legal service personnel 

suing government on behalf of their 
clients because individuals need 



protection from abusive actions by 
government. These voters find it easily 
believable that government action would
be unfair to individuals, and they feel it 
is appropriate for all people to be able to 
fight this unfairness in the courts if 
needed.

Just providing legal services and taking the 
government to court when people think the 

government is doing the wrong thing... When we 
are talking about the government, too, we are 
talking about so many different levels of 
government.  We are talking from city government
to state government to federal government.  It is so
big that for instance, this could have been the city 
government saying it is a good thing for us, but it 
doesn't necessarily go along with federal law, but 
nobody is going to bother with them if nobody 
notices.  That is why it is good to have that legal 
aid available.  –  Hispanic Man, Los Angeles 
Focus Groups

 A case involving a neighborhood group legal action to fight the location of an 
incinerator was also persuasive because it dealt with correcting an injustice.  However, 
the incinerator case also raised questions about whether the group could afford a lawyer 
on its own, and whether the group should fight the incinerator in the media and at city 
council meetings before using the courts.  Overall, the injustice makes this case 
compelling.  

 The ways in which civil legal aid 
lawyers help community groups address 
community problems (e.g. affordable 
housing, job creation, transportation 
issues) are more difficult to explain.  
Generally, the voters do not reject this 
work but consider it secondary to what 
legal services should be doing – helping 
individuals with legal problems.

I think it would be good.  For instance, if it is 
involving youth groups we have got a problem 
with our kids getting involved in gangs.  So if we
could have someone assisting and helping some 
organization to do whatever it is that they need, 
again, that would be wonderful for the 
community.  It would be a safer community.  It 
would be a better community. – Hispanic 
Woman, Los Angeles Focus Groups

While the community involvement work of legal aid requires a great deal more time to 
explain, this work may connect with some groups, if the explanation uses very specific 
examples of how community work helps individuals, rather than groups or organizations. 
The Hispanic focus group participants in Los Angeles believed this work was very 
important, but only after given several scenarios describing this type of work.
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2. Describing the work of legal aid

The survey built upon the findings from the focus groups and measured Americans’ 
opinions on the best ways for communications to describe legal aid’s work.

Overall, broad majorities support taxpayer-funded civil legal aid, regardless of whether 
its role is described as simply to provide legal advice or to provide legal representation in 
court for low-income people. However, Americans feel much more strongly in favor of 
civil legal aid providing legal advice than they do regarding its work of negotiating with 
government agencies or going to court. 

A large majority of close to nine in ten Americans (87%) support tax-funded legal aid 
programs providing legal advice to a low-income person about the law and his or her 
rights. Half (52%) the public strongly supports this work of legal aid offices. 

The most strongly supportive of legal aid providing advice on rights are:

 young Americans;
 blacks;
 highly educated;
 low income;
 divorced or single;
 liberals;
 Democrats; and 
 non-voters.



Legal Aid Providing Legal Advice to Clients

Q23. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Provide legal advice to a low-income person about the law and their 
rights.

    Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 87% 13 52% 35 7 6

18-29 89% 10 62% 27 6 4
30-44 85% 14 52% 33 8 6
45-59 87% 12 49% 38 5 7
60+ 84% 12 43% 41 7 5

White 85% 13 48% 37 8 5
Black 89% 9 69% 20 2 7
Hispanic 83% 14 51% 32 4 10

Less than HS/HS 84% 15 52% 32 6 9
Some College 85% 13 53% 32 9 4
College grad 92% 7 46% 46 5 2
Graduate work 90% 10 58% 32 6 4

Less than $25K 89% 10 56% 33 3 7
$26K - $49K 89% 11 54% 35 6 5
$50K - $74K 85% 15 44% 41 12 3
$75K+ 84% 15 49% 35 8 7

Married 85% 14 47% 38 8 6
Single 88% 12 58% 30 8 6
Divorced 91% 8 61% 30 4 4
Widowed 80% 15 37% 43 8 7

Voters 86% 13 48% 38 7 6
Non-voters 87% 12 56% 31 6 6

Liberal 90% 10 64% 26 6 4
Moderate 88% 10 50% 38 5 5
Conservative 83% 17 45% 38 9 8

Democrat 90% 9 59% 31 5 4
Republican 82% 17 41% 41 11 6
Independent 85% 13 47% 38 6 7



To a lesser degree, but still in large majorities, the public supports legal aid helping a 
low-income person take a case to court (78% favor) and contact and negotiate with 
government agencies on behalf of a low-income person (74% favor). About three in ten 
feel strongly supportive of legal representation in court (36%) and negotiating with 
government agencies (30%).

The most strongly supportive of legal aid helping low-income people go to court are:

 young Americans;
 blacks;
 lower income;
 divorced or single;
 residents of the south and northeast;
 liberals;
 Democrats; and 
 non-voters.

Hispanics, blacks, liberals, Democrats, and non-voters are the most strongly supportive of
legal aid interfacing with government agencies on behalf of their clients.

These survey findings reflect the views of focus group participants who were less 
sympathetic to a person seeking a lawyer or access to a lawyer (“tells me you want to 
sue”) than they were to people seeking legal assistance (“to find out if you have a case”).



Legal Aid Helping Clients Take a Case to Court

Q25. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Provide legal representation to enable a low-income person to take a case
to court.

   Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 78% 19 36% 42 12 7

18-29 84% 16 43% 41 10 6
30-44 76% 21 35% 41 14 7
45-59 76% 21 32% 44 10 11
60+ 76% 15 33% 43 11 4

White 75% 21 32% 43 14 7
Black 86% 11 51% 35 5 6
Hispanic 80% 15 39% 41 8 7

Less than $25K 84% 14 44% 40 8 6
$26K - $49K 83% 16 37% 46 10 6
$50K - $74K 70% 26 32% 38 18 8
$75K+ 68% 27 26% 42 18 9

Married 74% 23 32% 42 14 9
Single 82% 18 40% 42 11 7
Divorced 85% 11 42% 43 6 5
Widowed 77% 17 33% 44 14 3

Voters 77% 20 33% 43 12 8
Non-voters 80% 17 39% 41 11 6

Liberal 82% 16 50% 32 10 6
Moderate 80% 15 31% 49 10 5
Conservative 74% 23 31% 43 14 9

Democrat 83% 14 43% 40 9 5
Republican 70% 26 25% 45 16 10
Independent 79% 17 37% 42 9 8

Northeast 79% 19 38% 41 9 10
Midwest 74% 23 29% 45 14 9
South 81% 16 40% 41 10 6
West 74% 20 34% 40 14 6



Legal Aid Contacting and Negotiating with Government Agencies

Q24. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Contact and negotiate with government agencies on behalf of a 
low-income person.

   
    Favor Oppose

Strongly
favor

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Total 74% 22 30% 44 15 7

White 72% 22 26% 46 15 7
Black 77% 15 45% 32 11 4
Hispanic 73% 21 35% 38 12 9

Voters 72% 23 29% 43 15 8
Non-voters 75% 20 31% 44 14 6

Liberal 83% 13 43% 40 10 3
Moderate 77% 19 28% 49 14 5
Conservative 65% 29 23% 42 19 10

Democrat 81% 16 39% 42 12 4
Republican 64% 30 17% 47 21 9
Independent 74% 20 28% 46 11 9

 



3. Describing legal aid clients and case work

The survey examined the most sympathetic types of clients and case work of legal aid 
offices and found the public most supportive of legal aid’s work when it is helping 
children, the elderly, veterans, and women. Work that is aimed to help consumers or 
community groups is less compelling. Those individuals who appear to have nowhere 
else to turn are the most persuasive cases for legal aid.

