
CHALLENGES, MISPERCEPTIONS, AND INFORMATION GAPS

We asked legal clinics about the work 
they do, the reach of their services, 
misperceptions about their work, and 
gaps and challenges in their work.*

*Information was gathered from clinics in different provinces and 
territories, with different mandates, different reporting 
requirements, and different levels of funding and resources. 
Responses varied by clinic. Responses are provided in no 
particular order.

Access to justice through

legal clinics

Here’s what we learned:



“What information/data do you collect/track?”

“Our clients are 
tremendous experts in 
their own lives, their 
own community needs.”

Outcomes
(decisions rendered, cases and remedies)

Presentations and number of people 
reached

Media publications
(blogs, op-eds, public campaigns, etc.)

Social media reach
(including engagement with posts, views for videos, etc.)

Distribution rate of publications
(brochures, reports, handouts, etc.)

Demographic data
(name, gender, geographic location, newcomer status, etc.)

Information about barriers to access clinic services
(e.g. childcare needs, mental or physical disability barriers, etc.)

Previous access to legal aid

Financial information
(related to financial eligibility for clinic services)

Type of matter/offence

Information about services/legal assistance being 
requested

Number of legal aid certificates issued

Number and type of hearings
(defined by the type of matter)

Number of mediated agreements

Number of calls to the clinic for legal assistance



“What information would you be interested in 
having? What are some of the data gaps you see?”

Information on where to refer people who the clinic can’t help
(particularly individuals who have a specific question or issue they would like to address)

Provincial/Territorial data on unmet legal need

Coordination within the province/territory on 
the type of data that is being collected

Information on communities or groups that 
are underserved
(there’s data on overrepresentation but there’s interest in 
knowing who’s missing; who is falling through the cracks,  
and why?)

Background data on systemic issues, data on 
patterns of legal help requests to determine 
when an issue is rising to the level of a 
systemic issue

Data insights based on client demographics
(particularly related to race)

Information on rates of recidivism Information on the number of people who 
cannot pursue or abandon their legal matter

Information on people who don’t act on their 
legal rights

“We know there are information gaps in terms of people not appreciating that this is a legal 
problem that they could get help with. But how many people know it's a legal problem, have 
the support to see it through, whether that's our program or have the funds to hire a lawyer 
or feel like they can advocate for themselves in processes that are intended to be friendly to 
self-represented litigants. But, because of the challenges of [the legal process], they are 
going to drop off…I'm not sure that's being captured, the folks that are just opting out of the 
processes because of the administrative burdens on them.”



“In what ways have you collaborated with, or do 
you currently collaborate with other services/

organizations to help clients resolve their legal/
non-legal problems?”

Outreach

ResearchCollaborations

Community-building, relationship-building with non-profits and intermediaries

(e.g. legal research, research 
on areas of greatest need)

With social workers, court workers, 
mental wellness counselors, addiction 
services, women’s shelters, housing 
experts, women’s organizations, et al

“We’re regularly collaborating with other 
community organizations. They flag issues 
for us. So, they approach us and bring 
issues to our attention. They approach us 
and ask for services.”



“What do you consider some of the biggest 
challenges clinics face?”

Funding
(operating/core funding)

Funding for legal advocacy

Funding for work-related technology

Legislative changes that affect some cost 
recovery processes

Getting the client long-term help; a lack of 
aftercare

Funding for non-legal service professionals

Staffing, lack of resources

Having to limit caseloads for some problem 
types that are outside of our primary mandate
(e.g. having to limit family law cases because of the volume of 
criminal law cases);

Generally, having to limit services on the civil 
side

“One of the things we have been 
wanting to do is to hire some 
kind of client services support 
worker or a social worker and 
actually have one on staff.”

“[In rural areas and the 
territories] It’s hard to find 
lawyers…we're so overworked…
one more lawyer would make our 
workload a little better.”



“What do you consider some of the biggest 
obstacles clients face?”

A lot of clients belong 
to vulnerable 
populations
(dealing with homelessness, poverty, 
addiction issues, and other challenges). It 
can be difficult for them to keep track of 
things like appointments and court dates.

“Since the pandemic…We just see 
people are really struggling a lot 
more than they were, with their 
own wellness and with addiction 
and homelessness. It's become 
much more difficult for our clients 
who are mostly quite vulnerable.”

Processes themselves 
are failing
(e.g. processes are not transparent; there’s 
a lot of gatekeeping that happens at the 
outset; registering complaints for human 
rights matters, for e.g., and other matters 
can be difficult)

“The administrative tribunal 
process is just so, it's so hard 
to in good conscience suggest 
people go that route.”

Delay
(some legal pathways that promise 
accessibility and efficiency take years)



“What do you think are some of the biggest 
misperceptions that governments have about clinics 
and/or access to justice through legal clinics?”

Governments often do not see 
the value in the work clinics do 
outside of individual disputes 
related to criminal law and 
family law.

Clinic’S additional value

“When they've gone through that 
whole process and then they make 
a decision based on an evidentiary 
record…it's a lot easier to defend 
those, than it is to defend secret 
cabinet decisions.”

Using an evidence base and 
hearing from clinics on 
regulatory process and other 
justice system changes 
provides a pathway for 
accountability and 
transparency. 

Clinics can help 
governments make 
better decisions.

“Our work is done in an 
evidence-based way. Our 
service has been around [for 
decades] and we are just as 
busy no matter who is in power. 
We don't take positions, we 
represent clients.”

Governments don’t understand 
that we help them to do their job

clinics are non-partisan



“What do you think are some of the biggest 
misperceptions that the public has about clinics 
and/or access to justice through legal clinics?”

problems that aren’t legal 
problems

Misperceptions about 
available legal remedies
Misperceptions about 

what clinics do
Public misperceptions AROUND

“I think it’s a misconception because we're 
so busy and we do so much in particular 
areas of law.”

Legal Aid lawyers aren't doing as 
thorough a job as a private lawyer 
would do

Growing perception that
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