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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Pro Bono Ontario (PBO) is an access to justice charity created in 2001 with the Law Foundation 

of Ontario’s support. Our mission is to help low-income Ontarians address legal problems that 

interfere with their ability to lead secure healthy and productive lives. We create and manage 

programs that enable volunteer lawyers to donate legal services. We focus on civil, non-family, 

legal problems, which represent 60% of unmet legal needs in Ontario.  

PBO is committed to providing dependable, low-barrier assistance to people with civil legal 

needs. In 2017, PBO launched its province-wide Free Legal Advice Hotline, which provides legal 

triage and short-term legal services (summary legal advice and help with documents) over the 

phone. To date, the Hotline has answered more than 151,000 calls, with 31,137 answered in 

2023 alone.  

While the model is a success, it has also forced PBO to confront issues that are not within our 

ability alone to address: 

• We do not have the capacity to handle our current call volume – we can only answer 1/3 of 
the calls that come in. 

• While people can call back as needed to move their issues towards resolution, we need new 
ideas and partners to help the 28% of clients whose issues are too complex (or who have 
legal problems outside the scope of our services).  

• Ontarians have trouble navigating civil legal services and connecting with organizations that 
can help them.  

We believe that there is an opportunity to work collaboratively with others in the sector to 

improve inter-agency coordination and collaboration around intake to reduce barriers to service 

and increase capacity to provide more in-depth services to people with legal needs.  

To support collaboration and to learn more about how our clients connect to our services, PBO 

and the National Self Represented Litigants’ Project (NSRLP) retained Tim Roberts & Associates 

Consulting to conduct research to explore our clients’ experiences and recommend 

improvements. Three methodologies were engaged in this research project:  

• a telephone survey of 204 PBO clients who had obtained assistance through the Free Legal 

Advice Hotline in 2022, for their civil, non-family, legal problems.  

• a telephone survey of 34 NSRLP users who had contacted the NSRLP seeking assistance, 

primarily for family law problems. 

• a telephone survey of 15 frontline legal service agencies that conduct routine intake and 

triage to determine client eligibility for their services.  
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Key Findings  
• People find the process of finding legal help for their problems to be frustrating: 

 
o 60% of PBO clients characterized their search for legal help as being in the medium to 

high range of difficulty. 60% contacted at least one other service provider before 
finding the Free Legal Advice Hotline (30% contacted three or more service providers). 
 

o The difficulties include sorting through where to go and making those contacts, 
determining their eligibility, telling their story repeatedly to different service providers, 
waiting for someone to get back to them, and being referred to places that could not 
help them. 
 

o 90% of people seeking help with their family law problems characterized their search 
for legal help as being in the medium to high range of difficulty, and 69% had contacted 
three or more other agencies regarding their legal issue(s).  
 

o The difficulties for people with family law problems included waiting for someone to 
get back to them, the hours of service, and repeatedly telling their story to different 
service providers.  
 

o The search for the right legal service provider created delays in obtaining a resolution 
(ranging from one week to several months). These delays are potentially catastrophic 
for people dealing with time sensitive issues like eviction. 

 

• The systems in place for efficient and coordinated intake, triage and referral among frontline 
legal service providers are under-developed. 
 
o All frontline legal service providers conduct their own client intake and referral 

activities, which consume anywhere from 5% to 90% of their resources. Given that so 
many people contact multiple service providers, much of the intake and triage efforts 
underway are duplicative. 
 

o The appropriateness of referrals is often dependent pre-existing relationships or 
partnerships, which creates sustainability challenges when personnel change. 
 

o Frontline service providers lack the means to determine if the referrals they make to 
other organizations are effective (e.g., 73% don’t track whether clients followed-up on 
the referral and 86% do not track whether the client found the referral to be useful). 
 

o Frontline service providers are open to improved collaboration and new solutions that 
enhance the efficacy of their intake and triage practices. 
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• The overwhelming majority of people would have preferred to use a single point of entry to 
access the appropriate legal help if such a service was available (93% of PBO clients and 95% 
of NSRLP users).  

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Conclusion #1: Ontarians experience significant difficulties identifying where and how to obtain 

legal advice. They would benefit from a more consistent and widely available intake service to 

funnel people reliably to the help they need. 

Recommendation #1: That a low barrier, coordinated intake and triage process across Ontario 

be developed to streamline the process for Ontarians seeking legal advice.  

Conclusion #2: Increased service integration would help individuals find the types and level of 

services they need.  

Recommendation #2: That there be increased integration of legal services within Ontario 

communities, such that existing pro bono and paid legal service providers can collectively offer a 

continuum of virtual and in-person services ranging from legal information, self-help 

mechanisms, legal advice, brief services to full representation.  

Conclusion #3: The respondents in this study used a variety of methods to access the legal 

assistance they required, and for the most part are open to a diversity of approaches for 

addressing their legal problems. 

Recommendation #3: Legal service providers should continue to provide a range of services, up 

to and including full representation, depending on the needs of the client.  

Conclusion #4: Ontarians desire consistency from their legal service providers, especially in 

situations where their cases are complex, of indeterminate duration, or where there are 

multiple, intersecting legal issues. 

Recommendation #4: The use of the same service provider should be encouraged wherever 

possible. When that is not feasible, and particularly where inter-agency referrals are required, 

the client’s experience is improved where case and client information and documentation are 

shared so as to support the provision of consistent service and minimize the need for people to 

‘re-tell’ their stories. The client experience could also be improved if information and 

documentation collected from individuals would satisfy the information needs of other agencies 

along the service continuum. 

Conclusion #5: Referral mechanisms between legal service providers could be improved. 

Recommendation #5: A pilot project should be developed to test possible operational methods 

and solutions and identify best practices for technology solutions that can be used jointly by 

different service providers with differing service models, information needs, and IT capabilities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Pro Bono Ontario is an access to justice charity with a mission to transform goodwill into action 

to help low-income Ontarians address the unmet civil, non-family, legal needs prevent them 

from leading secure, healthy and productive lives. PBO delivers on this mission by developing 

and managing programs that enable pro bono lawyers to provide legal services to a high volume 

of clients. Since 2017, PBO has, through its Free Legal Advice Hotline, offered more than 151,000 

consultations to people throughout the province comprised of legal information, summary 

advice, legal drafting services, and referrals to pro bono lawyers, legal clinics and other lawyers 

in private practice as appropriate and available. In 2023, 86% callers indicated that these 

consultations represented the first time they were able to speak with a lawyer about their legal 

problems.  

The NSRLP is a national non-profit charitable organization that undertakes research and seeks to 

advocate on behalf of the growing number of self-represented litigants (SRLs) participating in the 

civil justice system. As part of its mandate, the NSRLP develops and disseminates resources that 

assist self-represented litigants to better represent themselves in their legal matters. In one 

recent project, the NSRLP conducted two family law schools for self-represented litigants. This 

program brought together judges, lawyers, academics and other stakeholders to speak to SRLs 

on different aspects of family law litigation. A key component of the program was the ability of 

the SRLs to speak directly with experts in family law. The percentage of SRLs in family law is 

significant; in some urban centres, the percentage of litigants representing themselves in family 

law matters can be as high as 80%.  Currently, there are no integrated services or supports 

available to self-represented family law litigants in Ontario.  As a result, SRLs often attempt to 

secure piecemeal information and advice as they navigate the family law system on their own. 

In the course of delivering frontline services to the public, PBO and NSRLP have observed the 

challenges people face connecting to legal services. Legal service providers address different 

areas of law, have different eligibility criteria, and provide different types of services. 

Organizations are often limited in their ability to find appropriate referrals for the individuals 

seeking assistance. People experience delays finding help and are frustrated, particularly when 

they have to complete multiple intake processes at different agencies. Finally, across the sector, 

legal organizations are repeating intake processes, using resources that could be put to use 

serving people with legal needs.  

Between October 2022 – February 2023, Tim Roberts & Associates Consulting completed a study 

that included: 

• Telephone surveys of 204 individuals who received direct legal services from PBO. 

• Telephone surveys of 34 individuals who have contacted the NSRLP regarding its 

resources, and/or who responded to the NSRLP’s call for participants interested in 
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participating in the survey.  The vast majority of the NSRLP’s participants represented 

themselves in a family law matter.   

• Interviews of 15 frontline legal service providers located across Ontario.  

The findings from these methodologies are contained in Parts A, B and C of this report.   

This report hopes to spark a discussion amongst those committed to access to justice about 

ways interagency coordination can improve outcomes for clients and those who serve them by 

connecting clients to services faster and reducing resources used for intake to free up capacity to 

provide more services to more people with legal needs.  

