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Executive Summary 
 

Background 

The access to civil justice crisis looms large. A stunning 86% of the civil legal problems of low-

income Americans receive inadequate or no legal help and an estimated 30 million people each 

year are reported to lack legal representation in the state courts. Without legal assistance, these 

individuals are at risk of suffering dire consequences for their families, their homes and their 

livelihoods.  

A full spectrum of approaches is required to mitigate this crisis. The chief justices and top 

administration officials of the state courts affirmed this concept, calling in 2015 for ñ100% 

access to effective assistance for essential civil legal needséthrough a continuum of meaningful 

and appropriate services.ò  

One important approach to help solve the puzzle is the use of ñnonlawyer navigatorsò who come 

from outside the state courts to assist self-represented litigants (SRLs) with their civil legal 

problems.  

This survey of the current national landscape identified and analyzed 23 programs in 15 states 

and the District of Columbia.  It is based on extensive outreach and interviews with more than 60 

informants who created, oversee or manage nonlawyer navigator programs in court settings. The 

report describes program features and offers practical considerations for creating and 

implementing such programs.  

The programs use nonlawyer navigators who are not court staff, operate physically within a 

court, and provide direct ñperson to personò assistance to SRLs. Navigators in the study are 

defined as individuals who do not have full, formal legal credentials and training (i.e., a law 

degree), who assist SRLs with basic civil legal problems. They do not act or operate under an 

attorney/client relationship and they are part of a formal program and institutional auspices that 

provides specialized training.   

Findings 

There is a breadth of creative activity within programs using nonlawyers to assist SRLs in the 

state courts. There is also strong potential for further experimentation and taking these programs 

to every state and, ultimately, to scale.  

Navigator programs advance a number of goals.  They:   

¶ enhance the effectiveness of, and build public trust in, the courts;  

¶ facilitate access to justice for SRLs by helping them understand and navigate their cases;  

¶ provide an additional way for justice advocates to supplement their own client services 

and allow lawyers to operate ñat the top of their licensesò; and  
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¶ enable an array of community actors to better understand the plight of SRLs and help 

them manage the often unfamiliar and daunting court process.  

 

Programs show significant variations in their features and characteristics with no ñone size fits 

allò model. Court context matters and program managers are adapting programs to optimize 

operations according to their particular circumstances.   

The programs have been initiated by multiple champions, often in partnerships, including the 

judiciary, official bodies like state access to justice commissions or specially appointed task 

forces, discerning nonprofit and legal aid lawyer leaders, bar foundations, and creative court 

staff. These trailblazers have brought a range of diverse resources and strategies to help meet the 

SRL demand and have created programs without major regulatory reform or rule changes.  

Navigators work on a range of case types such as family, housing, debt collection, domestic 

violence, conservatorship, and elder abuse.  

Programs demonstrate that well-trained and appropriately supervised navigators can perform a 

wide array of tasks. For example, they help SRLs find their way around the court; get practical 

information and referrals to other sources of assistance; or complete their court paperwork. 

Navigators also accompany SRLs to court to provide emotional back-up, help answer the judgeôs 

factual questions, or resolve a matter with opposing counsel.  Program managers are mindful of 

admonitions against nonlawyers providing legal advice and take the need for quality assurance 

measures seriously.  

Navigators come from a range of backgrounds, including paid staff, AmeriCorps members, and 

volunteers, among them college and graduate students, recent graduates, and retirees.  The 

diversity of backgrounds and skill sets show the potential for using many more of these 

individuals, as well as for recruiting new types of community actors as navigators.  

The institutionalization and longer-term sustainability of programs is an overriding concern. 

Although program leaders have been creative in securing resources to run programs, and in-kind 

support from court staff along with volunteer service is valuable to a number of operations, the 

patchwork funding of many programs poses real obstacles to their long-term viability. Adequate 

resources are crucial to staff up programs; to bolster training, supervision and recruitment; to 

measure progress and outcomes; and to expand efforts.     

Some programs have an integrated system using both lawyers and navigators, who complement 

each otherôs work.  Further integrating the navigator programs into ongoing court operations 

and/or with other legal providers can foster institutionalization of programs, enhance court 

efficiency, and provide an improved system in which to serve SRLs. 
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Recommendations  

1. Champions of all stripes have gone to bat to create these programs and they should work to 

secure needed financial resources to sustain them. Help is out there to guide innovators toward 

funding opportunities.   

2. Creating pilots is a good way to explore and refine navigator program operations, as well as to 

secure buy-in from judges and court staff, the bar, and other relevant stakeholders.  

3. Court leaders should consider utilizing navigatorsô experiences and learning from SRLs, 

which offer untapped resources for courts as they work to identify opportunities for 

simplification, as well as gains in efficiency and customer service.  