Those Americans who are more supportive than others of legal aid’s work overall are:

 blacks; 
 lower-income Americans;
 liberals;
 Democrats; and 
 non-voters. 

Most persuasive examples of legal aid’s work:

 Provide legal assistance to a child in a low-income household in a case of child abuse
(95% favor, 84% strongly). Higher proportions of women, young Americans (18 to 29 
years old), and residents of the south strongly favor legal aid under these circumstances.

 Help an elderly low-income person appeal the denial of Medicare benefits (94% 
favor, 74% strongly). Women, adults under 60, less educated, and residents of the south 
and northeast are more likely than others to strongly favor legal aid in this case.

 Provide legal assistance to a low-income woman in a case of domestic violence (93% 
favor, 74% strongly). Women, young Americans (18 to 29) and residents of the midwest 
and south express the most supportive of legal aid’s work in this area.

 Help a low-income veteran who has been denied veterans benefits understand his 
rights (94% favor, 71% strongly). Helping a veteran is of particular concern to older 
Americans (60+) and those living in the south.

Somewhat less persuasive examples of legal aid’s work:

 Help a low-income person understand their rights when they think they have been the 
victims of consumer fraud (86% favor, 51% strongly).  

 Provide legal advice to low-income community groups to help them solve community 
problems (79% favor, 42% strongly). Relatively, high proportions of women, young 
Americans (18 to 29), singles, Hispanics, and less-educated Americans strongly favor 
legal aid under these circumstances.

 Help to challenge actions by government that a group of low-income people believe 



are unfair or harmful to themselves or their community (78% favor, 38% strongly). 
Younger Americans (18 to 29) and Hispanics strongly favor legal aid’s work of 
challenging government on behalf of poor communities.

 Help to challenge welfare policies when it is believed the policies violate the law 
(71% favor, 41% strongly). Women, divorced Americans, and residents of the south and 
midwest voice particularly strong support for legal aid’s work in this area.



Legal Aid Providing Assistance to a Child in a Case of Abuse

Q29b. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Provide legal assistance to a child in a low-income household in a case of 
child abuse.  [Split sample]

    
    Favor Oppose

Strongly
favor

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Total 95% 4 84% 11 2 2

Male 94% 6 82% 12 3 3
Female 97% 3 87% 10 2 1

18-29 100% 1 94% 6 -- 1
30-44 95% 5 82% 13 3 2
45-59 94% 6 85% 9 2 4
60+ 94% 5 79% 15 3 2

White 94% 5 84% 10 3 2
Black 97% 3 91% 6 -- 3
Hispanic 98% 2 79% 19 1 1

Less than $25K 95% 5 80% 15 1 4
$26K - $49K 97% 2 90% 7 2 *
$50K - $74K 94% 5 83% 11 4 1
$75K+ 91% 9 86% 5 5 4

Voters 95% 5 83% 12 3 2
Non-voters 95% 5 86% 9 2 3

Liberal 97% 3 89% 8 1 2
Moderate 96% 4 83% 13 3 1
Conservative 93% 6 82% 11 3 3

Democrat 97% 2 88% 9 * 2
Republican 92% 7 79% 13 5 2
Independent 92% 8 84% 8 3 5

Northeast 96% 4 85% 11 2 2
Midwest 92% 7 76% 16 4 3
South 95% 3 91% 4 1 2
West 96% 4 81% 15 3 1



Legal Aid Helping Elderly Appeal Medicare Denial

Q28. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Help an elderly low-income person appeal the denial of Medicare 
benefits.

   
    Favor Oppose

Strongly
favor

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Total 94% 5 74% 20 3 2

Male 91% 7 68% 23 4 3
Female 96% 4 79% 17 3 1

18-29 95% 4 75% 20 2 2
30-44 93% 6 74% 19 4 2
45-59 94% 6 77% 17 3 3
60+ 93% 4 69% 24 3 1

White 93% 6 72% 21 4 2
Black 95% 4 82% 13 1 3
Hispanic 93% 5 75% 18 3 2

Less than HS/HS 95% 4 78% 17 2 2
Some College 95% 4 76% 19 2 2
College grad 91% 8 65% 26 6 2
Graduate work 89% 8 70% 19 5 3

Less than $25K 95% 4 77% 18 2 2
$26K - $49K 96% 4 76% 20 2 2
$50K - $74K 93% 7 73% 20 6 1
$75K+ 90% 7 69% 21 4 3

Voters 93% 6 71% 22 4 2
Non-voters 94% 5 77% 17 2 3

Liberal 96% 4 82% 14 2 2
Moderate 95% 4 74% 21 2 2
Conservative 91% 7 70% 21 5 2

Democrat 96% 4 81% 15 2 2
Republican 90% 8 66% 24 6 2
Independent 94% 7 68% 26 3 4

Northeast 96% 4 76% 20 2 2
Midwest 94% 5 72% 22 3 2
South 94% 5 78% 16 3 2
West 91% 7 68% 23 4 3

 



Legal Aid Providing Assistance to Woman in Case of Domestic Violence

Q29a. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Provide legal assistance to a low-income woman in a case of domestic 
violence. [Split Sample]

    Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 93% 6 74% 19 3 3

Male 90% 7 68% 22 4 3
Female 97% 3 81% 16 1 2

18-29 95% 4 85% 10 2 2
30-44 91% 7 76% 15 4 3
45-59 96% 3 70% 26 1 2
60+ 91% 6 65% 26 3 3

White 94% 6 74% 20 3 3
Black 92% 6 80% 12 2 4
Hispanic 89% 4 73% 16 3 1

Less than $25K 93% 6 77% 16 3 3
$26K - $49K 94% 4 77% 17 2 2
$50K - $74K 97% 2 74% 23 1 1
$75K+ 92% 6 66% 26 4 2

Voters 92% 5 71% 21 3 2
Non-voters 94% 6 78% 16 3 3

Liberal 94% 4 77% 17 1 3
Moderate 95% 4 76% 19 3 1
Conservative 93% 6 73% 20 3 3

Democrat 95% 3 80% 15 2 1
Republican 91% 8 69% 22 4 4
Independent 94% 6 65% 29 4 2

Northeast 92% 7 72% 20 3 4
Midwest 96% 3 80% 16 1 2
South 94% 6 76% 18 3 3
West 91% 4 70% 21 3 1

 



Legal Aid Helping a Veteran Receive Benefits

Q30. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Help a low-income veteran who has been denied veterans benefits 
understand his rights.

    Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 94% 5 71% 23 3 2

18-29 95% 4 69% 26 3 1
30-44 94% 5 70% 24 2 3
45-59 94% 6 67% 27 3 3
60+ 93% 3 78% 15 2 1

White 94% 5 70% 24 3 2
Black 95% 3 81% 14 1 2
Hispanic 92% 5 60% 32 2 3

Less than $25K 95% 3 79% 16 1 2
$26K - $49K 96% 3 72% 24 2 1
$50K - $74K 94% 6 66% 28 4 2
$75K+ 92% 7 63% 29 4 3

Voters 95% 4 72% 23 2 2
Non-voters 94% 5 70% 24 3 2

Liberal 96% 4 72% 24 2 2
Moderate 94% 4 74% 20 3 1
Conservative 94% 5 69% 25 2 3

Democrat 97% 3 78% 19 2 1
Republican 92% 7 62% 30 4 3
Independent 94% 5 67% 27 3 2

Northeast 96% 5 70% 26 2 3
Midwest 92% 6 70% 22 3 3
South 95% 4 75% 20 3 1
West 95% 4 67% 28 2 2



Legal Aid Helping Victims of Consumer Fraud

Q31. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Help a low-income person understand their rights when they think they 
have been the victims of consumer fraud.

     Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 86% 12 51% 35 7 5

White 85% 13 49% 36 8 5
Black 90% 8 62% 28 2 6
Hispanic 81% 13 50% 31 8 5

Less than $25K 89% 8 56% 33 3 5
$26K - $49K 90% 10 54% 36 6 4
$50K - $74K 81% 17 44% 37 13 4
$75K+ 82% 17 46% 36 11 6

Voters 86% 12 50% 36 7 5
Non-voters 85% 13 52% 33 8 5

Liberal 90% 9 61% 29 5 4
Moderate 88% 10 51% 37 6 4
Conservative 83% 15 46% 37 9 6

Democrat 92% 7 59% 33 4 3
Republican 81% 17 42% 39 10 7
Independent 81% 16 47% 34 11 5



Legal Aid Helping to Solve Community Problems

Q32. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Provide legal advice to low-income community groups to help them solve 
community problems.

     
     Favor Oppose

Strongly
favor

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Total 79% 20 42% 37 12 8

Male 76% 22 39% 37 13 9
Female 81% 18 45% 36 11 7

18-29 88% 12 52% 36 9 3
30-44 78% 21 43% 35 14 7
45-59 75% 23 39% 36 11 12
60+ 74% 23 33% 41 13 10

White 76% 23 38% 38 14 9
Black 88% 11 59% 29 6 5
Hispanic 83% 14 45% 38 9 5

Less than HS/HS 80% 18 44% 36 10 8
Some College 78% 20 45% 33 13 7
College grad 80% 20 38% 42 12 8
Graduate work 74% 24 35% 39 17 7

Less than $25K 84% 13 49% 35 7 6
$26K - $49K 81% 20 43% 38 11 9
$50K - $74K 76% 24 38% 38 18 6
$75K+ 73% 26 34% 39 15 11

Married 75% 23 37% 38 14 9
Single 84% 15 53% 31 11 4
Divorced 83% 16 44% 39 9 7
Widowed 73% 24 32% 41 11 13

Voters 77% 22 38% 39 13 9
Non-voters 80% 17 47% 33 11 6

Liberal 82% 16 53% 29 10 6
Moderate 83% 16 37% 46 10 6
Conservative 74% 25 39% 35 15 10

Democrat 86% 13 52% 34 9 4
Republican 72% 27 30% 42 16 11
Independent 76% 23 37% 39 10 13

 



Legal Aid Challenging Actions by Government

Q27. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Help to challenge actions by government that a group of low-income 
people believe are unfair or harmful to themselves or their community.

    Favor Oppose
Strongly

favor
Somewhat

favor
Somewhat

oppose
Strongly
oppose

Total 78% 17 38% 40 10 7

18-29 87% 9 45% 42 6 3
30-44 77% 20 40% 37 12 8
45-59 77% 20 37% 40 11 9
60+ 73% 17 29% 44 11 6

White 76% 19 34% 42 12 7
Black 89% 8 51% 38 3 5
Hispanic 77% 18 43% 34 9 9

Less than $25K 82% 13 41% 41 6 7
$26K - $49K 82% 14 42% 40 9 5
$50K - $74K 78% 20 37% 41 15 5
$75K+ 70% 26 32% 38 14 12

Voters 75% 20 36% 39 12 8
Non-voters 83% 14 41% 42 8 6

Liberal 84% 14 54% 30 8 6
Moderate 84% 12 36% 48 7 5
Conservative 72% 23 31% 41 14 9

Democrat 84% 12 45% 39 8 4
Republican 72% 24 29% 43 14 10
Independent 79% 19 37% 42 8 11

 

 



Legal Aid Challenging Welfare Policies

Q26. Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in 
each of the following ways: Help to challenge welfare policies when it is believed the policies violate 
the law.

 
    Favor Oppose

Strongly
favor

Somewhat
favor

Somewhat
oppose

Strongly
oppose

Total 71% 24 41% 30 11 13

Male 68% 27 38% 30 13 14
Female 73% 22 44% 29 10 12

White 71% 24 39% 32 12 12
Black 79% 19 55% 24 10 9
Hispanic 62% 31 39% 23 11 20

Less than $25K 71% 22 43% 28 8 14
$26K - $49K 72% 25 44% 28 13 12
$50K - $74K 70% 26 40% 30 14 12
$75K+ 68% 29 34% 34 13 16

Married 69% 26 37% 32 12 14
Single 73% 22 41% 32 13 9
Divorced 75% 21 54% 21 8 13
Widowed 59% 34 35% 24 13 21

Voters 69% 26 42% 27 12 14
Non-voters 72% 22 40% 32 11 11

Liberal 80% 17 54% 26 8 9
Moderate 73% 22 41% 32 9 13
Conservative 65% 31 34% 31 16 15

Democrat 75% 22 48% 27 10 12
Republican 64% 30 32% 32 15 15
Independent 71% 21 38% 33 10 11

Northeast 71% 25 37% 34 12 13
Midwest 70% 24 44% 26 11 13
South 71% 24 43% 28 12 12
West 70% 25 38% 32 11 14

 



4.   Values-based messages: Why support legal aid?

In addition to identifying the most persuasive clients and type of work to use in 
describing legal aid, the survey tested seven message statements to uncover the most 
convincing ways for the public to answer the question: Why should we support 
taxpayer-funded civil legal aid? Messages that resonate best with the public are ones that 
reflect the values of fairness and equality and responsibility to help others. They 
communicate these values by describing needs in personal terms and by focusing on the 
results of legal aid’s work. 

In general, blacks, lower-income Americans, liberals, and Democrats are more likely than
others to find all the statements very convincing 

Of the seven statements presented, three are extremely convincing to over four in ten 
Americans:

 Legal aid makes a difference: For 
the single mother who needs to receive 
child support in order to feed her 
children; for the veteran who needs his 
disability check or won’t have a place to 
live; for the child being abused to ensure
a safe and loving home (72% 
convincing; 45% extremely convincing).
This message is persuasive because it 
combines the case studies of poor 
individuals who have no other place to 
turn to solve their legal problems with 
the results they hope to obtain.  

Women, especially young women, less 
educated Americans, and non-voters find
this message especially convincing.

I like these examples.  Kind of the specific 
things….legal aid just sort of is a vague idea in 
peoples heads, that if you can back it up with 
examples, and say this is actually what it is for. – 
Caucasian Man, Boston Focus Groups

A lot of what everybody said, it gives concrete, 
clearly these are concrete examples, and any one 
statement with the legal aid makes a difference, 
and then followed by anyone of these can stand 
strong on its own.  – Caucasian Woman, Boston 
Focus Groups

It's right to the point.  It tells you what legal aid, 
legal assistance, can do.  It leaves no doubt in your 
mind.  It's persuasive. – Caucasian Man, Chicago 
Focus Groups
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 Because every person in America 
should be able to obtain their rights, 
regardless of income (74% convincing; 
44% extremely convincing). Less 
educated Americans feel very strongly 
about this message.

 Because every person in America 
deserves access to justice (68% 
convincing; 42% extremely convincing).
Older Americans (60+), especially men 
over 45, and Hispanics are among the 
most likely to find this statement 
extremely convincing of the need for 
legal aid. Regression analysis shows that
agreement with this message is more 
predictive of a person’s support for legal 
aid than is any other message presented.