PART A: PRO BONO ONTARIO CLIENT FEEDBACK 
This part of the report presents feedback from 204 PBO respondents about the path they took and issues 

they faced as they attempted to obtain assistance and some resolution to their legal problem(s). 

2.1 Client Sample and Area of Legal Inquiry 
Interviews were conducted with clients who had received at least one consultation from PBO 

through the Free Legal Advice Hotline in 2022. The sample included 204 clients, some of whom 

had called PBO multiple times over a period of several years. Information about the first contact 

clients had with PBO was available for 201 clients: 

• 2 clients first contacted PBO in 2017 

• 4 clients first contacted PBO in 2018 

• 10 clients first contacted PBO in 2019 

• 11 clients first contacted PBO in 2020  

• 24 clients first contacted PBO in 2021 

• 91 from Jan 1 – June 30, 2022 

• 59 from July 1 – Dec 1, 2022 

Thirty percent of clients (57/191, 13 NR) self-identified as Black, Indigenous, or a person of 

colour, 9% (18/190, 14 NR) as a member of the LGBTQIA2+ community, 83% (167/202, 2 NR) 

spoke either English or French as a first language, and 8% identified as newcomers to Canada 

(arrived in the past five years) (16/200, 4 NR). 

Table 1 shows the area of law about which the clients in the survey were inquiring when they 

most recently contacted PBO. The key areas of inquiry concerned civil procedure, consumer 

protection and debt, and housing matters. 
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TABLE 1. AREA OF LEGAL INQUIRY 

AREA OF LEGAL INQUIRY PERCENTAGE COUNT 

Civil procedure 35% 71 

Consumer protection and debt 26% 53 

Corporate 5% 10 

Employment 5% 11 

Housing 21% 43 

Wills and estates 3% 6 

Other  4% 9 

Total 100%* 
 

         203 (NR=1) 
 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

2.2 Case Complexity 
 The nature of the Hotline’s legal service model means that PBO does not have direct data 

regarding how complex people’s legal problems are or how long it takes to resolve them – 

people rarely contact PBO again when their matters have reached a conclusion. However, PBO 

provided supplementary file data for the persons involved in the survey for this study. Several 

measures serve as proxies to indicate the level of complexity of the cases that are brought to 

PBO.  

• Number of areas of law that are involved in client files. 

The lawyers answering each call recorded the area of law that best matched the question 

the caller had. For callers that were included in the evaluation survey and who may have 

called more than one time, there were on average 1.4 areas of law identified in PBO files. 

The breakdown is as follows:   

- one area: 142 callers 

- two areas: 47 callers 

- three areas: 13 callers 

- four areas: 1 caller 

- five areas: 1 caller 

• Whether their inquiries are related. There was documentation for 61 of 62 cases with 

two or more areas of inquiry about whether the areas were related. Of these, 36 were 

fully related, four were related in part, and 21 were not related.1  

 
1 An example of a related problem is where the first inquiry is about the caller’s rights as a consumer and the next is 
about a procedural step that they need to take in court to enforce those rights. An example of an unrelated problem 
is where the first inquiry is about an employment dispute, and the second is about an estate administration matter. 
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Thus, considered overall, of the 204 cases in this study, 40 (20%) included two or more 

areas of law that were fully or in part related. 

• Overall number of calls, and time between first call and most recent call. Table 2 on the 

next page presents two other measures of case complexity for each area of legal inquiry. 

The first concerns the overall elapsed time between the first and most recent call; the 

second is the average number of calls about the issue. The table shows that the elapsed 

time between calls and the average number of calls were considerably greater for civil 

procedure matters than for other issues.  

 

This data shows that cases that have been brought to PBO involve a significant amount of 

complexity along one or more dimensions. 

TABLE 2. ELAPSED TIME BETWEEN CALLS, AND AVERAGE NUMBER OF CALLS 

AREA OF LEGAL INQUIRY 
DAYS BETWEEN FIRST AND 

MOST RECENT CALL 
AVERAGE NUMBER OF CALLS 

ON THIS ISSUE 

Civil procedure 283 7.1 

Consumer protection and debt 94 5.2 

Corporate 182 3.5 

Employment 3 1.9 

Housing 117 4.2 

Wills and estates 16 2.8 

Other  11 3.2 

AVERAGE 160 days 
 

 5.2 calls  
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3. Steps Taken to Get Legal Help 
Table 3 shows the steps individuals took in their journey to obtain answers to their legal 

problem. The table makes clear that they pursued multiple avenues, including two forms of 

online search – i.e., trying to find a lawyer and doing research on their problem.  

TABLE 3: STEPS TO GET LEGAL HELP FOR PROBLEM 

STEPS TAKEN TO GET LEGAL HELP PRIOR  
TO CONTACTING PBO 

YES NO TOTAL 

Online research about the law and/or my rights 
79% 
(160) 

21% 
(43) 

100% 
(203) 

Online search to find a lawyer 
64% 
(129) 

36% 
(74) 

100% 
(203) 

Spoke with friends or family 
63% 
(127) 

37% 
(76) 

100% 
(203) 

Contacted a legal aid clinic 
45% 
(92) 

55% 
(111) 

100% 
(203) 

Asked for a referral from an agency, like a community group, 
courthouse or library 

34% 
(69) 

66% 
(134) 

100% 
(203) 

Another step  
23% 
(47) 

77% 
(156) 

100% 
(203) 

 

The types of agencies from whom they asked for or obtained referrals are shown below (N=69, 

in some cases more than one agency was involved): 

- Law Society of Ontario Referral Service (17) 

- a courthouse (13) 

- a housing or landlord/tenant agency (8) 

- Ministry of Personal and Business Services Division (7) 

- various “human rights” organizations (7) 

- a political representative (e.g., an MPP) (6) 

- Better Business Bureau (4) 

- medical/social agencies (3) 

- Library, CanlII (3) 

- businesses (3) 

- immigrant-serving agencies (2) 

- police (2) 

- other miscellaneous (3) 

 

In Table 3 the response “another step” most frequently involved discussions with lawyers or 

paralegals (25 of the 47 cases). Six respondents tried to resolve the issue directly with the other 

party involved. The remaining 16 respondents again mentioned contacting the range of agencies 

above as a second step. Taken together, these responses make clear that individuals trying to 
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resolve their legal issues make considerable effort and contact multiple people for help.  This 

pattern is further emphasized in Table 4, which shows that 60% of individuals had made at least 

one attempt to find legal help before contacting PBO (including approximately 30% who had 

contacted three or more other agencies). 

TABLE 4. NUMBER OF SOURCES OF POSSIBLE HELP TRIED BEFORE THE INDIVIDUAL RECEIVED HELP 

FROM PRO BONO ONTARIO 

NUMBER OF SOURCES OF HELP TRIED BEFORE 
CONTACTING PBO 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

none (called PBO first) 39% 79 

1-2 33% 67 

3-5 18% 36 

6 or more 11% 22 

Total 100%* 204 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

A separate analysis undertaken by PBO indicates that in approximately 80% of these cases the 

help received from PBO involved the first time the individuals had been able to speak to a lawyer 

about their issue.2  

Table 5 shows the time it took for the 204 survey respondents to obtain legal advice for their 

problem. Sixty-four per cent of respondents were able to achieve this goal in a month or less. 

Many of this group were in the group in Table 3 that contacted PBO right away. Table 5 also 

shows that on average, 54% of the respondents’ time between recognizing the need for legal 

help and receiving that help involved navigating legal options (as opposed to dealing with other 

personal and work issues). 

TABLE 5. TIME TAKEN TO RECEIVE HELP 

OVERALL TIME BETWEEN 
RECOGNIZING NEED FOR LEGAL 
HELP AND ACTUALLY 
RECEIVING THAT HELP 

NUMBER OF CLIENTS 
(N=204, NR = 9)  

% OF DELAY ATTRIBUTABLE TO 
NAVIGATION ISSUES (VS ATTENDING TO 
PERSONAL MATTERS) 

Less than a week 67 (34%) 65% 

1 – 2.9 weeks 44 (23%) 46% 

3 – 3.9 weeks  14 (7%) 66% 

4 – 11.9 weeks  40 (21%) 42% 
12 – 25.9 weeks 16 (8%) 60% 

 
2 In May 2019, PBO began asking new callers to their hotline if this was the first time they had spoken with a lawyer 

about their legal issue. Of the 204 participants in the survey conducted for the current report, 174 had been 

included in PBO surveys since 2019. Of these, 140 (80%) reported that the Hotline was the first place they could get 

legal help. 
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26 – 51.9 weeks  6 (3%) 67% 

1 year (52 weeks) or more 8 (4%) 61% 

 Total  195 (100%) 54% 

4. Difficulties in Search for Legal Help 
Table 6 shows that almost 60% of respondents characterized their search for legal help as being in the 

medium to high range of difficulty on a 5-point scale (i.e., ratings of 3 to 5 on the 5-point scale).  