4. Securing good data to measure and determine the results of navigator programs is vital to 

making wise program decisions and sustaining or expanding operations.  Both financial 

resources and leadership commitment are needed to make this happen. 

5. As new solutions, such as unbundled services, right to counsel, and navigator programs 

continue to emerge to meet the SRL demand, it is important to connect these components with 

each other as well as with other existing ones. Stakeholders should study their own ecosystems 

and strategize together on melding these elements to facilitate access to justice and optimize 

service for SRLs.  

6. Key national networks and organizations in the justice field, like the Self-Represented 

Litigation Network, should consider creating a community of practice to share lessons and 

insights among current and future program leaders. They should build toolkits for courts to 

create partnerships with nonprofits and to help navigator programs measure and report on 

progress.    

7. Independent research is needed to make the best use of navigator efforts, including  

evaluations of individual programs to demonstrate program outcomes, impact, and cost savings; 

studies to help determine when best to use nonlawyers to provide assistance; and surveys of best 

practices in community-based programs using nonlawyers to help unrepresented people. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

A. Background 

In 2017, a  study by the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) found that 86% of the civil legal 

problems reported by low-income Americans in a given year receive inadequate or no legal 

help.1  According to the American Bar Association, ñ[m]ost  people living in poverty, and the 

majority of moderate-income individuals, do not receive the legal help they need.ò2 It is 

estimated that in the state courts at least one party is self-represented in approximately three-

quarters of civil cases.3  Another estimate indicates that more than 30 million people per year 

appear without legal representation in Americaôs state courts, handling matters on their own that 

result in court orders determining such things as where they can live and when they can see their 

children.4 Without legal assistance, these litigants are at risk of suffering dire consequences for 

their families, their homes, and their livelihoods.5 

In response to this ongoing justice crisis, the Conference of Chief Justices (CCJ) and the 

Conference of State Court Administrators (COSCA) issued a resolution in 2015 calling for 

ñ100% access to effective assistance for essential civil legal needséthrough a continuum of 

meaningful and appropriate services.ò6 As the CCJ/COSCA resolution underscores, no one tool 

or innovation alone exists to mitigate the crisis. Instead, a full spectrum of approaches is needed. 

These types of approaches have been described by various bodies.7  Highlighting a number of 

reform initiatives on the spectrum to ameliorate the crisis, Professor Deborah Rhode noted 

recently: ñNever has there been a more receptive climate for access to justice issues.ò8 

 
1LEGAL SERVICES CORP., THE JUSTICE GAP: MEASURING THE UNMET CIVIL LEGAL NEEDS OF LOW-INCOME 

AMERICANS 14 (2017), https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/images/TheJusticeGap-FullReport.pdf.  

2ABA  COMMôN ON THE FUTURE OF LEGAL SERVICES, REPORT ON THE FUTURE OF LEGAL SERVICES IN THE UNITED 

STATES 5 (2016), https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/images/abanews/2016FLSReport_FNL_WEB.pdf. 

3 NATIONAL CENTER FOR STATE COURTS, THE LANDSCAPE OF CIVIL LITIGATION IN STATE COURTS iv (2015), 

https://www.ncsc.org/~/media/Files/PDF/Research/CivilJusticeReport-2015.ashx.   

4 SRLN Brief: How Many SRLs? (SRLN 2019), Self-Represented Litigation Network, 

https://www.srln.org/node/548/srln-brief-how-many-srls-srln-2015 (last visited May 21, 2019).  

5See LEGAL SERVICES CORP., supra note 1, at 25. 

6 CONFERENCE OF CHIEF JUDGES AND CONFERENCE OF STATE COURT ADMINISTRATORS, RESOLUTION 5 

REAFFIRMING THE COMMITMENT TO MEANINGFUL ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOR ALL (2015), 

https://ccj.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/CCJ/Resolutions/07252015-Reaffirming-Commitment-Meaningful-

Access-to-Justice-for-All.ashx. 

7See ABA  COMMôN, supra note 2, at 5ï7; NATIONAL CENTER FOR STATE COURTS, JUSTICE FOR ALL STRATEGIC 

PLANNING GUIDANCE MATERIALS 1ï6 (2016), 

https://www.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/access/Justice%20for%20All%20Guidance%20Materials%20Final.a

shx; ABA  STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE DELIVERY OF LEGAL SERVICES, AN ANALYSIS OF RULES THAT ENABLE 

LAWYERS TO SERVE SELF-REPRESENTED LITIGANTS 1ï4 (2014), 

https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/delivery_legal_services/ls_del_unbundling_white_pap

er_2014.pdf; LEGAL SERVICES CORP., REPORT OF THE SUMMIT ON THE USE OF TECHNOLOGY TO EXPAND ACCESS TO 

JUSTICE 1ï4 (2013), https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/LSC_Tech%20Summit%20Report_2013.pdf; Richard 

Zorza, Access to Justice: The Emerging Consensus and Some Questions and Implications, 94 JUDICATURE 157 

(2011); SELF-REPRESENTED LITIGATION NETWORK, BEST PRACTICES IN COURT-BASED PROGRAMS FOR THE SELF-

REPRESENTED: CONCEPTS, ATTRIBUTES, ISSUES FOR EXPLORATION, EXAMPLES, CONTACTS, AND RESOURCES (2008), 

https://www.srln.org/system/files/attachments/SRLN%20Best%20Practices%20Guide%20%282008%29.pdf. 