I like the fact that it says the system depends on the
fact that everyone can get to it [justice], whether 
they have a lawyer or they don't.  I like the fact that
everyone can have at least some sort of access to 
the legal system.  And I think that injustices can be
corrected. – Caucasian Woman, Baltimore Focus 
Groups

Everyone should have a say and be heard, not only
if you can afford it.– Caucasian Man, Birmingham
Focus Groups

Because regardless of their income, people need 
help, and we have rights as human beings. –
Caucasian Woman, Los Angeles Focus Groups

Two second-tier messages are extremely convincing to at least two in ten Americans: 

 Our society as a whole benefits when
everyone has access to the legal system 
(52% convincing; 31% extremely 
convincing).  Older Americans (60+), 
especially men over 45, residents of the 
south, and those who have been to court 
are among the most likely to find this 
statement extremely convincing of the 
need for legal aid.

 To correct injustices if committed 
against the weakest among us (43% 
convincing; 22% extremely convincing).

For example, our society benefits when everyone
has access to vote…  The more that we can move
toward an equality and…to give everyone else 
[access] to the same types of services, the better 
society is as a whole.  – Caucasian Man, 
Chicago Focus Groups

I like the idea that even the weakest of the weak
can  be  represented.   That  may  not  necessarily
always be true, but I like the way they said it. –
Caucasian Woman, Birmingham Focus Groups
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The final tier of messages contains two statements that less than two in ten Americans 
find extremely persuasive of the need for legal aid. These messages focus on legal 
services’ role in the community. Americans do not reject this view of legal aid, but they 
do consider it secondary to “helping” and getting results for low-income people and 
ensuring fairness and equality.

 Legal aid helps solve problems for individuals so they do not become problems 
for the community (34% convincing; 16% extremely convincing).

 Legal aid helps to build stronger communities (32% convincing; 14% extremely 
convincing).
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Messages on Legal Aid

Q36-42.  Here are some reasons that people have given for supporting taxpayer-funded civil legal aid for 
low-income Americans.  Please tell me how convincing each one is to you personally. Is it extremely 
convincing, very, somewhat convincing, not very convincing, or not at all convincing as a reason to support
taxpayer-funded civil legal aid for low-income Americans.  

Extremely
convincing

Very
convincing

Somewhat
convincing

Not very
convincing

Not at all
convincing

Legal aid makes a difference: For 
the single mother who needs to 
receive child support in order to 
feed her children; for the veteran 
who needs his disability check or 
won’t have a place to live; for the 
child being abused to ensure a 
safe and loving home 45% 27 21 4 3

Because every person in America 
should be able to obtain their 
rights, regardless of income 44% 30 19 5 2

Because every person in America 
deserves access to justice 42% 26 24 4 4

Our society as a whole benefits 
when everyone has access to the 
legal system 31% 21 34 9 4

To correct injustices if committed 
against the weakest among us 22% 21 39 10 4

Legal aid helps solve problems for
individuals so they do not become
problems for the community 16% 18 39 16 8

Legal aid helps to build stronger 
communities 14% 18 39 17 9
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Messages on Legal Aid

Q36-42. Here are some reasons that people have given for supporting taxpayer-funded civil legal aid for 
low-income Americans.  Please tell me how convincing each one is to you personally. Is it extremely 
convincing, very, somewhat convincing, not very convincing, or not at all convincing as a reason to support
taxpayer-funded civil legal aid for low-income Americans.

% Saying “Extremely Convincing”
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Total 45% 44% 42% 31% 22% 16% 14%

Male 39% 43% 43% 31% 22% 15% 13%
Female 50% 44% 40% 31% 22% 17% 15%

18-29 47% 435 37% 25% 21% 13% 15%
30-44 45% 44% 41% 29% 20% 17% 14%
45-59 45% 46% 42% 31% 23% 18% 14%
60+ 43% 42% 47% 38% 26% 15% 15%

White 42% 41% 38% 27% 20% 14% 13%
Black 62% 60% 61% 49% 34% 23% 23%
Hispanic 45% 42% 46% 32% 25% 16% 10%

Less than HS/HS 48% 43% 41% 31% 20% 14% 15%
Some College 46% 49% 43% 32% 23% 18% 14%
College grad 39% 38% 38% 28% 23% 14% 16%
Graduate work/degree 41% 39% 46% 31% 26% 19% 9%

Less than $25K 50% 50% 48% 35% 25% 18% 18%
$26K-$49K 47% 44% 42% 32% 24% 18% 16%
$50K-$74K 39% 38% 36% 26% 22% 13% 10%
$75K+ 38% 38% 40% 28% 15% 13% 9%

Married 42% 40% 40% 30% 22% 14% 15%
Single 49% 46% 43% 27% 24% 17% 13%
Divorced 48% 51% 47% 40% 23% 19% 15%
Widowed 41% 44% 37% 28% 19% 14% 11%

Voter 42% 42% 43% 32% 22% 15% 13%
Non-voter 48% 46% 40% 29% 23% 18% 17%

Liberal 49% 53% 49% 38% 30% 16% 18%
Moderate 47% 36% 42% 34% 18% 19% 17%
Conservative 42% 46% 36% 23% 21% 14% 11%

Democrat 48% 49% 47% 38% 30% 19% 19%
Republican 40% 37% 33% 27% 15% 13% 9%
Independent 41% 46% 43% 21% 19% 10% 16%

Northeast 46% 41% 38% 30% 25% 17% 14%
Midwest 45% 43% 40% 29% 23% 14% 16%
South 50% 44% 45% 36% 24% 19% 17%
West 36% 45% 40% 24% 17% 12% 9%
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Methodology

The purpose of this research project was to examine associations that people have toward 
civil legal aid. Our aim was to better understand opinions and views that the American 
public holds regarding civil legal help; to identify barriers and openings to generate 
commitment to legal aid programs; and to develop language and message concepts that 
will help build support for civil legal services.  

Belden Russonello & Stewart (BRS) devised a multi-stage research design which 
included a series of focus groups and a national survey among 1,200 adults living in 
continental United States.

Focus Groups

The first part of the project consisted of a series of ten focus groups with voters in 
Baltimore, Birmingham, Los Angeles in December, and Boston and Chicago in January. 

The groups were segmented by race and ethnicity as well as socio-economic status. The 
breakdown of the groups is:

 Caucasian Americans with college education and working in white-collar jobs, 
Baltimore

 African Americans mixed education levels and occupation, Baltimore

 Caucasian Americans with college education and working in white-collar jobs, 
Birmingham

 Caucasian Americans with mixed education levels and working in blue-collar 
jobs, Birmingham

 Caucasian Americans with mixed education levels and working in blue-collar 
jobs, Los Angeles

 Hispanic Americans with mixed education levels and working in blue-collar jobs, 
Los Angeles

 Two groups of Caucasian Americans with college education, Boston

 Two groups mixed race with college education, Chicago
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The research team from BRS along with NLADA, OSI and a committee of advisors 
developed a discussion guide used in the focus groups. BRS partners John Russonello 
and Kate Stewart moderated the groups. Donita Buffalo moderated the African-American
group. 

National Survey

Upon completion of the focus groups, BRS drafted a questionnaire for the national 
survey. The questionnaire was reviewed by NLADA, OSI and a committee of advisors 
who offered valuable insights and contributed much to the thinking that developed the 
questions in the survey.  

Once finalized, the questionnaire was subjected to a pretest, resulting in modifications to 
the questionnaire both in terms of question wording and length.

The fieldwork was conducted by telephone using a computer-assisted telephone 
interviewing (CATI) system, from March 23 to April 9, 2000 by a team of professional, 
fully-trained and supervised telephone interviewers.  A briefing session familiarized the 
interviewers with the sample specifications and the instrument for this study.  The 
interviews averaged 15 minutes in length.  BRS monitored the interviewing and data 
collection at all stages to ensure quality.