TABLE 6: DIFFICULTY OF SEARCH FOR LEGAL HELP BEFORE CONTACTING PBO  

RATING OF DIFFICULTY OF SEARCH.  (AVERAGE = 3.2) PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 (quick and straightforward) 22% 37 

2 18% 31 

3 13% 23 

4 16% 28 

5 (difficult and time-consuming) 30% 52 

Total (NR = 33) 100%* 171 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

The reasons for rating the level of difficulty between 3 and 5 on the 5-point scale are shown in 

Tables 6A to 6K. The search aspects that were most problematic − i.e., that had averages of 2.9 

or higher − were those that required sorting through where to go and making those contacts 

(e.g., determining their eligibility for services, telling the story over and over again, waiting for 

someone to get back to them, being referred to places that couldn’t help them, and different 

agencies having different eligibility criteria). Those aspects that were less problematic – i.e., 

averages of 2.5 or less − were ones that were generally more in the person’s control or to which 

they could adapt relatively easily (e.g., agencies’ hours of service and, client’s ability to travel to 

court).  
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TABLES 6A-6K: CLIENTS’ REASONS FOR DIFFICULTY OF SEARCH 

6A RATING: I DIDN’T KNOW I WAS ELIGIBLE FOR 
SERVICES. (AVERAGE = 3.4) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 18% 19 

2 10% 10 

3 20% 21 

4 15% 15 

5 A very significant problem 37% 38 

Total 100% 103 

 

6B RATING: DIFFERENT AGENCIES HAD DIFFERENT 
ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA. (AVERAGE = 2.9) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 40% 41 

2 5% 5  

3 9% 9 

4 15% 15 

5 A very significant problem 32% 33 

Total 100%* 103 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

 

6C RATING: I COULDN’T TRAVEL TO A COURT OR CLINIC 
FOR HELP. (AVERAGE = 2.4) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 56% 58 

2 4% 4 

3 7% 7 

4 14% 14 

5 A very significant problem 19% 20 

Total 100% 103 
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6 D RATING: THE HOURS OF SERVICE WERE 
INCONVENIENT. (AVERAGE = 2.5) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 40% 41 

2 13% 13 

3 18% 19 

4 14% 14 

5 A very significant problem 15% 16 

Total 100% 103 

 

6E RATING: THE WAIT FOR SOMEONE TO GET BACK TO 
ME WAS TOO LONG. (AVERAGE = 3.2) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 21% 22 

2 14% 14 

3 17% 18 

4 17% 18 

5 A very significant problem 30% 31 

Total 100%* 103 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

6F RATING: THE INTAKE OR APPLICATION PROCESS WAS 
TOO COMPLEX/LONG. (AVERAGE = 2.4) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 46% 47 

2 14% 14  

3 16% 17 

4 7% 7  

5 A very significant problem 17% 18 

Total 100% 103 
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6G RATING: I NEEDED TO TELL MY STORY OVER AND 
OVER AGAIN TO DIFFERENT SERVICE PROVIDERS. 
(AVERAGE = 3.4) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 22% 23 

2 12% 12 

3 11% 11 

4 12% 12 

5 A very significant problem 44% 45 

Total 100%* 103 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

6 H RATING: I NEEDED TO SEND MY DOCUMENTS TO 
DIFFERENT PLACES OVER AND OVER AGAIN. (AVERAGE = 
2.3) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 51% 52 

2 8% 8 

3 8% 8 

4 15% 15 

5 A very significant problem 18% 18 

Total 100% 
 

101  
(NR=2) 

 

6 I RATING: I KEPT BEING REFERRED TO PLACES THAT 
COULDN’T HELP ME.  (AVERAGE = 3.0) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 36% 37 

2 6% 6 

3 13% 13 

4 8% 8 

5 A very significant problem 37% 38 

Total 100% 102 (NR=1) 
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6 J RATING: I HAD A LANGUAGE BARRIER (AVERAGE = 1.1) PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 91% 89 

2 3% 3 

3 3% 3 

4 2% 2 

5 A very significant problem 1% 1 

Total 100% 98 (NR=5) 

 

Respondents were asked whether there was any other issue that made it difficult or frustrating 

to get the help needed. Eighty respondents replied, rating their level of difficulty on average as 

3.5, but most of those respondents mentioned issues that were covered in the above tables. Of 

33 who mentioned unique issues not covered above, the breakdown was as follows: 

- there was no free help for the area of law with which they were having difficulty (11)  

- the client faced additional barriers (e.g. were homeless, had a disability, had a brain 

injury, or lacked citizenship) (7) 

- unaffordable lawyer costs (5) 

- bureaucracy/slow service generally (4) 

- too little time allotted to client calls (3) 

- technology/navigation challenges (3) 

Twenty-six respondents who had more than one legal problem were asked if this impacted their 

ability to get the help they needed in an efficient way.  Their average response was 3.2 on a 5-

point scale, where 1 = not more difficult at all and 5 = much more difficult. 

5. Alternative/Supplementary Approaches 
All respondents were asked what would make it easier for them to get the help or answers they 

were looking for. They gave 202 open-ended responses that have been grouped in the 

categories shown in Table 7 (several respondents gave more than one answer). Although over 

half the responses referred specifically to PBO (e.g., #1, 3, 4 and 5), many concerned the 

respondents’ overall difficulties in getting consistent or useful information they could afford, 

and/or to their personal capacities to master processes. 
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TABLE 7: WHAT WOULD MAKE IT EASIER FOR RESPONDENTS TO GET HELP  

WHAT WOULD MAKE IT EASIER PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1. Nothing – PBO worked well for me 29% 59 

2. More consistency in lawyers that are accessed, and/or 
more substantial support from them 

24%  49 

3. Shorter waits for PBO response (e.g., have a call-back 
mechanism) 

14% 29 

4. Interactive on-line platform 9% 18 

5. More marketing of PBO so better known 8% 17 

6. More services that are affordable, broader eligibility 
criteria 

4% 8 

7. Better on-line info or in-person responsiveness from 
courts and government services to explain procedures 

3% 7 

8. Access to community groups and sources of second 
opinion 

2% 5 

9. Being more computer savvy 1% 3 

10. Other  3% 7 

Total   202 

 

They were also asked if there were certain technologies that people could use to make the legal 

connections or referrals they might need. Forty-four suggestions were made, as follows: 

- 10 mentioned general google searches, or specifically a google search on .CA (for 

Canadian legal sites) 

- 8 cited CLEO’s Steps to Justice site  

- 8 mentioned the Law Society Referral Service 

- 8 used the Canadian Legal Information Institute (CANLII) 

- 3 used Justice Net (a not-for-profit service to help those in need of legal expertise, whose 

income is too high to access legal aid and too low to afford standard legal fees) 

- 7 respondents, each of whom mentioned a specific service or category of service 

 - Text to speech (converts webpage text to audio, read aloud) 

 - 211 Connecting Service 

 - isthatlegal.ca 

 - YouTube channels run by lawyers 

 - Legal Junkies (a U.S. site) 

 - Facebook groups (e.g., Ontario Tenants Rights) 

 - East End Legal Services 

- 3 mentioned non-specific sites such as local libraries and live chats. 
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Respondents were asked if there had been a single service that they could have contacted to 

help them find the best service provider for their needs, whether they would have used that 

service. The answer was decisive, with 93% (189/203) responding affirmatively.  

When asked for their preferred method of interaction with that service, respondents were often 

comfortable with several or all modes that were suggested. The analysis totaled the number of 

times a mode of interaction was identified at least once, with the following results based on 192 

individuals who answered the question: 

- Telephone (74%, 142/192) 

- In person (33%, 64/192) 

- E-mail (27%, 52/192) 

- On-line text chat (25%, 48/192) 

- Virtual on-line meeting (14%, 27/192) 

-  

These results suggest that, although there is some comfort with on-line text chats or virtual 

meetings, traditional mechanisms for seeking assistance are preferred because they have more of 

a “conversational” feel. 

6. Impact of Assistance from Pro Bono Ontario 
Respondents were asked whether Pro Bono Ontario provided them with enough help to resolve 

their legal problem. In this context, "resolve" meant the case was concluded in a reasonable way 

(e.g., a hearing or some other consideration of the case). It did not necessarily mean that the 

person "won" the case.  

