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Massachusetts Center for
APPLESEED Law & Justice
The Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and Justice (Massachusetts Appleseed) is
part of a non-profit network of 17 public interest justice centers in the United States and
Mexico. Massachusetts Appleseed’s mission is to promote equal rights and opportunities for
Massachusetts residents by developing and advocating for systemic solutions to social justice
issues. Collaborating with volunteer lawyers and community partners, we identify gaps in
services and access in areas such as education, homelessness, and the legal system. Our goal is to
create systemic change through in-depth research, community problem-solving, and consensus
building. Central to this work is identifying ways to make the civil justice system in Massachusetts
more inclusive, fair, and accessible for everyone in the Commonwealth.
As part of this work, Massachusetts Appleseed began a partnership with the Trial Court at the
end of 2016 to provide recommendations for a website to complement Massachusetts’s Court
Service Centers and expand the Court’s ability to accommodate the growing numbers of litigants
navigating the system without counsel. In 2017, we officially launched our “Turning on the Lights”
project to research the potential for an online self-help center called the Virtual Court Service
Center. The following report represents the culmination of this two-year process of extensive
research and collaboration with the Trial Court, pro bono partners, and other community
organizations. “Turning on the Lights” reflects Appleseed’s belief that user-focused technology,
together with creative, practical, and community-oriented solutions, can make a significant
impact in realizing the larger goal of meaningful access to justice for all.
This project would not have been possible without the support and contributions of the
Massachusetts Trial Court and our pro bono partners. Massachusetts Appleseed would
like to thank the Trial Court’s leadership for their support of this project including allowing
Massachusetts Appleseed access to internal data, survey court staff, and visit Court Service
Centers. Massachusetts Appleseed would also like to specifically recognize the Honorable Dina
Fein and Sheriece Perry for their efforts in supporting and reviewing this report. Within the Trial
Court, the Department of Research and Planning as well as the managers of the individual Court
Service Centers were instrumental in enabling Massachusetts Appleseed to access data as
well as interview court staff and Court Service Center users. Finally, Massachusetts Appleseed
recognizes the essential research contributions of its pro bono partners at Nelson Mullins Riley &
Scarborough LLP and Nutter McClennen & Fish LLP.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Every day in courthouses across the country, thousands of ordinary people must attempt to
navigate a legal system designed for lawyers and judges. Unlike in criminal proceedings, where
defendants are guaranteed attorneys, civil court litigants must either represent themselves, pay
for an attorney, or find pro bono representation. With the latter two options often unaffordable
or unavailable, many litigants are forced to self-represent. In Massachusetts alone, most Probate
and Family Court as well as Housing Court litigants did not have legal representation in 2018.1
This phenomenon represents not only an administrative challenge for the court system but also
a serious impediment to ensuring equal access to justice for all litigants in Massachusetts and
across the United States.
The growing number of self-represented litigants (SRLs) in Massachusetts is transforming our
civil courts into institutions that inhibit low- and middle-income people from accessing their
rights to legal protection and redress. In addition to entrenching systemic barriers for lower
income Americans, the surge in SRLs is correspondingly worsening the disparities between
wealthy and poor litigants in Massachusetts courthouses. SRLs, on average, are less likely to
obtain favorable outcomes for their cases compared to litigants with attorneys.2 As a result, two
individuals with the same legal claim may receive different judgements from the courts solely
because one had the money to hire an attorney and the other did not. Compounding this issue is
the reality that navigating the court system demands specialized legal training, something few
SRLs, let alone members of the general public, possess. Thanks to this unofficial requirement,
SRLs will continue to have slim prospects at being able to effectively represent themselves
without legal assistance or expanded self-help tools.
To address this growing challenge, the Massachusetts Trial Court has made significant efforts to
reduce the disparities between those with representation and those who self-represent. Court
Service Centers (CSCs) in six courts across the Commonwealth provide legal information and
guidance—though not advice or representation— to litigants who seek assistance. For those
seeking representation, the courts allow legal aid organizations to operate Lawyer for the Day
programs in many of its facilities. In addition, the Trial Court provides informational self-help
materials through its Courts Self-Help website. With all due credit to the Trial Court’s efforts,
these solutions have been inadequate in addressing the numbers of SRLs entering Massachusetts
courts every day.
To address this challenge, the Trial Court can take advantage of innovations in the legal
technology sector to better equip SRLs to navigate the court system. Combining technological
advances with the best practices identified by other state courts, the Trial Court could replicate
many of the CSCs’ services online and create a Virtual Court Service Center (VCSC) that would
provide an array of innovative services to assist SRLs. In its fully realized form, the Virtual Court
Service Center would “turn on the lights” for court users, allowing them to understand the
processes, actions, and outcomes that await them in their cases, while simultaneously presenting
them with the opportunity to take action in their legal matters.
1
2