Sample

The universe for this study is all adults 18 and older in the continental U.S. living in 
telephone-equipped households.  The sample was selected in two stages.  In the first 
stage, the sampling frame was a list of randomly created phone numbers (a technique 
known as random digit dial or RDD) for telephone exchanges in the U.S. Telephone 
numbers were selected at random from this frame.

The second stage of sampling was selection at the household level.  In residences where 
working telephones were reached, the survey respondents were selected using a random 
probability method, i.e., interviewers requested to speak with the adult 18 years or older 
in the household who had the most recent birthday.

The survey consists of a total of 1,200 completed telephone interviews.  All sample 
surveys are subject to possible sampling error; that is, the results may differ from those 
which would be obtained if the entire population under study were interviewed.  The 
margin of sampling error for the entire survey is plus or minus 2.8 percentage points at 
the 95% level of confidence.  This means that in 95 out of 100 samples of this size the 
results obtained in the sample would fall in a range of plus or minus 2.8 percentage points
of what would have been obtained if every individual adult in the U.S. had been 
interviewed.  The sampling error is larger for smaller groups within the sample. For 
example, the margin of sampling error for men (n= 564) is plus or minus 4.2 percentage 
points, and for women (n= 636) is plus or minus 4.0 percentage points.  Other 
non-sampling error may also contribute to total survey error.
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Data Analysis

The demographic characteristics of the sample, obtained via the selection methods 
described above, were matched to Census population estimates for the U.S. The data have
been weighted by race, gender and age.

The following table shows the demographic composition of the survey respondents.
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COMPOSITION OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

Unweighted 
number

Unweighted
percentage

Weighted
percentage

Total 1,200 100% 100%

Male 564 47% 48%
Female 636 53 52

18-29 206 17% 22%
30-44 406 34 32
45-59 308 26 24
60+ 265 22 22
DK/refused 15 1 --

White 913 76% 73%
Black 115 10 12
Hispanic 104 9 11
Asian 14 1 2
Other 37 3 1
DK/refused 17 1 *

Less than HS/HS 457 38% 39%
Some college 365 30 31
College graduate 236 20 21
Graduate work/degree 135 11 10
DK/refused 7 1 *

<$25K 300 25% 26%
$26-$49K 394 33 34
$50K-$74K 188 16 15
$75K+ 159 13 13
DK/refused 159 13 11

Married 635 53% 51%
Single 255 21 25
Divorced 203 17 17
Widowed 94 8 7
DK/Refused 13 1 *

Voters 678 57% 56%
Non-voters 522 44 44

Democrat 497 41% 43%
Republican 419 35 34
Independent 90 8 7
Other 142 12 11
DK/refused 52 4 4

Liberal 290 24% 24%
Moderate 387 32 32
Conservative 472 39 40
DK/refused 51 4 4

Northeast 216 18% 17%
Midwest 277 23 21
South 432 36 37
West 275 23 21
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All the questions in this study have been cross tabulated by demographic and other 
characteristics, such as gender, age, party ID, and household income.  

When looking at the computer-generated cross tabulations, many of the categories used 
are self explanatory.  Others that benefit from explanation are these:

Race:  This variable includes respondents’ self-identification of their race or ethnicity.  
The “white” category is white, non-Hispanics, “black” is non-Hispanic blacks or 
African-Americans, and “Hispanic” includes participants from all races who self-identify 
as Hispanic.

Marital:  “Married” includes respondents who report that they are married, “single” 
includes those who have never been married, “divorced” includes the divorced or 
separated and “widowed” includes respondents who report that they are widowed. 

Parents: “Parents” includes all respondents with children 18 years old or younger.

Voters:  The base for this variable is all respondents who are registered voters and who 
had voted in the 1998 Congressional elections.

Party ID:  The base for this banner variable is all respondents and is broken down by 
those who identify themselves as Democrats, Republicans, and independents. Those 
respondents who identify as independents but who lean towards the Democratic party are 
identified as Democrats and those who lean towards the Republican party are identified 
as Republicans.

Ideology:  “Conservative” includes those respondents who call themselves very or 
somewhat conservative, “moderate” includes those who designate themselves as “middle 
of the road,” and “liberal” indicates those who answered very or somewhat liberal.

Area:  The categories of “city,” “suburb,” “small town,” and “rural” contain respondents 
who describe the area where they live as a city, a suburb, a small town, or in a rural 
community respectively in Q52. 
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Region:  Based on the Census definition of geographic region in the United States.  The 
regional breaks are:

Northeast Midwest South West

Connecticut Illinois Alabama Maryland Alaska
Maine Indiana Arkansas Mississippi Arizona
Massachusetts Iowa Delaware North Carolina California
New Hampshire Kansas District of Columbia Oklahoma Colorado
New Jersey Michigan Florida South Carolina Hawaii
New York Minnesota Georgia Tennessee Idaho
Pennsylvania Missouri Kentucky Texas Montana
Rhode Island Nebraska Louisiana Virginia Nevada
Vermont North Dakota West Virginia New Mexico

Ohio Oregon
South Dakota Utah
Wisconsin Washington

Wyoming

Been to Court: This banner variable refers to the question that asked respondents if they 
had ever been to court to serve on a jury, as a plaintiff, as a defendant, as a victim or 
witness or for any other reason (Q44).
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Appendix B: Focus Group Discussion Guide  

INTRODUCTION 10 Minutes

Welcome and thank you for coming, explanation of the process, candor and participation,
taping, etc. Participant introduction.

 
I. NEED FOR LEGAL SERVICES 25 Minutes

1. How easy is it to get legal help in this country? 

If accused of a crime?  

If you need a lawyer [or legal assistance] for something other 
than criminal defense such as a civil case involving a housing or 
employment case, family law case, or consumer fraud?  

2. Is it easy for everyone to get legal help?

   What stands in some people’s way of getting legal help?
 

3. What about low-income Americans, is it easy for them to get legal help?

If they need a lawyer [or legal assistance] for something other 
than criminal defense such as a civil case involving a housing or 
employment case, family law case, or consumer fraud?  

4.  Do low-income Americans have access to a lawyer and legal help in this 
country?  What does having access mean to you?

Do you think there are times when a low-income person is in need 
of legal assistance but cannot find any because the person lacks 
money?  Can you think of any times specifically?

5. If a low-income person is seeking legal assistance for a non-criminal 
matter, and the person cannot find any because of a lack of money, do you 
think there should be some place for that person to go to get the assistance 
they need without paying?  {HANDS} Why?  Why not?
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6. How should we decide if this person needs legal assistance for something 
that was not criminal defense? Describe for me someone who needs legal 
assistance? [PROBE: Type of person or situation?]

7. What kinds of help should be available in these situations when legal 
assistance is necessary? Describe what people in these circumstances 
should be able to receive?

PROBE: What types of situations or cases (if any) are most likely to 
involve people who should receive free legal assistance?

Domestic violence
Child custody
Child support
Housing/tenant disputes
Employment disputes
Immigration 
Consumer fraud
Receiving public benefits, such as welfare

II. PERCEPTIONS OF LEGAL SERVICES 15 Minutes

1. If I said, “I need a lawyer,” what does that mean?

2. If I said, “I need legal assistance,” what does that mean? 

Is there a difference?

3. If I said, “legal advice,” what does that mean?

4. Do you see any differences in individual requests for legal help and a 
lawyer educating people, so that they know if they need help?

5. When I use the term legal aid, what comes to mind?  What is it? What 
about legal services? Have you heard these terms before?