Tables 8A and 8B show that PBO has been able to give help in this way in two-thirds of the cases, 

most significantly in civil procedure matters and at lower rates in wills and estates matters. In 

Table 8C there is not a clear pattern on resolution rates in relation to the overall number of calls 

by users, although rates are slightly lower in the categories with the two highest frequencies of 

calls. As shown in Tables 8D and 8E, resolution rates are significantly higher in cases with one 

legal problem, compared to multiple legal problems.  

 

TABLE 8A: WHETHER PRO BONO ONTARIO GAVE ENOUGH HELP TO RESOLVE THE 

RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM 

RESPONSE PERCENTAGE COUNT 

Yes 66%* 131 

No 34% 69 

Total 100% 
200  

(NR=4) 
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 * It should be noted that many people were surveyed shortly after their first calls, so there was insufficient time for 

their issue to have been resolved. If controlled by only examining responses of clients who first called PBO before 

December 31, 2021, and therefore would have had more time for their case to reach a resolution, the “yes” 

response would change to 72%.  

TABLE 8B:  WHETHER PRO BONO ONTARIO GAVE ENOUGH HELP TO RESOLVE  THE 

RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM, BY AREA OF LAW   

AREA OF LEGAL INQUIRY 
% WHERE PBO GAVE ENOUGH HELP 

TO RESOLVE RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM 
COUNT 

Civil procedure 75% 53/71 

Consumer protection and debt 66% 35/53 

Corporate 70% 7/10 

Employment 55% 6/11 

Housing 60% 26/43 

Wills and estates 50% 3/6 

Other3  11% 1/9 

Total  65% 131/203 

 

TABLE 8C:  WHETHER PRO BONO ONTARIO GAVE ENOUGH HELP TO RESOLVE THE 

RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM, BY NUMBER OF CALLS   

NUMBER OF CALLS 
% WHERE PBO GAVE ENOUGH HELP 

TO RESOLVE RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM 
COUNT* 

1-5 67% 217/326 

6-10 86% 197/230 

11-15 55% 80/145 

16-20 80% 75/94 

21-25 100% 72/72 

26-30 49% 26/53 

31+ 55% 134/242 

Total 69% 801/1162 

 
3 These matters often involved complex litigation or areas of law with which PBO does not assist, like medical 
malpractice or bankruptcy. 
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* The count for each grouping of call frequencies is derived by dividing the total number of “yes” 

responses (i.e., the caller got the answer he/she needed in that call) by the total number of calls in that 

grouping. 

TABLE 8D:  WHETHER PRO BONO ONTARIO GAVE ENOUGH HELP TO RESOLVE THE 

RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM, BY NUMBER OF CALLS IN CASES WITH ONE LEGAL PROBLEM  

NUMBER OF CALLS 
% WHERE PBO GAVE ENOUGH HELP 

TO RESOLVE RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM 
COUNT 

1-5 68% 105/155 

6-10 79% 75/95 

11-15 52% 26/50 

16-20 100% 55/55 

21-25 100% 25/25 

26-30 100% 26/26 

31+ 81% 134/165 

TOTAL 78% 446/571 

 

TABLE 8E:  WHETHER PRO BONO ONTARIO GAVE ENOUGH HELP TO RESOLVE THE 

RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM, BY NUMBER OF CALLS IN CASES WITH MULTIPLE RELATED 

LEGAL PROBLEMS 

NUMBER OF CALLS 
% WHERE PBO GAVE ENOUGH HELP 

TO RESOLVE RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM 
COUNT 

1-5 91% 30/33 

6-10 90% 54/60 

11-25 59% 20/34 

26+ 0% 0/61 

TOTAL 55% 104/188 

 

The 69 respondents in Table 8A who did not get enough help were asked what steps they took 

or are taking to get more help. At the time of the interview, 19 had not taken any further steps, 

but did not define or did not know their intended course of action. Another 17 respondents said 

they did nothing further about their case and had given up trying to resolve it. As shown in Table 

9, of the remaining 33 cases in which another step has or is being taken, 15 more cases have 

achieved resolution. Eighteen respondents identified steps they are taking in cases that are still 
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ongoing. Of these, 10 are being handled by themselves and/or with the help of friends, 7 by a 

lawyer, and one did not specify. 

TABLE 9: STEPS TAKEN TO GET MORE HELP IF PROBLEM NOT RESOLVED THROUGH PBO   

9A. EXTRA STEPS TAKEN 
COUNT 

 (N=33, MORE THAN 1 
ANSWER POSSIBLE) 

NUMBER FOR WHOM THIS RESOLVED 
THE PROBLEM 

Contacted an agency to which 
PBO referred me 

29 
6 

Looked on my own for a 
lawyer or paralegal to help 
me. 

33 
 

4 

Another step 32 5 

  15 

7. Future Approaches by PBO that Would Be Considered User-
Friendly 
Respondents were asked to rate various methodologies that PBO could use that would make 

their services more user-friendly. The table shows that average ratings for all the approaches are 

firmly on the positive end of the scale. Of the six rated approaches, working together with a 

lawyer in real time is felt to be the most helpful and online chatting the least helpful, but 

nonetheless positive. 

TABLE 10: RATINGS OF USER-FRIENDLINESS OF POTENTIAL SERVICE DELIVERY APPROACHES 

TYPE OF SERVICE DELIVERY 
APPROACH 

RATING 
(1 =VERY UNHELPFUL, 5 = VERY HELPFUL) 

AVERAGE 
RATING 

TOTAL 

 1 2 3 4 5   

1. Videoconferencing 27 
13% 

11 
5% 

26 
13% 

29 
14% 

110 
54% 

3.9 203 
(NR=1) 

2. Online chatting 38 
19% 

22 
11% 

31 
15% 

30 
15% 

82 
40% 

3.5 203 
(NR=1) 

3. Provide longer hours 20 
10% 

11 
5% 

31 
15% 

22 
11% 

117 
58% 

4.0 201 
(NR=3) 

4. Work together with a 
lawyer in real-time on a 
document 

17 
9% 

5 
3% 

16 
9% 

17 
9% 

145 
73% 

4.4 200 
(NR=4 

5. Provide more help 
connecting with other 
service providers 

18 
9% 

5 
3% 

36 
18% 

28 
14% 

 

110 
56% 

 

3.8 197 
(NR=7) 

6. Provide in-person services 24 
12% 

11 
5% 

36 
18% 

32 
16% 

98 
49% 

3.8 201 
(NR=3) 

* Percentages do not necessarily total 100% due to rounding 
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PART B: NSRLP RESPONDENT FEEDBACK 
This part of the report presents feedback from 34 individuals who contacted NSRLP. It describes the path 

they took and the issues they faced as they attempted to obtain information and some resolution to their 

legal problem(s). Although overall there were slightly fewer questions asked of the NSRLP respondents, 

and there are different or additional choices in some tables, in most cases the questions are phrased 

identically to those for PBO clients.  

Unlike PBO’s phone service, the service provided by NSRLP is through participation in NSRLP’s projects 

like the Family Law Litigant School or through email contact. NSRLP has a public facing Gmail account 

(representingyourself@gmail.com). NSRLP responds to approximately 30 emails from SRLs per month, 

providing information, resources and referrals, but does not provide legal advice or legal services.  

Every self-represented litigant who reaches out to the NSRLP is encouraged to complete an intake form, 

but it is not a mandatory requirement. The form collects demographic data, legal information (type of 

matter, court, types of service accessed, etc.) and feedback on the SRL’s experience in the civil justice 

system. This database is then used for research initiatives such as the current study. The sample of 

respondents was drawn from NSRLP’s database for the years 2013-22, focusing primarily on family law 

cases.  

8. NSRLP Sample and Area of Legal Inquiry 
Table 11 lists the areas of legal inquiry for which the NSRLP respondents were seeking 

information or assistance. Frequently more than one family law issue was involved, and some of 

the issues listed as “other” were additional family matters (e.g., divorce, common-law matters, 

support, related property issues). Unlike the areas of legal inquiry for PBO in Table 1, which 

listed only a single issue on the date of the individual’s most recent contact, Table 11 lists all the 

areas of inquiry for the litigants in their contacts with NSRLP. Several of the “other” areas also 

involved criminal matters (assault, murder, fraud). Taken together, the case profile for the NSRLP 

litigants is significantly different from that of PBO. 