6

“Third Annual Report of the Third Commission for 2017-2018” (Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission, August
2018), 7. http://www.massa2j.org/a2j/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Third-Annual-Report-of-the-Third-Commissionfor-2017.pdf.
Emily Taylor Poppe and Jeffrey J. Rachlinski, “Do Lawyers Matter? The Effect of Legal Representation in Civil Disputes,”
Pepperdine Law Review 4, no. 4 (2016): 925
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To explore how the Trial Court could design, develop, and deploy a Virtual Court Service Center,
Massachusetts Appleseed reviewed studies on SRLs and online self-help tools; analyzed data
from all six Court Service Centers; and cataloged other states’ self-help resources. Our review of
the research on self-represented litigants across the United States indicates that:
●●State courts are failing to adequately serve SRLs, who, on average, have worse outcomes than
litigants represented by attorneys.
♦♦Most litigants represent themselves because they cannot afford an attorney or are unable
to receive legal aid due to programs’ lack of capacity or strict income eligibility.
●●SRLs experience confusion, frustration, and anxiety in navigating court processes that have
been designed by attorneys for attorneys.
♦♦SRLs regularly have difficulty filling out and filing the proper forms for their cases, as well
as understanding how court processes work.
●●State courts across the country have developed many online self-help tools to assist SRLs.
Best practices include using LiveHelp services, document assembly programs, and navigable
collections of legal information.
♦♦The best online self-help tools are both navigable and accessible. Best practices include
deploying LiveHelp services, document assembly programs, and individualized portals.
♦♦Although some states, notably California, Oregon, New York, Maryland, and Utah, have
extensive self-help tools on their state court websites, no state has yet to weave existing
technologies together in a comprehensive online help center.
In Massachusetts, our research indicates both an ongoing need for legal assistance for SRLs
and an appetite for online self-help services. Surveyed attorneys, social service providers, and
court staff indicated that legal aid organizations are stretched too thin to provide services to
everyone who needs them. Similarly, despite their excellent work, CSCs do not have the staff to
provide services to the large numbers of court users needing assistance. Our findings show that
the most demanded self-help services and resources, such as legal information and help filling
out forms, can be replicated online through technology such as document assembly programs.
This approach would allow the VCSC to present self-represented litigants with solutions to the
reoccurring challenges they face.
●●The challenges facing SRLs in Massachusetts mirror those occurring nationally. Court Service
Center users need more assistance to navigate civil court processes.
♦♦Legal aid attorneys and social service providers report that many of the SRLs in
Massachusetts are overwhelmed, confused, and frustrated by complex and unfamiliar
court processes.
 78.6% of court staff rank explaining court processes such as making motions,
submitting evidence, and filing court forms as one of the most valuable services
from CSCs.
 32% of CSC users think that having practice representing themselves through an
online help center would be valuable, and 68.9% indicate that written or video howto information for their cases would be valuable online.

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
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●●SRLs and CSC users in Massachusetts need help with finding the correct forms for their cases
and then filling out those forms correctly.
♦♦76% of CSC 1-on-1 assistance sessions involved helping CSC users with forms according to
two years of intake data from the CSCs.
 60.7% of court staff indicate that assistance with legal paperwork is one of the
primary services court users request from them, while 84.8% of staff rated help with
forms as one of the most important services CSCs provide.
 57.3% of court staff and 56.3% of CSC users indicated that help filling out forms
would be a valuable feature for any online help center.
●●An important service of Court Service Centers is providing users with legal information about
court processes and their case type.Two years of intake data from CSCs indicate that 68% of
all those who received individualized assistance requested general legal information from CSC
staff.
♦♦54.6% of court staff rank providing legal information as one of the most important
services provided by CSCs.
 Legal information included explaining what type of case a CSC user had, what the
general outline of the steps involved was, and what options a CSC user might have
in resolving their legal challenge.
●●A vast majority of CSC users are seeking assistance with Family and Probate Court cases with
smaller numbers looking for help with Juvenile or Housing Court cases.

Figure E.1: Individuals served by CSC by referring department, Sept. 2015-July 2017
Court

Percentage

Probate & Family

31,279

80%

District/BMC

3,562

9%

Housing

3,100

8%

Superior

488

1%

Juvenile

369

1%

69

<1%

Other

8

Number of
Individuals Served
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Figure E.2: Department case served is in for 1-on-1 Assistance, Sept. 2015 to July 2017
Case Type

