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The United States justice system rests on the principle of its citizens receiving fair and
equal treatment under the law. This ideal has not been met to its full capacity by any
means. However, instead of hopelessness or default apathy toward this ideal, here at
Legal Aid we are continually striving to identify these gaps in administering justice and
find meaningful ways to enact change. 
 
The means of collecting data about civil legal needs in the United States is a crucial
part of attaining this goal. If we do not know where injustice is being overlooked, our
efforts to grow are significantly hindered. However, this data is not as easily attained as
one might expect. When COVID-19 began to wreak havoc on everyday life in March
2020, changes were expected. The rising unemployment, evictions, deteriorating
health, social unrest, and overall chaos of the year began to expose the many already
existing disparities in the American civil justice system. Not only does this illustrate the
importance of the work which Legal Aid does but it also leads to a unique opportunity
for data collection. 
 
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Journal of American Arts and Sciences published a
report in 2019 titled "Access to Justice". This report found in 2017 that some 

In addition, a shocking "86 percent of the civil legal problems reported by low-income
Americans in 2017 received inadequate or no legal help."  This was the state of the civil
justice system before a global pandemic swept over the country. Consequently, we can
expect that some of these problems may have worsened over the last 4 years. The
recovery from this tumultuous year will take time, but this is where the Legal Needs
Assessment becomes a useful tool for such a recovery. Through the collection of data
about  the needs of local Arkansas communities, we are discovering detailed
information on the specific struggles of our fellow community members. Not only will
this influence the strategic planning and case priority decisions, but it will also aid in
the overall goal of recovering from the national catastrophe which was witnessed over
the past year. 

Introduction

71 percent of low-income households had experienced at
least one civil legal problem in the previous year, including
conflicts around health care, housing conditions, disability
access, veterans’ benefits, and domestic violence. 1

“Access to Justice,” Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences 148, no. 1 (Winter 2019): 8.

“Access to Justice,” 8.
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Objectives

From October 2020-May 2021, Legal Aid of Arkansas conducted a Legal

Needs Assessment in the 31 counties in our service area. The last time a

study of this kind was conducted in Arkansas was in 2017. Since then,

smaller-scale needs assessments were conducted for targeted populations, 

 but the 2020 comprehensive needs assessment was initially postponed due

to the events of COVID-19. Per the performance criteria set forth by the LSC, 

 Legal Aid organizations are responsible for "identifying the most pressing

civil legal needs of low-income people in the service area and targeting

resources to address those needs." The purpose of this study was to

understand the needs of Arkansas communities which may not be easily

expressed as "legal problems." By discussing these questions with Legal Aid

internal staff, community organizations, local private attorneys, educational

staff, library staff, and a group of past and potential clients, we are confident

that our results will guide us in creating a strategic plan to provide equal

justice to the citizens of Arkansas.  

Purpose  

Obtain information needed to strategically prioritize cases based on what

communities and their citizens express as needs 

Give a voice to individuals organizations, leaders, and attorneys to speak on the

needs of their community

Find current gaps in our service area and the contributing problems which

accompany these gaps

Understand perspectives and sentiments toward Legal Aid and our services

3

4

5

 Sarah Ann Purtill, “The Legal Needs of Low-Income Arkansans” (2017),
http://www.arlegalservices.org/sites/default/files/2017%20LAA%20Needs%20Assessment.pdf
 
http://www.arlegalservices.org/sites/default/files/Opioid%20Needs%20Assessment%202019.pdf

“LSC Performance Criteria,” Legal Services Corporation, last updated 2018, https://www.lsc.gov/media-center/publications/lsc-
performance-criteria
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What are areas in which Legal Aid lawyers witness

a gap in service?  

What perspective do outside organizations and

attorneys have of Legal Aid and its services?

Can we expand our reach and capacity building

with cooperative partnerships via organizations

and courts?

Where do organizations refer others for legal

help? 

What patterns in problems areas are we hearing

from clients? 
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Research Questions



Legal Aid Staff (Direct Client

Services)

Community Organizations 

Educational Counselors and

Family Engagement

Coordinators

County Library Staff 

Private Attorneys 

District and Circuit Court

Judges 

Community Citizens (Past

and Potential Clients) 

Survey Groups + Responses 
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 Respondents by County

 

30-59 
54.5%

18-29
37.7%

60+ 
7.1%

N/A
0.6%

Group Demographics
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Respondents by Age

Female
61.9%

Male
36.7%

Self-Describe 
1.4%

Respondents by Gender



Group Demographics
Client Respondents by Ethnicity

0 50 100 150 200 250

White 

Black/African American 

Hispanic/Latino/Hispanic Origin 

Native American 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

Asian 

Middle Eastern 

Other/NA 

Client Respondents by Household Income Level

Less than 15K 15K-45K 45K-80K Over 80K

125 

100 

75 

50 

25 

0 

It was discovered that American Indian was selected
erroneously due to its location and language (totaling an
original 20%) and was deemed statistically invalid. The rest
of the data set was deemed intact.  

1
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64%

0.06%

20%

13%

0.04%

0.03%

0.02%

0.02%

27%
 

41% 28%
0.04%



Did Not Answer
28.4%

Some College
21.4%

Associate/Bachelors
19.8%

High School Graduate
14.7%

Higher Education
8%

Some High School 
4.2%

Trade/Tech School
3.5%

Employed  
61.5%

Unemployed
19.6%

Disabled
12.7%

Retired
6.2%

Group Demographics
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Respondents by Education Level 

Respondents by Employment Status 
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Client
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Client

2020 Case Distribution
provided by Legal Server case data
from January 2020-December 2020

20'-21' Client Needs 

per the 2021 Legal Needs Assessment

Respondents could mark more than one answer to this question*



Upon comparison of 2020's case data and the 2021 Legal Needs Assessment, the
majority of legal needs appear to match up with Legal Aid's 2020 case data. The top two
categories of  Debt/Debt Collector Issues and Taxes maintain a higher percentage in both
data sets. Legal Aid has made concentrated efforts toward these two areas through
clinics and community education, specifically used car deals, debt buying, and free tax
clinics. 