Thirty percent (10/33, 1 NR) self-identified as Black, Indigenous or a person of colour, 3% (1/33, 

1 NR) as LGBTQIA2+, 85% (29/34) spoke either English or French as a first language, and none 

identified as newcomers to Canada (arrived in the past five years). This profile is almost identical 

to that of PBO clients regarding persons of colour and English/French speakers. There is a slightly 

higher proportion of PBO clients from the LGBTQIA2+ community (9% of PBO total), and of 

newcomers (8% of PBO total). 

 

 

 

 

mailto:representingyourself@gmail.com
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TABLE 11. AREA OF LEGAL INQUIRY 

AREA OF LEGAL INQUIRY  
NUMBER OF 

LITIGANTS WITH THIS 
ISSUE* 

PERCENTAGE OF 
LITIGANTS (BASED ON 

N=33) WITH THIS 
ISSUE* 

Family: support and variation 19 58% 

Family: custody and access 15 45% 

Family: other 12 36% 

Civil procedure 2 6% 

Consumer protection and debt 1 3% 

Employment 1 3% 

Housing 1 3% 

Wills and estates 1 3% 

Other (not defined) 3 9% 

*The total number of litigants is 33 (NR=1). Litigants frequently had more than one issue, so the total 

percentages exceed 100%. 

9. Steps Taken by NSRLP Respondents to Get Legal Help 
Table 12 shows the steps taken by NSRLP respondents to get help for their problem. Four 

methods were common. Almost all respondents conducted online searches about the law or 

their rights and contacted a legal aid clinic. The NSRLP notes that Legal Aid cover certain specific 

family law matters depending on income and/or other factors.  Approximately three-quarters 

spoke with friends or family and/or searched on-line for a lawyer. Slightly over half asked for a 

referral from an agency.  
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TABLE 12: STEPS TO GET LEGAL HELP FOR PROBLEM 

STEPS TAKEN TO GET LEGAL HELP  YES NO TOTAL 

Online research about the law and/or my rights 
97% 
(33) 

3% 
(1) 

100% 
(34) 

Contacted a legal aid clinic 
82% 
(28) 

18% 
(6) 

100% 
(34) 

Spoke with friends or family 
71% 
(24) 

29% 
(10) 

100% 
(34) 

Online search to find a lawyer 
71% 
(24) 

29% 
(10) 

100% 
(34) 

Asked for a referral from an agency, like a community group, 
courthouse or library 

56% 
(19) 

44% 
(15) 

100% 
(34) 

Another step 
46% 
(11) 

54% 
(13) 

100% 
(24) 

 

Table 13 shows the results of those steps in terms of the actual help received by the respondent. 

The majority of respondents received assistance (advice or various levels of representation) from 

a lawyer or paralegal for part or all of their case (options 1, 2 and 5). Eight respondents who 

answered “other” also identified at least partial assistance from a lawyer or paralegal, the Family 

Law Information Centre, duty counsel, or Legal Aid. This pattern of self-represented litigants 

having previously accessed lawyers is described in an October 2021 NSRLP report as follows:  

 “68.9% of respondents indicated that they had worked with a lawyer to represent them at some 

 stage over the course of their case, which is consistent with results from the 2018-2019 and 

 2017 reports (68% each). While this is higher than the 53% figure identified in the initial 2013 

 study, it highlights the same underlying trend: many self-represented litigants begin their 

 cases with representation, but at some point over the course of the process become unable to 

 expend any more funds on legal expenses.4 

Table 14 shows that over half the respondents used six or more sources of help to address their 

legal problem. Numerous and diverse agencies were mentioned, including the Family Law 

Information Centres, University of Toronto, a mediation service, Luke’s Place (a service for 

survivors of domestic violence), Legal Shield (a pre-paid legal service plan), Pro Bono Ontario, the 

Law Society, court houses, duty counsel, LexisNexis , and CanLII.  

  

 
4 National Self-represented Litigants Project. “Tracking the Trends of the Self-Represented Litigant Phenomenon: 
Data from the National Self-Represented Litigants Project, 2019-21” by Charlotte Sullivan and Julie Macfarlane,  
October 2021. 
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TABLE 13: KINDS OF LEGAL HELP RESPONDENT WAS ABLE TO FIND FOR THEIR PROBLEM 

TYPE OF LEGAL HELP RECEIVED 
 

YES NO TOTAL 

1. Received legal advice (from a lawyer or paralegal) about 
my legal options and steps I could take on my own for part of 
my case 

88% 
(30) 

12% 
(4) 

100% 
(34) 

2. I was represented by a lawyer but then needed to 
represent myself 

79% 
(27) 

21% 
(7) 

100% 
(34) 

3. I got help completing my court forms from a website 
74% 
(25) 

26% 
(9) 

100% 
(34) 

4. I got help completing my court forms from a person or 
service 

74% 
(25) 

26% 
(9) 

100% 
(34) 

5. I was represented by a lawyer or paralegal for part of my 
case (decided to purchase legal services as I went along) 

65% 
(22) 

35% 
(12) 

100% 
(34) 

6. I got coaching from someone 
62% 
(21) 

38% 
(13) 

100% 
(34) 

7. Other 
54% 
14 

46% 
12 

100% 
(26) 

 

TABLE 14. NUMBER OF SOURCES OF HELP TRIED OR USED TO ADDRESS RESPONDENT’S LEGAL 

PROBLEM 

 PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 -2  30% 10 

3-5 24% 8 

6+ 45% 15 

 100%* 33 (NR=1) 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

Table 15 shows the time it took for the survey respondents to obtain legal help for their 

problem. Seventy-nine per cent of respondents were able to achieve this goal in a month or less. 

The table shows that, on average, 70% of the respondents’ time between recognizing the need 

for legal help and receiving that help involved navigating options (as opposed to dealing with 

other personal and work issues).  
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TABLE 15. TIME TAKEN FOR NSRLP RESPONDENTS TO RECEIVE HELP 

OVERALL TIME BETWEEN RECOGNIZING 
NEED FOR LEGAL HELP AND ACTUALLY 
RECEIVING THAT HELP 

NUMBER OF 
CLIENTS 
(N=33) *  

% OF DELAY ATTRIBUTABLE TO 
NAVIGATION ISSUES (VS ATTENDING 
TO PERSONAL MATTERS) 

Less than a week 22 (67%) 66% 

1 – 2.9 weeks 3 (9%) 92% 

3 – 3.9 weeks 1 (3%) 80% 

4 – 11.9 weeks  4 (12%) 61% 

12 – 25.9 weeks 1 (3%) 60% 

26 – 51.9 weeks  0 (0%) - 

1 year or more 2 (6%) 100% 
 Total  33 (100%) 70% 

* 1 client said they never received legal help 

10. Difficulties Faced by NSRLP Respondents in Their Search for 
Legal Help 
Table 16 shows that almost 90% of NSRLP respondents characterized their search for legal help as being 

in the medium to high range of difficulty on a 5-point scale (i.e., ratings of 3 to 5 on the scale). This is 

considerably higher than the average of 60% reported for PBO respondents in section 4. This is likely a 

reflection of the high percentage of family law cases, as well as the fact that 16 of the 34 NSRLP 

respondents had more than one issue that was discussed in the interview (whereas the PBO interviews 

were only dealing with the single most recent issue). When those 16 respondents were asked how the 

fact that they had more than one legal problem or agency to deal with impacted their ability to get the 

help they needed in an efficient way, the average response was 4.4 on a 5-point scale (where 1 = not 

more difficult at all, 5 = much more difficult). 

TABLE 16: DIFFICULTY OF SEARCH FOR LEGAL HELP BEFORE CONTACTING NSRLP 

RATING OF DIFFICULTY OF SEARCH.  (AVERAGE = 4.0) PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 (quick and straightforward) 6% 2 

2 6% 2 

3 21% 7 

4 21% 7 

5 (difficult and time-consuming) 47% 16 

Total (NR = 34) 100%* 34 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

Below is a sampling of comments that show the difficulties respondents had in navigating their 

family law cases. Respondents were also asked, “Was there any other issue that made it difficult 

or frustrating to get the help you needed in an efficient way?” Their comments show that the 
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complexity of legislation can be challenging even for individuals who consider themselves 

experienced in research.  

- “Legal resources are not available to the general public. Duty counsel will not help you 

in Court when you don't meet a threshold. Lawyers are vastly expensive and refuse to 

give general consultations. Online support is not straight-forward. Too many pieces of 

legislation to keep track of/guidelines.” 