IF NO ASSOCIATION WITH LEGAL SERVICES SAY:  Legal aid or 
legal services provide legal help to low-income Americans.

6.   Are there legal aid services here in this area, as far as you know?  



Appendix B: Focus Group Discussion Guide Page 3 
 

7.   CLIENTS: What types of people use legal aid?  

8.    LAWYERS: What types of people work at legal aid?  

9.   Given everything we must do in society, how important would you say it is for
our country and our communities to support legal services for poor people: 
very, somewhat important, or not very important?  What are some reasons? 
Why? [HANDS]

III. REACTIONS TO DESCRIPTIONS OF CIVIL LEGAL 
ASSISTANCE PROVIDERS, CLIENTS, AND CASES   40 Minutes

Here is a description of legal service programs.  Let’s read it together and then discuss it. 
[HAND OUT DESCRIPTION]

For thirty-four years, in federally-funded legal services programs throughout America, 
lawyers, paralegals, and support staff have helped address the legal needs of poor people, 
providing a range of legal services to more than 1.5 million people every year. 

Almost a third of the people helped by legal services need help with family law, such as 
child support, child custody, divorce, or spouse abuse. Housing problems are the next 
largest area of need -- landlord/tenant law, evictions or the prevention of homelessness.  
Access to government benefits – welfare payments, Social Security, Veterans Benefits, 
Food Stamps, etc.-- are the third largest category. Consumer issues – repossession, 
consumer fraud, and bankruptcy – are the fourth largest category. Health and employment
problems, access to education, juvenile and individual rights comprise most of the rest.

1. Is this in line with what you expected?  Anything different or new that you 
learned?

2. In terms of the cases, are these the types of cases that should be covered by legal 
services?  Are there others? 

Should some types of cases not be covered? Which ones?
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Now let’s read an example of what type of work legal services programs do:
HAND OUT, EACH INDIVIDUALLY, READ AND DISCUSS

CASE 1
A 90-year old woman went to a legal services office and asked for assistance in settling a 
dispute with her landlord. It seems the women’s son visits her weekly to help with the 
shopping and cleaning. Some nights he stays over before returning home because he lives
over two hours away by car. The woman lives in subsidized housing and was given a 
30-day eviction notice because the landlord believed unauthorized persons were sharing 
the apartment. 

The woman and her son spoke with a legal service lawyer who first called the landlord to 
explain the situation. However, the landlord was unresponsive and refused to change the 
eviction notice. The lawyer next called the housing authority and with its help was able to
negotiate a dismissal of the eviction action.

CASE 2
A local legal aid office is working with the local welfare agency and private business 
coalition to help welfare recipients find jobs. The welfare agency and business coalition 
refer individuals to the legal aid office when individuals face barriers to getting a job, 
such as a revoked drivers license, an old criminal record, no permanent home, consumer 
debts that will require wage garnishment, and other like things. The legal aid program 
provides the legal assistance and representation these individuals need in order to find 
employment.

CASE 3
A woman with two small children entered a legal services office not sure if they were in 
the right place. The woman left her husband because he abused her, but she has no money
or family in the area. A legal service lawyer talked to the woman about her situation. The 
lawyer called a number of local women’s shelters to get her and her children a place to 
stay and arranged for her to receive food stamps and welfare benefits while she looks for 
a job and child care. The woman was taken to a local clinic so a doctor could make sure 
she was physically well and the children were seen by a social services representative and
enrolled in a school near the shelter. The lawyer arranged for the woman and her children 
to be taken to a shelter and promised to stop by over the next few days to discuss what 
she and her children should do next.

CASE 4
A group of local citizens wanted to stop a large trash incinerator from being built in their 
neighborhood, one of the poorest in the city that already has problems with air pollution 
from a nearby factory and a city garbage site. The group did not have any money and 
they had tried talking to the mayor and city council but the public officials all supported 
building the incinerator even though it would cause a great deal more air pollution in this 
poor neighborhood. The group of citizens was unable to find a private lawyer because the
case is not about money.  But a legal service lawyer listened to their story and looked up 
the federal environmental regulations. The lawyer found that the incinerator may violate 
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the regulations and advised the group to file a lawsuit against the city to stop building of 
incinerator. The group agreed to the suit and asked the legal services lawyer to sue the 
City on their behalf.

1. What’s your reaction to this?  Is it a good use of legal services, or not?

2. What does this say to you about the need for legal services?  Which example is 
the best to illustrate the need for legal services programs? 

3. What do you think of the work legal services is doing in the different situations?  
Is there any work you think is not appropriate for legal services programs? Which 
are the best examples of legal services work?

4.          Is this a good reason for having legal services? Why?

5.         What would happen to this person without legal services?

What purpose did legal services serve here?

Are there benefits to society that come from providing this kind of help, or
is this most about helping individuals?

6.         What about this example of legal service lawyers taking the government to court? 
            What do you think of that?

7.         Should the government spend money to enable people to challenge government  
             actions that the people think are unfair or harmful?

IV. MESSAGE SECTION AND WRAP-UP 30 Minutes

1. Now, after learning more about legal services, does it sound like something we 
should be doing in this country?

2. Here are some reasons people have given for why we need civil legal services for 
low income Americans.  Tell me how persuasive each one is to you personally on 
a scale of one to five, with one meaning not at all persuasive and five meaning 
very persuasive.  Then we will discuss.

Legal aid keeps the courthouse doors open to all.

Legal aid guarantees that every American has access to justice.

Our society as a whole benefits when everyone has access to the legal 
system.
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We need legal aid so that injustices can be corrected, even if committed 
against the weakest among us.

Legal aid helps people help themselves.

Legal aid guarantees that every American can enforce their rights, 
regardless of income. 

Legal aid is the only place where 14 million poor Americans can turn for 
basic legal assistance.

Legal services work with neighborhood organizations to build stronger 
communities

Legal aid makes a difference:

For the single mother who needs to receive child support in order 
to feed her children.

For the veteran who needs his disability check or won’t have a 
place to live.

For the child being abused to ensure a safe and loving home.

For all of us so that we live in a fair and justice society.

Which one is the most persuasive? 

Any you dislike or disagree with?

FOR EACH: How persuasive is this as a reason why we need legal services for poor 
people? Why?

Thank you.
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BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEWART
R E S E A R C H  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I O N S

National Survey on Civil Legal Aid

April 2000

Interviewing conducted from March 23 to April 9, 2000. 
N=1,200 adults 18 years old or older.  

Data have been weighted by race, gender and age.  
Margin of sampling error is + 2.8 percentage points.  
Percents may add to 99% or 101% due to rounding. 

* indicates less than 1%, -- indicates zero.

Hello, my name is ___ and I am an interviewer with Belden Opinion Research.  We are
conducting a public opinion survey and your telephone number was selected at random.  We
are not selling anything.  May I please speak to the person 18 years old or older in your
household who had a birthday most recently? (IF NECESSARY ARRANGE FOR A CALL
BACK AND RECORD DATE AND TIME. REPEAT INTRO AS NECESSARY)

Q1-7.  I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society.  Please tell me 
how much confidence you, yourself, have in each one:  a great deal, some, not very 
much, or no confidence at all?

A great
deal Some

Not very
 much

No
confidence

 at all DK/Ref

1. Congress 9% 53 23 12 2

2. The courts 19% 53 19 8 2

3. The news media 11% 46 27 15 1

4. The police 38% 48 9 5 *

5. The legal profession 13% 52 23 10 1

6. The federal government 14% 51 23 10 1

7. The medical profession 47% 42 7 4 1

1 3 2 0  1 9 T H  S T R E E T ,  N . W .  W  S U I T E  7 0 0  W  W A S H I N G T O N ,  D . C .  2 0 0 3 6

T :  2 0 2 - 8 2 2 - 6 0 9 0   W   F :  2 0 2 - 8 2 2 - 6 0 9 4   W   E - M A I L :  B R S @ B R S P O L L . C O M
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(Based on N=601 adults in Split A)
8a. Do you support or oppose generally 
the federal government spending tax 
dollars on programs to help poor people?
[Is that strongly support/oppose or 
somewhat support/oppose?]