In 2020, Legal Aid had a total of 4 cases regarding student loans. The Legal Needs
Assessment revealed a much higher percentage of possible need in this area. In fact, 18
clients which selected student loans also had an annual income of less than 15,000.
Another 23 respondents which cited student loan issues fell into the 15,000-45,000
income bracket. In total, 75% of the clients who selected "I need help with my student
loans" were below an annual income of $45,000. Though this percentage may not
translate directly into an identifiable legal problem with student loans, it is obvious that
people are seeking help and may not be aware of the legal possibilities regarding this
issue. 

Fraud, theft, and scams appear to be increasing as well. This increase seems to fit the
national context   and trends due to COVID-19.  An increase in online shopping has led to
scam delivery notifications and requests for payment. Other situations have included
scam virus tracing calls, vaccine payments, and other fraudulent schemes related to EIP
payments. As society switches to contact-less methods, opportunities to exploit
consumers will likely increase with it. 

When clients were given a space to list additional problems, around 14 clients gave
answers. Their answers included problems with debt, student loans, scams, taxes, auto
repair damage, and bankruptcy. There were no additional identifiable trends from these
answers. 
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6

7

"Coronavirus Scams" Federal Communications Commission, February 5, 2021, https://www.fcc.gov/covid-
scams

6

7 "Coronavirus Scams" 

Client
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2020 Case Distribution
provided by Legal Server case data
from January 2020-December 2020

20'-21' Client Needs 

per the 2021 Legal Needs Assessment

1 Proportion of people who claim to have veteran's benefits is much higher than expected and does not correlate
statically with current percentages of Veterans in Arkansas.

1

Client





Criminal Record Sealing
75.1%

Employee Rights
13.3%

Employee Discrimination
8.3%

Wage Claims
3.3%

Special
Education

46.7%

Financial
Aid

33.3%

School
Discipline

13.3%

Access
6.7%
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2020 Case Distribution
provided by Legal Server case data
from January 2020-December 2020

Education

Employment

It is clear from the case data of
2020 that sealing criminal
records is an important factor
in restoring someone's ability
to be employed. However, the
Legal Needs Assessment
attempted to gain further
insight into what other factors
might impede employment.
See the detailed breakdown
on the following pages.    

The 2020 caseload did not
include many education related
cases. Of the ones taken, the
majority were related to special
education. To determine if
clients experience other issues,
which they may not know
involve legal solutions, the
assessment asked clients about
their children's education.  

Client
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2021 Client Needs 

"I have had the following problems getting a job" 

Concerns related to employment

Client
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2021 Legal Needs Assessment

Retail:� ¾±��¾Ý�PÈ±¾�÷� sÂ�PÈsÈ�±«÷�
±«Ö�«��«���PÈ±¾�÷���»s¾Èª�«È�PÈ±¾��

Restaurant:�P�¾Ö�¾÷�
±±¢÷�$±ÂÈ

Medicalö�8����s¤��ÂÂ�ÂÈs«È÷�9Í¾Â�÷�U��¾s»�ÂÈÂ÷�
¤�s«�«��0�È���«�PÈs��÷�
9�÷�±¾�
s¾�������
sÈ�$±Â»�Ès¤÷�
¤�«��÷�P��±±¤÷

9Í¾Â�«���s��¤�ÈÝ÷�±¾�&«�$±ª��
s¾�

Education:��U�s���¾÷�
¤sÂÂ¾±±ª�����÷�
ÍÂÈ±��s«÷�2Í«��¾±±ª�d±¾¢�¾÷��ÍÂ��¾�Ö�¾

Office Work: cs¾�±ÍÂ���ª�«�ÂÈ¾sÈ�Ö��PÈs���I±Â�È�±«Â÷�
s¤¤�
�«È�¾�?»�¾sÈ±¾÷��s«¢�U�¤¤�¾÷��È�

Top Industries of Clients Surveyed

"I have had the following problems with my children's education" 

Client



1,Z
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2020 Case Distribution
provided by Legal Server case data
from January 2020-December 2020

In the year 2020, 50% of Legal Aid's total cases were
family law cases. The nation saw a rise in domestic
abuse cases as more individuals spent time in their
home during the national shut down.  The case
distribution below shows Divorce/Separation and
Domestic Abuse as the largest contributors to the 2020
case numbers.  Custody and Visitation is also on the
higher side with 18%. To get a more detailed view into
what family related issues clients might be
experiencing, the Legal Needs Assessment provided 
 nine answer options to choose from regarding family. 

1

1 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7195322/

Client

*

* The percentage of Domestic Violence cases is primarily Orders of Protection and does not
include the Divorce or other Domestic cases which may be related or caused by Domestic
Abuse. 
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"Concerns related to family and relationships"

Divorce remains the top issue for client respondents. The two
answer options regarding divorce combined make up around
30% of the answers. The case data from 2020 reveals that
divorce, custody, and domestic violence are a large majority of
cases which come to Legal Aid. While this assessment affirms
this case breakdown, it also reveals other issues which clients
are reporting including: caring for an older family member and
having trouble receiving child support.  

Client
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