- “I am an information professional and have lots of experience with research. The 

Ontario government website for court forms keeps archived forms online which would 

induce me to make errors; I would fill them out and then realize I had made a mistake. It 

was very time consuming… lots of conflicting information online from lay people giving 

info, not realizing there was different jurisdictions. CANLII was helpful but only in reading 

each case individually, not very good case summaries, doesn't have all the cases. Legal 

info in public libraries tended to be outdated, very generalized, would get hung up on 

small specific legal things and courts at legal houses wouldn't specify what the little 

things were that she did wrong -- so family law rules were extremely unclear. Barriers 

were huge for me, even as an English speaker.” 

- “Understanding the terms is the most important thing, which is also the biggest 

obstacle. Knowing where to look.” 

- “I was diagnosed with severe stress and anxiety because of the struggle.” 

- “I think my strong resource skills and being resourceful made it easier for me.” 

- “The first time when I self-repped about 10 years ago. It was very difficult, but more 

recently it was easier.” 

- “There is a void of information for people who are navigating the legal system. The 

Canadian Judicial Council's handbooks need to be 'required reading' for all SRLs, but they 

weren't available at the time of my legal issue.” 

- “It's not that it's difficult, but there's a lot of information to know. I was never taught in 

school what areas of government can help me. The information is there but you have to 

be careful not to be reading an opinion versus the actual law. I have found that the 

information has improved with online access though.” 

- “Time consuming, as it is a lot to read and a lot to know. Family law acts and law is huge 

- I read every portion of that law and realized that I had a case.” 

- “I only knew about resources through other people. I wouldn’t have known about many 

places (to look) without connections or the internet. CanlII was very difficult to navigate 

on my own.” 
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The reasons for rating the level of difficulty between 3 and 5 on the 5-point scale are shown in 

Tables 16A to 16K. The three highest average ratings of difficulty were having to wait for 

somebody to get back to the caller (an average rating of 3.9 in Table 16E), the hours of service 

(3.8 in Table 16D) and having to tell their story over and over again (3.8 in Table 16G). 

TABLES 16A- 16K: CLIENTS’ REASONS FOR DIFFICULTY OF SEARCH 

16A RATING: I DIDN’T KNOW I WAS ELIGIBLE FOR 
SERVICES. (AVERAGE = 3.5) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 21% 7 

2 15% 5 

3 12% 4 

4 21% 7 

5 A very significant problem 32% 11 

Total 100%* 34 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%.   

 

16B RATING: DIFFERENT AGENCIES HAD DIFFERENT 
ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA. (AVERAGE = 3.4) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 16% 5 

2 16% 5  

3 16% 5 

4 22% 7 

5 A very significant problem 31% 10 

Total 100%* 32 (NR=2) 

 

16C RATING: I COULDN’T TRAVEL TO A COURT OR CLINIC 
FOR HELP. (AVERAGE = 3.1) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 38% 13 

2 6% 2 

3 6% 2 

4 12% 4 

5 A very significant problem 38% 13 

Total 100% 34 
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16D RATING: THE HOURS OF SERVICE WERE 
INCONVENIENT. (AVERAGE = 3.8) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 15% 5 

2 15% 5 

3 9% 3 

4 21% 7 

5 A very significant problem 41% 14 

Total 100% 34 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

 

16E RATING: THE WAIT FOR SOMEONE TO GET BACK TO 
ME WAS TOO LONG. (AVERAGE = 3.9) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 6% 2 

2 12% 4 

3 12% 4 

4 24% 8 

5 A very significant problem 47% 16 

Total 100%* 34 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

16F RATING: THE INTAKE OR APPLICATION PROCESS WAS 
TOO COMPLEX/LONG. (AVERAGE = 3.6) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 12% 4 

2 9% 3  

3 24% 8 

4 18% 6  

5 A very significant problem 36% 12 

Total 100%* 33 (NR=1) 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 
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16G RATING: I NEEDED TO TELL MY STORY OVER AND 
OVER AGAIN TO DIFFERENT SERVICE PROVIDERS. 
(AVERAGE = 3.8) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 15% 5 

2 6% 2 

3 9% 3 

4 27% 9 

5 A very significant problem 42% 14 

Total 100%* 33(NR=1) 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

16H RATING: I NEEDED TO SEND MY DOCUMENTS TO 
DIFFERENT PLACES OVER AND OVER AGAIN. (AVERAGE = 
3.6) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 12% 4 

2 18% 6 

3 12% 4 

4 18% 6 

5 A very significant problem 41% 14 

Total 100%* 34 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 

16I RATING: I KEPT BEING REFERRED TO PLACES THAT 
COULDN’T HELP ME.  (AVERAGE = 3.1) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 38% 12 

2 0% 0 

3 16% 5 

4 9% 3 

5 A very significant problem 38% 12 

Total 100%* 32 (NR=2) 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 
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16J RATING: I HAD MORE THAN ONE LEGAL PROBLEM 
AND NEEDED HELP FROM DIFFERENT SERVICES (AVERAGE 
= 2.9) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 36% 12 

2 9% 3 

3 12% 4 

4 18% 6 

5 A very significant problem 24% 8 

Total 100%* 33 (NR=1) 

* Due to rounding, percentages do not exactly total 100%. 
 

  

 

16K RATING: I HAD A LANGUAGE BARRIER (AVERAGE = 
1.3) 

PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1 Not a problem at all 91% 31 

2 0% 0 

3 3% 1 

4 3% 1 

5 A very significant problem 3% 1 

Total 100% 34 

Note: Language barriers were faced by people who spoke Ukrainian, Russian and Tamil.   

Twenty-six respondents who had more than one legal problem were asked if this impacted their 

ability to get the help they needed in an efficient way.  Their average response was 3.2 on a 5-

point scale, where 1 = not more difficult at all, and 5 = much more difficult. 

All respondents were asked what would make it easier for them to get the help or answers they 

were looking for. Thirty-three respondents gave 36 unstructured responses that have been 

grouped in the categories shown in Table 17. The two primary focusses of the responses related 

to more understanding and/or assistance for self-represented litigants on the part of the courts 

(both the court staff and judges), and on the need for better PLEI (Public Legal Education and 

Information) and/or support clinics for litigants. 
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TABLE 17: WHAT WOULD MAKE IT EASIER FOR RESPONDENTS TO GET HELP  

ASPECT THAT WOULD MAKE IT EASIER PERCENTAGE COUNT 

1. Accessible PLEI on court processes for lay people 30% 10 

2. More court staff and assistance for self-reps 21% 7 

3. More training for judges on dealing with self-reps 18%  6 

4. Providing clinics to help persons who are self-
representing 

15% 5 

5. Lesser costs for lawyers 12% 4 

6. More on-line capability to submit documents to court 9% 3 

7. “Nothing” or no response 9% 3 

Total   38* 

* Percentages are based on 33 respondents; several respondents gave two responses 

They were also asked if there were certain technologies or resources that people could use to 

make the legal connections or referrals they might need. Twenty responded with 23 suggestions 

as follows: 

- 5 mentioned NSRLP’s website, course and podcasts 

- 3 mentioned Legal Aid or legal clinics 

- 2 mentioned CLEO 

- 2 mentioned CanlII 

- the following were each mentioned by one respondent: iguideline.ca; Bounce Back 

Program (a workshop with books and facilitators to help participants move through 

family law issues); a court-mandated mediation program; LexisNexis; the NSRLP 

newsletter; Luke’s Place; a woman’s shelter; Law Society Referral Service; Family Law 

Mediation Centre; Ottawa Divorce Court Forums 

Respondents were asked if there had been a single service that they could have contacted to 

help them find the best provider for their needs, whether they would have used it. All 34 

respondents answered affirmatively.  

When asked for their preferred method of interaction with that service, respondents were often 

comfortable with several or all modes that were suggested. The analysis totaled the number of 

times a mode of interaction was identified at least once, with the following results based on 34 

respondents. The results from the PBO interviews are also shown for comparison: 

- Telephone (53%, 18/34) (PBO: 74%) 

- In person (32%, 11/34) (PBO: 33%) 

- E-mail (21%, 7/34) (PBO: 27%) 

- On-line text chat (50%, 17/34) (PBO: 25%) 
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- Virtual on-line meeting (15%, 5/34) (PBO: 14%) 

The results show a stronger acceptance of on-line text chats among NSRLP respondents. Although 

as was the case with PBO respondents, telephone is the most preferred choice, it is far less 

dominant. For other communication modes, the responses are virtually identical for the two 

respondent groups. 