STRONGLY SUPPORT................43%
SOMEWHAT SUPPORT...............41
SOMEWHAT OPPOSE.................10
STRONGLY OPPOSE.....................4
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*

(Based on N=599 adults in Split B)
8b. Do you support or oppose generally 
the federal government spending tax 
dollars on programs to help low-income 
people? [Is that strongly support/oppose 
or somewhat support/oppose?]

STRONGLY SUPPORT................40%
SOMEWHAT SUPPORT...........................42
SOMEWHAT OPPOSE.............................12
STRONGLY OPPOSE.................................4
DON’T KNOW............................................2
REFUSED....................................................*

Q8a/b. Do you support or oppose 
generally the federal government 
spending tax dollars on programs [to 
help poor people/to help low-income 
people?] [Is that strongly support/oppose
or somewhat support/oppose?]

STRONGLY SUPPORT................42%
SOMEWHAT SUPPORT...............41
SOMEWHAT OPPOSE.................11
STRONGLY OPPOSE.....................4
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*

[SCRAMBLE Q9-Q15]
Thinking about the courts, do you think each of the following types of people generally 
get treated better than most, worse than most, or about the same as others by the courts: 
[Is that much better/worse or somewhat better/worse?]

Much
better

Smwht
better

About
the same

Smwht
worse

Much
worse

DK/
Ref

Q9.   Women 6% 19 52 16 3 4

Q10. Racial and ethnic      
minorities 4% 9 38 31 13 3

Q11. Elderly 5% 20 48 17 5 5

Q12. Wealthy people 55% 24 17 2 * 2

Q13. Low-income people 2% 5 33 40 17 2

Q14. Children 13% 29 37 12 4 5

Q15. Immigrants 6% 10 33 28 13 10
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Sometimes people need legal help for things not related to crime, but for civil matters 
such as housing, employment, domestic violence, family legal disputes, consumer fraud, 
and other matters.  [ROTATE Q16 AND Q17]
Q16. If you had a question or problem 
relating to a civil matter, that is not 
criminal, how difficult or easy do you 
think it would be for you to get legal 
help:  very easy, somewhat easy, 
somewhat difficult, or very difficult?

VERY EASY..................................21%
SOMEWHAT EASY.....................33
SOMEWHAT DIFFICULT............31
VERY DIFFICULT........................14
DON’T KNOW................................2
REFUSED........................................*

Sometimes people need legal help for things not related to crime, but for civil matters 
such as housing, employment, domestic violence, family legal disputes, consumer fraud, 
and other matters.  

Q17. How difficult or easy do you think 
it would be for a low-income person to 
get legal help with civil, non-criminal 
legal matters: very easy, somewhat easy, 
somewhat difficult, or very difficult?

VERY EASY....................................7%
SOMEWHAT EASY.....................18
SOMEWHAT DIFFICULT............41
VERY DIFFICULT........................33
DON’T KNOW................................2
REFUSED........................................*

Q18. As far as you know, is there a 
government-funded program that 
provides civil legal help for low-income 
Americans who are unable to pay for 
legal help?

YES................................................51%
NO [GO TO Q20]..........................36
DON’T KNOW [GO TO Q20]......13
REFUSED [GO TO Q20]............................*

Q19. IF YES: Can you recall what this 
program is called? [SPECIFY]

CORRECT (net)...........................25%
LEGAL AID.......................21%
SPECIFIC LEGAL AID.......3%
LEGAL SERVICES.............1%

INCORRECT (net)......................14%
PUBLIC DEFENDER.........4%
LEGAL DEFENSE..............1%
MISCELLANEOUS 
(ACLU, NAACP)................9%

DON’T KNOW/REF...................61%



Q20. Do you agree or disagree that legal 
help for civil, non-criminal legal 
problems should be provided to 
low-income people who need it in this 
country? (Do you agree/disagree 
strongly or somewhat?)

STRONGLY AGREE.....................55%
SOMEWHAT AGREE...................34
SOMEWHAT DISAGREE..............6
STRONGLY DISAGREE................4
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................1

Q21. There is a government program 
that helps to fund civil legal aid offices 
in communities across the United States.
These legal aid offices provide lawyers 
and other staff to help low-income 
people, who are unable to pay, with civil,
non-criminal legal matters. Given 
everything we must do in society, do you
favor or oppose government funding 
civil legal aid offices? [Do you strongly 
or somewhat favor/oppose?]

STRONGLY FAVOR.....................42%
SOMEWHAT FAVOR...................40
SOMEWHAT OPPOSE.................10
STRONGLY OPPOSE.....................6
DON’T KNOW ...............................2
REFUSED [GO TO Q23]................*

(Based on N=964 respondents who 
favor Legal Aid)
22. Please tell me more about why you 
favor government funding for civil legal 
aid?

HELP POOR (net).......................70%
HELP POOR......................53%
ECON. INEQUALITY......18%

OTHER (net)................................25%
HELP FIGHT 
FOR RIGHTS......................5%
MAKE LEGAL HELP
ACCESSIBLE......................3%
SOCIETAL BENEFIT.........*
MISCELLANEOUS..........16%

DON’T KNOW/REF.....................5%

(Based on N=207  respondents who 
oppose Legal Aid)
22. Please tell me more about why you 
oppose government funding for civil 
legal aid?

NOT GOVT’S JOB (net).............34%
NOT GOVT’S JOB............31%
LAWYERS VOLUNTEER..2%

TOO MANY LAWYERS................3%
TOO MANY LAWSUITS.............10%
SPEND TAX DOLLARS
ON OTHER THINGS....................16%
ENOUGH PROGRAMS FOR 
LOW INCOME..............................10%
PROGRAM DOES NOT WORK....7%
MISC. OPPOSE...............................9%
DON’T KNOW/REF.....................11%
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[SCRAMBLE Q23-Q25 AND THEN Q26 – Q32]
Please tell me if you favor or oppose using tax dollars to provide low-income people legal help in each of 
the following ways: (strongly or somewhat)
 *Split Sample

Strngly
favor

Smwht
favor

Smwht
oppose

Strngly
oppose

DK/
Ref

Q23. Provide legal advice to a 
low-income person about the law and 
their rights. 52% 35 7 6 1

Q24. Contact and negotiate with 
government agencies on behalf of a low 
income person. 30% 44 15 7 5

Q25. Provide legal representation to 
enable a low-income person to take a 
case to court. 36% 42 12 7 4

Q26. Help to challenge welfare policies 
when it is believed the policies violate the
law. 41% 30 11 13 5

Q27. Help to challenge actions by 
government that a group of low-income 
people believe are unfair or harmful to 
themselves or their community. 38% 40 10 7 4

Q28. Help an elderly low-income person 
appeal the denial of Medicare benefits. 74% 20 3 2 1

Q29a. Provide legal assistance to a 
low-income woman in a case of domestic
violence.* 74% 19 3 3 2

Q29b. Provide legal assistance to a child 
in a low-income household in a case of 
child  abuse.* 84% 11 2 2 *

Q30. Help a low-income veteran who has
been denied veterans benefits understand 
his rights. 71% 23 3 2 1

Q31. Help a low-income person 
understand their rights when they think 
they have been the victims of consumer 
fraud. 51% 35 7 5 2

Q32. Provide legal advice to low-income 
community groups to help them solve 
community problems. 42% 37 12 8 1
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[SCRAMBLE Q33-Q35]
Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements: (Do you agree/disagree 
strongly or somewhat?)