8Deborah L. Rhode, What We Know and Need to Know about the Delivery of Legal Services by Nonlawyers, 67 S.C. 

L. REV. 429, 436 (2016). 
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This study investigates one important tool along the ñcontinuum of servicesò to help solve the 

justice crisis puzzle: the use of ñnonlawyer navigatorsò in the state courts to assist self-

represented litigants with their civil legal problems. Nonlawyers have been used to help fill gaps 

in a variety of different settings.9 Professor Rebecca Sandefur summarizes the trend this way: 

ñAs research shows in a range of contexts, lay people can and do accurately and successfully 

perform some parts of lawyersô work. . .Across a number of common justice problemsðfor 

example, disputes about evictions and custody of children, disputes over public benefits with 

government agenciesðnonlawyer advocates and unrepresented lay people have been observed to 

perform as well or better than lawyers.ò10  

Other common law countries have long adopted practices using nonlawyers to assist people with 

civil legal problems.11 In the United States, the health care field uses paraprofessionals widely, 

including as patient navigators and community health extenders.12 

Outside of court settings, two states have recently created models that establish licenses for 

trained legal practitioners, who do not hold traditional law degrees, to give legal advice in 

designated practice areas and within a limited scope of service. In 2012, Washington State was 

the first to create this model, called ñLimited License Legal Techniciansò (LLLT). Authorized by 

the Washington Supreme Court, LLLTs are licensed to practice on certain matters in the family 

law area. Numerous articles and reports have been written describing and assessing this model.13 

A similar model, called ñLicensed Paralegal Practitionersò (LPP), is being established in Utah. 

The first group of LPPs will reportedly complete their training and be licensed to practice in 

 
9See ABA  COMMôN, supra note 2, at 19ï24; Richard Zorza & David Udell, New Roles for Non-lawyers to Increase 

Access to Justice, 41 FORDHAM URB. L. J.1259, 1270ï1287 (2014); Rebecca L. Sandefur & Thomas M. Clarke, 

Designing the Competition: A Future of Roles Beyond Lawyers? The Case of the USA, 67 HASTINGS L. J. 1467, 

1471 (2016). 

10 Rebecca L. Sandefur, Access to What, 148 DAEDALUS 49, 52 (2019).  

11 See Herbert M. Kritzer, Rethinking Barriers to Legal Practice, 81 JUDICATURE 100, 100ï01 (1997) (discussing 

English Citizen's Advice Bureaus with trained nonlawyer volunteers); Richard Moorhead et al., Contesting 

Professionalism: Legal Aid and Nonlawyers in England and Wales, 37 LAW &  SOCôY REV. 765, 773ï87 (2003) 

(discussing the long history of nonlawyer lay advisers in the UK); Ivan Mitchell Merrow & Madeleine Dusseault, 

Non-lawyer Legal Services: An International Round-up, Ontario Bar Assôn (June 22, 2017), 

https://www.oba.org/JUST/Archives_List/2017/June-2017/Non-lawyer-global-3; THE LAW SOCIETY OF UPPER 

CANADA , REPORT TO THE ATTORNEY GENERAL OF ONTARIO PURSUANT TO SECTION 63.1 OF THE LAW SOCIETY ACT 

50 (2012), http://lawsocietygazette.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/Paralegal-5-year-Review.pdf. 

12See BENJAMIN H. BARTON &  STEPHANIE BIBAS, REBOOTING JUSTICE: MORE TECHNOLOGY, FEWER LAWYERS, AND 

THE FUTURE OF THE LAW 174ï177 (2017); MARY-BETH MALCARNEY ET AL., COMMUNITY HEALTH WORKERS 2ï7 

(2015), 

https://hsrc.himmelfarb.gwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1010

&context=sphhs_policy_workforce_facpubs.  