11. Impact of Overall Assistance  
As was shown in Table 14, NSRLP respondents had accessed a large number of sources. 

Nevertheless, Table 18 shows that almost two-thirds of the respondents felt that the overall 

assistance they received was not sufficient to resolve their problem. This is perhaps a reflection 

of the difficult dynamics of family cases 

TABLE 18: WHETHER ENOUGH OVERALL HELP WAS RECEIVED TO RESOLVE THE 

RESPONDENT’S PROBLEM 

RESPONSE PERCENTAGE COUNT 

Yes 35% 12 

No 65% 22 

Total 100% 34 

  

Table 19 shows that those respondents who took extra steps on their own managed to resolve 
their problem successfully in 43% (9/21) of the cases. A significant majority of those cases 
involved intensive online research and self-representation. The two tables together suggest that 
a) for many individuals there is currently insufficient support to resolve family legal issues, and b) 
that those individuals are willing to engage with legal information sources to resolve their 
problems.  
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TABLE 19: STEPS TAKEN TO GET MORE HELP IF PROBLEM  

NOT RESOLVED THROUGH NSRLP  

 

EXTRA STEPS TAKEN 
COUNT 

 (N=22, MORE THAN 1 
ANSWER POSSIBLE) 

NUMBER FOR WHOM THIS RESOLVED 
THE PROBLEM 

Contacted an agency to 
which NSRLP referred me 

 
16 

 
2 

Looked on my own for a 
lawyer or paralegal to help 
me. 

26 
 

2 

Another step (usually 
research on own and 
managed own case) 

 
21 

 

 
9 

Nothing; I gave up 5 n.a. 
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PART C: FEEDBACK FROM AGENCIES 

This part of the report presents feedback from 15 agencies, primarily community legal clinics, 

providing direct legal services to the public in Ontario about operational or administrative 

barriers that could be addressed to make optimal use of limited resources and facilitate faster 

resolution of people’s legal issues, especially when clients have several interconnected problems 

involving more than one agency. 

12. Description of Agency Service Areas and Mandates 
Eight of the 15 agencies are in central Toronto, three are in outlying areas of the Greater 

Toronto area, and one each is from Ottawa, Hamilton, London, and Belleville. Twelve described 

their geographic area of service as being the communities in which they are located. One said for 

certain types of service and mandates (usually related to community legal education or law 

reform) the mandate is province wide. Another serves women in the Greater Toronto area, 

Ontario and across Canada. A third program primarily serves Hamilton, but it has a regional 

focus for two of its programs (Indigenous clientele and employment matters). 

Four of the clinics characterized themselves as specialty clinics: one focuses on issues and 

advocacy concerning the elderly, another serves Muslim women, and a third serves South 

Asians. The fourth agency characterized itself as a hybrid organization, insofar as it takes in 20 

law students per semester as service providers but delivers social services. 
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13. Overview: Time Spent on Incoming and Outgoing Referrals 
Agency respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of their time that is spent 

processing incoming referrals from other agencies or clinics: 

• Eight of the respondents estimated 5% or less of their time 

• Two said approximately 20% 

• Three gave estimates between 35 and 50% and  

• One said 90%  

• The final respondent a non-legal service provider, so they process all legal inquiries and 

refer them to other providers. 

When asked about the amount of time spent on outgoing referrals to other legal service 

providers: 

• four agencies estimated 5% or less of their time  

• two estimated 10% 

• five said 20-25% and  

• three 30 – 40%. As with incoming referrals, the final agency directed all legal inquiries to 

other providers. 

14.  Incoming Clients: Workflow and Triage Process 
The agencies were asked to describe the workflow that occurs between the time when 

individuals first reach out to their service because they need legal help and when they receive 

summary legal advice, brief legal services and/or full representation. There was considerable 

diversity in the responses. 

Initial reception: Although almost all offices involve a combination of initial reception modes, 

the primary initial contact is by walk-in in six cases, by phone in four, by phone or email in two, 

and by a mixture of walk-in, phone, and email in three cases.  

Who determines service eligibility: This is done by an intake worker (variously called an intake 

worker, a receptionist or client services representative) in twelve locations and by the assigned 

team in two.  In one location that receives inquiries by email or phone but does not offer an in-

house service, a legal services coordinator handles inquiries, eligibility assessment and 

assignments. 

Potential components of eligibility determination: Eligibility assessments may include 

consideration of the following:  

• Whether the office handles the type of legal matter 

• Financial eligibility (amount and/or source of income)  

• Conflict check (whether the other party is already being served) 

• Age (the target group for one service is seniors) 
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• Merit of the case (defined as the prospect of success)  

Types of service offered: Most offices have time specifications for summary service (e.g., 2 

hours or less; one clinic with law students offers 1-hour consultations). Two clinics serving 

specific cultural groups also offer or connect to lawyers who speak the client’s language. One 

clinic mentioned that as an alternative or supplement to summary advice, they will send the 

client an information guide on the relevant topic. 

Priority of service: All services have policies for response times to email or phone inquiries, 

usually within one or maximum 2 days. Service also depends on the urgency of the matter. 

Triage is used to schedule immediate assistance or referral out if there are potentially serious 

consequences (e.g., eviction from housing, removal from Canada in immigration cases.) For non-

urgent matters, response times vary from days to weeks. Merit (or prospect of success) can be 

part of the eligibility decision, but it is also part of choosing the priority assigned to the case. 

Timing of triage: In five cases, triage was fully done at the front-end of the service. In the 

remaining cases it was done iteratively as necessary at each level of service that might be 

offered (initial intake, summary advice, representation). 

15.1 Tracking Referral Sources and Appropriateness 
When asked if they formally track how clients find their agency, nine agencies said they did (at 

least to some degree), and six said they did not. However, even of those who did track this 

information, the feedback on the sources of information/referral was limited and uncertain in 

most cases (e.g. “Health Justice programs are marked in a certain way, but for other clients, 

tracking is less developed at the moment;” “we have a field which we fill out most times, but we 

haven’t analyzed this data;” “the data has limitations;” “need to look at stats; “our system is not 

efficient;” “we ask them informally, or they may google us”).  

Several agencies provided slightly more concrete responses (e.g., “usually called directly by 

client who   has determined that the clinic could be of assistance, occasionally by a caseworker;” 

“majority are previous clients or have heard of us from another client, and the second most 

common source is another clinic;” “85% of mobile outreach service find us on social media, while 

for other clients they hear of us from other services, or they are repeat clients”). 
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Two agencies were quite specific. The first of these said referrals came from:  

• frontline agencies (shelters, settlement agencies, cultural agencies) 

• other clinics, LAO, Human Rights Legal Support Centre, and faith-based centres 

• police, schools, social workers connecting with social assistance families, libraries 

• social media (Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Linked-In) 

• word of mouth.  

The second agency provided the following summary:  

• people who know of us (search engines, former clients, walk-by) 

• other service providers or advocacy groups (library, settlement agencies, worker help 

centres) 

• former clients 

• government agencies (especially social assistance issues or Ontario Works) 

• private bar referrals 

• physical presence. 

 

Table 20 on the following page shows agency respondents’ estimate of the relative frequency of 

different sources of information/referral to their service.  It is interesting to note that the highest 

frequencies are from non-legal sources (libraries, community groups, friends or family, and 

Google searches), rather than from legal sources. 

 

Respondents were asked whether referring agencies provided enough information for them to 

complete intake and triage. Six of the 15 respondents (40%) said “no”, eight (53%) said 

“sometimes, depending on who is making the referral,” and one (7%) said it was a collaborative 

process. However, none of the agencies relied fully on the information provided, as it was always 

necessary to check the currency of information and the description of the issues with the client.  
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TABLE 20: SOURCES OF INFORMATION AND REFERRAL 

SOURCES 
OF INFO 
OR 
REFERRAL  

 
RATING OF RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF REFERRALS FROM THESE SOURCES 

 

 Very 
Infrequently 

Or  
Never 

(1) 

Not Very 
Frequently 

 
 

(2) 

Neither 
Frequently  

Nor 
Infrequently 

(3) 

Quite  
Frequently 

 
 

(4) 

Very  
Frequently 

 
 

(5) 

Total Aver
-age 

Web 
searches 

2 
14% 

2 
14% 

5 
36% 

5 
36% 

0 
0% 

14 
100% 

(NR=1) 

2.9 

Friends or 
family 

1 
8% 

2 
15% 

5 
38% 

4 
31% 

1 
8% 

13 
100% 

(NR=2) 

3.2 

Other 
clinics 

4 
31% 

5 
38% 

3 
23% 

1 
8% 

0 
0% 

13 
100% 

(NR=2) 

2.1 

Legal Aid 
Ontario 

6 
46% 

1 
8% 

5 
38% 

1 
8% 

0 
0% 

13 
100% 

(NR=2) 

2.1 

Courts or 
admini-
strative 
bodies 

5 
42% 

4 
33% 

1 
8% 

2 
17% 

0 
0% 

12 
100% 

(NR=3) 

2.0 

Non-legal 
service 
providers 
groups) 

1 
8% 

0 
0% 

5 
38% 

5 
38% 

2 
15% 

13 
100% 

(NR=2) 

3.5 

*Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding. 