Strngly
agree

Smwht
agree

Smwht
disagree

Strngly
disagree

DK/
Ref

Q33. Legal aid for low-income 
people should be taken care of by 
volunteer lawyers, rather than the 
government paying for it. 29% 28 22 17 3

Q34. Civil legal aid offices should 
give legal advice to low-income 
people but not represent them in 
court. 13% 27 28 27 6

Q35. When legal aid offices 
represent people in court, it 
encourages more frivolous lawsuits. 18% 32 24 18 8

[SCRAMBLE Q36-Q42]  
Here are some reasons that people have given for supporting taxpayer-funded civil legal 
aid for low-income Americans.  Please tell me how convincing each one is to you 
personally. Is it extremely convincing, very, somewhat convincing, not very convincing, 
or not at all convincing as a reason to support taxpayer-funded civil legal aid for 
low-income Americans.

Q36. Because every person in America 
deserves access to justice.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......42%
VERY CONVINCING...................26
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......24
NOT VERY CONVINCING............4
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........4
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*

Q37. Our society as a whole benefits 
when everyone has access to the legal 
system.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......31%
VERY CONVINCING...................21
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......34
NOT VERY CONVINCING............9
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........4
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*
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Here are some reasons that people have given for supporting taxpayer-funded civil legal 
aid for low-income Americans.  Please tell me how convincing each one is to you 
personally. Is it extremely convincing, very, somewhat convincing, not very convincing, 
or not at all convincing as a reason to support taxpayer-funded civil legal aid for 
low-income Americans.

Q38. To correct injustices if committed 
against the weakest among us.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......22%
VERY CONVINCING...................21
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......39
NOT VERY CONVINCING..........10
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........4
DON’T KNOW................................3
REFUSED........................................*

Q39. Legal aid helps solve problems for 
individuals so they do not become 
problems for the community.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......16%
VERY CONVINCING...................18
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......39
NOT VERY CONVINCING..........16
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........8
DON’T KNOW................................2
REFUSED........................................*

Q40. Because every person in America 
should be able to obtain their rights, 
regardless of income.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......44%
VERY CONVINCING...................30
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......19
NOT VERY CONVINCING............5
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........2
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*

Q41. Legal aid helps to build stronger 
communities.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......14%
VERY CONVINCING...................18
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......39
NOT VERY CONVINCING..........17
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........9
DON’T KNOW................................2
REFUSED........................................*

Q42. Legal aid makes a difference: For 
the single mother who needs to receive 
child support in order to feed her 
children; for the veteran who needs his 
disability check or won’t have a place to 
live; for the child being abused to ensure
a safe and loving home.

EXTREMELY CONVINCING......45%
VERY CONVINCING...................27
SOMEWHAT CONVINCING.......21
NOT VERY CONVINCING............4
NOT AT ALL CONVINCING.........3
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*
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 Q43. Given everything we must do in 
society, do you favor or oppose our 
government funding civil legal aid to 
low-income people who are unable to 
pay for legal help? Is that strongly or 
somewhat favor/oppose?

STRONGLY FAVOR.....................44%
SOMEWHAT FAVOR...................39
SOMEWHAT OPPOSE.................10
STRONGLY OPPOSE.....................5
DON’T KNOW................................1
REFUSED........................................*

Q44. Please tell me if you have ever 
been to court to serve on a jury, as a 
plaintiff or defendant, or as a victim or 
witness, or for some other reason? 

YES................................................50%
NO..................................................49
DON’T KNOW................................*
REFUSED........................................*

Q45. Do you have any children 18 years 
of age or younger?

YES................................................39%
NO..................................................60
DON’T KNOW................................*
REFUSED........................................*

Q46. Are you registered to vote at your   
current address? 

YES.................................................76%
NO ..................................................23
DON’T KNOW.................................*
REFUSED.........................................*

Q47. In terms of your political 
outlook, do you usually think of 
yourself as: very conservative, 
somewhat conservative, middle of the 
road, somewhat liberal, or very 
liberal? [REVERSE ORDER]

VERY CONSERVATIVE................13%
SMWHT CONSERVATIVE............27
MIDDLE OF THE ROAD..............32
SMWHT LIBERAL........................16
VERY LIBERAL...............................8
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DON’T KNOW.................................3 REFUSED.........................................1

Q48. Do you consider yourself to be a 
Democrat, a Republican, an independent, or 
something else?

DEMOCRAT [GO TO 49]..............36%
REPUBLICAN [GO TO 49]...........25
INDEPENDENT ............................22
SOMETHING ELSE [GO TO 49]. .11
DON’T KNOW ................................3
REFUSED.........................................1
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 (Based on N=332 respondents who 
responded independent, don’t know or 
refused in Q48)
Q48B. [IF INDEPENDENT IN Q48, 
ASK:] Do you lean more to the 
Democratic Party or more to the 
Republican Party?

DEMOCRAT..................................27%
REPUBLICAN..............................32
DON’T KNOW..............................30
REFUSED......................................12

PARTY ID WITH LEANERS DEMOCRAT..................................43%
REPUBLICAN..............................34
INDEPENDENT..............................7
SOMETHING ELSE......................11
DON’T KNOW................................2
REFUSED........................................2

Q49. Did you happen to have a chance 
to vote in the 1998 elections for 
Congress?

YES................................................61%
NO..................................................37
DON’T KNOW................................2
REFUSED........................................*

Q50. Are you married, divorced, separated, 
widowed, or single that is never been married?

MARRIED.....................................51%
DIVORCED...................................14
SEPARATED...................................2
WIDOWED......................................7
SINGLE.........................................25
DON’T KNOW................................*
REFUSED........................................*

Q51. What was the last grade of school 
you completed?

<HS/HS GRADUATE...................39%
SOME COLLEGE.........................31
COLLEGE GRAD.........................21
GRAD WORK/DEGREE..............10
DK/REFUSED.................................*
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Q52. Which of the following best 
describes the place where you live: a 
large city, a suburb near a large city, a 
small city or town, or a rural area?

CITY..............................................23%
SUBURB........................................20
SMALL CITY OR TOWN.............35
RURAL AREA..............................21
DON’T KNOW................................*
REFUSED........................................*

Q53. In what year were you born?
[IF REFUSED] Well, are you between:

18-29..............................................22%
30-44..............................................32
45-59..............................................24
60 and over.....................................22
DON’T KNOW................................*
REFUSED........................................*

Q54. Would you say you are white, 
black or African American, Hispanic, 
Asian or Pacific Islander, Native 
American, or something else?

WHITE...........................................73%
BLACK......................................... 12
HISPANIC......................................11
ASIAN.............................................2
NATIVE AMERICAN.....................1
SOMETHING ELSE.......................*
DON’T KNOW................................*
REFUSED........................................*

Q55. Stop me when I come to the 
category in which your total 
HOUSEHOLD INCOME 
fell before taxes in 1999. Your best 
estimate is fine. [READ CATEGORIES]

< $25K...........................................26%
$26K - $34K..................................16
$35K - $49K..................................18
$50K - $74K..................................15
$75K+............................................13
DON’T KNOW................................3
REFUSED........................................8

SEX: MALE............................................48%
FEMALE........................................52

REGION: NORTHEAST................................17%
MIDWEST.....................................21
SOUTH..........................................37
WEST.............................................24
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