13See Rebecca Donaldson, Law by Nonlawyers: The Limit to Limited License Legal Technicians Increasing Access 

to Justice, 42 SEATTLE UNIV . L. REV. 1, 1 (2018); THOMAS CLARKE &  REBECCA L. SANDEFUR, PRELIMINARY 

EVALUATION OF WASHINGTONôS LIMITED LICENSED LEGAL TECHNICIAN PROGRAM (2017), 
http://www.americanbarfoundation.org/uploads/cms/documents/preliminary_evaluation_of_the_washington_state_li

mited_license_legal_technician_program_032117.pdf; WASHINGTON STATE BAR ASSôN, REPORT OF THE LIMITED 

LICENSED LEGAL TECHNICIAN BOARD TO THE WASHINGTON SUPREME COURT: THE FIRST THREE YEARS (2016); 

Robert Ambrogi, Washington State Moves Around UPL, Using Legal Technicians to Help Close the Justice Gap, 

ABA J. (2015); Barbara Madsen, The Promise and Challenges of Limited Licensing, 65 S.C. L. REV. 533 (2014). 
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certain areas of law in 2019. Under both models, the practitioners are regulated by their 

respective state bars and, at this stage, are restricted from representing people in court. 14 

A number of other states are exploring the possibility of instituting programs that would permit 

nonlawyers to assist self-represented litigants.15 Minnesota,  for example, is developing a pilot 

project that would permit ñlegal paraprofessionalsò to provide legal advice, and in some cases, 

represent a client in court when under the supervision of a Minnesota attorney.16 Similarly, a 

sub-committee of a body of the Colorado Supreme Court has recommended the implementation 

of  a pilot project to enable trained nonlawyer advocates to assist tenants in eviction 

cases.  Under the proposal, these advocates could negotiate on behalf of tenants, confer at 

counsel table with clients, and answer the judgeôs questions.17 

As Sandefur and Clarke underscored in the first in-depth evaluation of programs providing 

nonlawyer assistance for unrepresented litigants, ñ[t]here is now a major movement in the United 

States to expand the use of appropriately trained and supervised individuals without full formal 

legal training to provide help to people who would otherwise be without legal assistance of any 

kind.ò18 The authors noted that their evaluation ñprovides important evidence that these 

initiatives can influence the experiences of unrepresented litigants in positive ways and can also 

shape the outcomes of court cases, including legal and real life outcomes.ò19 They emphasized 

that, ñ[t]he New York City courts are among the most chaotic and overloaded in the United 

 
14 LPPs are authorized to practice in the limited areas of certain family law matters, forcible entry and detainer and 

debt collection. See Catherine J. Dupont, Licensed Paralegal Practitioners, 31 UTAH BAR J. 3, 16 (May 2018) 

(reviewing the role of the LPP); 2019 State of the Judiciary Chief Justice Matthew B. Durrant, UT Courts Recent 

Press Notifications (Jan. 28, 2019), https://www.utcourts.gov/utc/news/2019/01/28/2019-state-of-the-judiciary-

chief-justice-matthew-b-durrant/.   

15 See Patrick McGlone, Can Licensed Legal Paraprofessionals Narrow the Access-to-Justice Gap?,  ABA J. (Sept. 

6, 2018), 

http://www.abajournal.com/news/article/can_licensed_legal_paraprofessionals_narrow_the_access_to_justice_gap; 

C. J. Tani G. Cantil-Sakauye, State of the Judiciary Address to a Joint Session of the California Legislature (Mar. 

19, 2018), https://newsroom.courts.ca.gov/news/2018-state-of-the-judiciary-address (discussing the possibility of 

developing a program using ñlegal Wayfindersò who could personally assist people who come to court without an 

attorney).  

16 In re Implementation Committee for Proposed Legal Paraprofessional Pilot Project, No. ADM09-8002 (Minn. 

Mar. 8, 2019), 

http://macsnc.courts.state.mn.us/ctrack/document.do?doView=&document=e254ca3cdd8d2509ee21734e81ec789cd

7cd1c17490561975d90507ea37e5ab0.  

17 Telephone Interview with Judge Daniel M. Taubman, in his capacity as a member of the Subcommittee on 

Providers of Alternative Legal Services (PALS) of the Colorado Supreme Courtôs Attorney Regulation Advisory 

Committee (May 20, 2019).   

18 REBECCA L. SANDEFUR &  THOMAS CLARKE, ROLES BEYOND LAWYERS: SUMMARY , RECOMMENDATIONS AND 

RESEARCH REPORT OF AN EVALUATION OF THE NEW YORK CITY COURT NAVIGATORS PROGRAM AND ITS THREE 

PILOT PROJECTS 3 (2016) [hereinafter ROLES BEYOND LAWYERS], 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2949038. The projects in the New York court used nonlawyers 

who were authorized to provide to self-represented litigants factual information, assistance in obtaining and 

completing simplified court-required forms, attendance with them at settlement negotiations, and accompaniment 

into the courtroom. The navigators also were authorized to respond if the judge addressed them with a direct factual 

question.  

19Id. at 3ï4. 