Respondents were asked for estimates of the overall percentage of referrals that were 

appropriate in terms of catchment area, income eligibility, area of law and services that were 

required: 

• Nine of 15 respondents estimated between 80 – 100%  

• two between 60 – 70%, and three between 30 and 50%  

• one respondent could not provide an estimate.  

Respondents were also asked to assess significant factors involved in inappropriate referrals. 

Fourteen agencies gave 19 responses: 

• Eleven (79% of the 14 agencies) said they were from members of the public doing their 

own research 

• six (43%) felt they were from agencies with whom the clinic does not work and  

• two (14%) said inappropriate referrals were from specific types of agencies.  
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• Other reasons for inappropriate referrals were primarily because the individual simply 

did not understand the parameters of the clinic’s service. 

16.  Outgoing Referrals 
Ten of the 15 agency respondents said that in 70% - 90% of cases with outgoing referrals they 

provide clients with the names and contact information of the appropriate service providers. 

Four agencies gave varying levels of “warm referral” (i.e., a connection to a specific person in the 

appropriate agency). Two always provided warm referrals, another in 90% of cases, and a fourth 

in more than 50% of cases, depending on the vulnerability of the person and whether there is an 

immediate deadline or hearing.  

Table 21 indicates the extent to which various formal procedures are used when individuals or 

joint clients are referred to other agencies. Contact persons may change, so the concept of a 

“designated” contact person is not strong, and for the most part there is little follow-up with the 

individual for any purpose. One agency said they ask the client to call them back if the referral 

does not work out. Another said that if the client reports a bad experience, they will remove the 

lawyer from their roster. A third said that with gender-based violence cases they sometimes 

track client outcomes following a referral; however, their referral network covers a very large 

geographic area with many different service providers, so systematic follow-up is difficult. In 

these few cases, follow-up is usually done by phone or email, depending on the client’s 

preference.  

Only two agencies recorded follow-up contacts in their client database. One had no automatic 

generation of follow-up data. The other had a more formal client tracking system with a record 

of any subsequent calls, which they felt worked well. 
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TABLE 21: PROCEDURES USED WHEN DIRECTLY REFERING CLIENTS TO AGENCIES 

PROCEDURE WHETHER PROCEDURE USED  

 YES NO PARTLY TOTAL 

Designated contact 
persons in recipient 
agency 

3 
20% 

3 
20% 

9 
60% 

15 
100% 

Track whether the 
individual contacted 
the agency? 

2 
13% 

11 
73% 

2 
13% 

15 
100% 

Track whether service 
rendered to client? 

2 
13% 

11 
73% 

2 
13% 

15 
100% 

Track whether client 
felt referral was useful? 

1 
7% 

12 
86% 

1 
7% 

14 
100% 

(NR=1) 

Track outcome for 
client? 

1 
7% 

13 
87% 

1 
7% 

15 
100% 

Track whether follow-
up with client is needed 
by your agency? 

1 
7% 

10 
71% 

3 
21% 

14 
100% 

((NR=1) 

* Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding. 

17.  Automation of Data 
Table 22 shows that for most agencies that were interviewed, there is receptiveness to the 

concept of automating a range of data items in a way that could be accessed by multiple 

agencies. The specific question to which the agencies were responding was: “Assuming that a 

technological solution is feasible and affordable, and that client consent is provided, how useful 

would the following automated data be for your agency for the purpose of fostering effective 

referrals and greater collaboration?” Although average ratings for all items were in the positive 

range, the three highest ratings concerned information about the clients’ eligibility in terms of 

the area of law provided by the service, client information, and client documents. The strongest 

reservations were about the capacity of such a system to work with the agencies’ own case 

management system. Several respondents characterized their system as not likely to be 

compatible with any new system that might be created. 
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TABLE 22: USEFULNESS OF AUTOMATED DATA 

TYPE OF AUTOMATED 
DATA 

RATING OF USEFULNESS OF THIS TYPE OF DATA  

 Not 
useful 
at all 

(1) 

 
 
 

(2) 

 
 
 

(3) 

 
 
 

(4) 

Very 
useful 

 
(5) 

Total 
14 

(NR=1) 

Average 

Client documents 3 
21% 

0 
0% 

1 
7% 

1 
7% 

9 
64% 

14 
100% 

 

3.9 

Area of law eligibility 
criteria 

3 
21% 

0 
0% 

0 
0% 

3 
21% 

8 
57% 

14 
100% 

 

3.9 

Info about client being 
referred (contact info, 
income, postal code, 
area of law) 

4 
29% 

0 
0% 

0 
0% 

1 
7% 

9 
64% 

14 
100% 

 

3.8 

Info about an agency’s 
capacity to accept new 
files 

2 
14% 

1 
7% 

3 
21% 

4 
29% 

4 
29% 

14 
100% 

3.5 

Financial eligibility 
criteria 

4 
29% 

1 
7% 

2 
14% 

0 
0% 

7 
50% 

14 
100% 

 

3.4 

Summary of legal 
problem 

3 
21% 

1 
7% 

2 
14% 

3 
21% 

5 
36% 

14 
100% 

 

3.4 

Info in a format that 
permits upload to your 
case mgmt. system 

5 
36% 

0 
0% 

1 
7% 

2 
14% 

6 
43% 

14 
100% 

 

3.3 

 

18.  Closing Comments by Agencies 
In closing, agencies were asked whether in general they felt there was a need for greater inter-

agency coordination around intake, triage, and referral for persons with legal issues. Of the 14 

who replied, 13 (93%) said yes. The one that replied negatively said that every fall their agency 

participates in a full inter-agency meeting with other community advocates in which they 

exchange information, so they know relevant agencies well.    

Other comments characterizing the need for inter-agency connectedness were: 

“It's very disheartening for clients – especially if they arrive in person – if they are 
incorrectly referred. It just adds to the heavy emotional load of their issue.” 

 

- “We need to start the conversation and have ongoing contact (e.g., if there is turnover 
in agencies, we automatically are informed, so we don't have to find new persons.) 
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Maybe some sort of community of practice (e.g., like a newcomer strategy) or a navigator 
system (e.g., health care navigators for persons in crisis)” 
 
- “Within this area there is a lot of coordination already, but for people with less-easily 
categorized problem types, that's where we need more clarity about what can get (e.g., 
from PBO, or private bar though Law Society Referral Service)”  
 
- “something we've already had in mind, but Ontario is so different wherever you go 
(e.g., in Red Lake everybody knows each other; Belleville is larger but also well-
connected; Toronto is difficult because of boundaries of the Greater Toronto Area and 
multiple jurisdictions and hundreds if not thousands of agencies)” 
 
- “It isn't the biggest issue. Capacity in general is. And there are not enough services for 
certain things.”  

 
- “Three clinics in Ottawa area are already doing it. Agencies exchange what they do if 
they are doing tax clinics or helping clinics to do financial advice for seniors.”  

 
- “Especially if there are complex issues. e.g., we refer to a very good clinic that also 
provides support to women experiencing violence, and/or who have mental health 
issues. We can do this at the current case level, but if needs grow…”  
 
- “Centralizing this type of cross-referral should not lead to overall centralization, nor to 
lesser sensitivity to community context. It is great to have centralized referral, but then 
we need to step aside after that.” 

 

Eleven respondents identified specific agencies with whom they would like a more formal or 

efficient referral relationship for clients with legal issues. Five identified health organizations or 

clinics, four referred to government offices (e.g., Public Guardian and Trustee, Canada Pension 

Plan, Employment Insurance, Ministry of Labour), three to local or regional community service 

organizations, two to Legal Aid Ontario and two to PBO, and one each to the police, other legal 

clinics, and the Chartered Professional Accountants of Ontario.  

Three respondents felt this relationship could be electronically based (e.g., creating the ability to 

auto-populate data from client files). One respondent who gave low ratings to an electronic 

system for all items in Table 13 explained that her hesitancy about such a system was “because 

our system is so user-unfriendly nothing could mesh with it. A new automated system would be 

a whole new learning curve that we don’t have time for. However, the items in and of 

themselves are useful pieces of information.” Two respondents suggested a central or 

geographically based triage service that people could call, and one cited the 211 service as a 

model.  
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