Number of Cases

Percentage

Child Support

10,443

33%

Divorce

10,406

33%

4,880

16%

Other

3,112

10%

Paternity

1,513

5%

Name Change

496

2%

Protective Order

259

1%

Estate

123

<1%

Guardianship

After extensive study of the overall effectiveness of online self-help services, the demand
for assistance from CSCs, and self-help resources in other states, Massachusetts Appleseed
recommends that the Trial Court should create a Virtual Court Service Center to meet the need
for expanded online self-help services in Massachusetts. The VCSC would serve as a centralized
repository for written resources, remote assistance, and interactive features for SRLs. In its
realized form, the VCSC would provide SRLs with a single, easily navigable website where they
could find information or self-help assistance they need for their cases. Massachusetts Appleseed
makes the following recommendations for the Trial Court:
The VCSC should consist of LiveHelp, self-help resources, and document assembly programs.
●●LiveHelp programs should replicate the services of CSCs remotely, using phone and chat lines
staffed by attorneys and paralegals to provide basic information and answer the legal questions
of court users.
♦♦Using the Maryland Courts Self-Help Center as a model, the Trial Court should develop
pilot programs based on case type or geographic area to test the most effective versions
of LiveHelp programs.
●●The Courts Self-Help website should be reorganized to make it be more navigable as well as
more centralized. Using better navigational features such as a sidebar and/or triage functions
that link users to their specific legal concerns would also enhance the website’s utility.
♦♦The Trial Court will also have to consider whether to integrate features of the VCSC into
the existing website or create an entirely new online help center.
●●The VCSC should develop a repository of document assembly programs that allows users to
complete guided interviews for specific case types and then receive completed documents they
can print and file at Massachusetts courthouses.
●●The Trial Court should intentionally design all online tools and resources for SRLs and ensure
that the VCSC is accessible to those with lower educational and technological literacy levels.
♦♦The Trial Court should phase in different aspects of the VCSC through pilot programs and
develop a working group including partners such as legal aid organizations, law schools,
and legal technology companies.

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
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♦♦The Trial Court will need to ensure that the VCSC properly integrates with the existing
online self-help resources currently offered through Court’s Self-Help website.
By developing a Virtual Court Service Center, Massachusetts has the potential to improve access
to justice for the growing number of self-represented litigants in the legal system. Without
serious efforts to aid SRLs, Massachusetts civil courts will become two-tiered systems where
those who can afford an attorney or are lucky enough to find pro bono assistance can exercise
their legal rights while those who self-represent struggle receive fair judgment. A Virtual Court
Service Center, paired with ongoing in-person assistance from Court Service Centers, Law
Libraries, and existing legal aid programs, has the potential to reduce this growing justice gap
in Massachusetts. The VCSC would also serve as an important model for other state courts to
follow, elevating Massachusetts’ court system as a standard for how judicial systems can use
technology and innovative programs to increase access to justice.

10
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I. LITERATURE REVIEW AND BEST PRACTICES
The number of self-represented litigants in civil courts across Massachusetts and the United
States represents a serious challenge in ensuring all court users receive fair and equal access
to justice. With attorneys’ fees often unaffordable and legal aid organizations’ capacities too
strained to take on every case that needs help, many court users are left with no option but
to represent themselves. Forced into complex court processes with insufficient guidance, selfrepresented litigants (SRLs) are, on average, less successful in obtaining favorable legal outcomes
than those litigants with attorneys. The growth in this disparity risks creating a two-tiered civil
legal system where represented litigants receive favorable or at least fair treatment while those
without representation cannot navigate the complexity of court processes let alone exercise their
legal rights. Uneven access to justice threatens the foundational identity of our civil court system
as a body that strives to administer justice without consideration to the wealth, influence, or
stature of litigants.
The scale of this challenge is daunting as SRLs also appear to represent the majority of litigants in
civil court proceedings, especially in family, housing, and consumer law. In Massachusetts alone,
between 50 to 75% of all litigants in Probate & Family Court were unrepresented in 2015.3 In
Housing Court in Massachusetts in 2018, 90.3% of tenants and 37.7% of landlords similarly went
unrepresented.4 Although the exact number of self-represented litigants in civil cases nationwide
is difficult to determine, a 2015 survey of cases in state courts across the United States found
that in 76% of civil cases at least one party did not have an attorney.5 The case types where SRLs
appear are relatively consistent as well. According to the literature on SRLs, the most common
types of cases where litigants must represent themselves are small claims, housing, and family
law cases.6 In family law, most litigants go unrepresented in divorce, custody, guardianship, and
domestic violence cases.7
The reasons that litigants forego representation are multifaceted, reflecting primarily
financial constraints, and to a lesser extent, conscious decisions to navigate court processes
independently. Although SRLs are sometimes successful in representing themselves, many
experience confusion and frustration with court processes which lead to measurably worse case
outcomes for SRLs.8 Frustrations with court processes may also lead to negative feelings toward
the legal system. With massive expansions of free or low-cost legal representation in civil cases
unlikely, state courts will need to leverage technology and existing self-help practices to provide
3
4
5
6

7
8

“Final Report of the Second Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission” (Massachusetts Access to Justice
Commission, April 2015), 7, https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/qf/massachusetts-access-to-justicecommission-final-report-april-2015.pdf.
“Housing Court Department, Fiscal Year 2018 Statistics: Additional Departmental Statistics,” 2018, https://www.mass.
gov/files/documents/2018/10/01/2018%20Housing%20Court%20Self-Represented-Represented%20Litigants%20
by%20Court%20Location.pdf.
Rebecca Love Kourlis and Riyaz Samnani, “Court Compass Report: Mapping the Future of User Access through
Technology” (Institute for the Advancement of the American Legal System, May 2017), 1, https://iaals.du.edu/sites/
default/files/documents/publications/court_compass_mapping_the_future.pdf.
John Greacen, “Self Represented Litigants and Court and Legal Services Responses to Their Needs: What We Know”
(Center for Families, 2003), 2, http://www.courts.ca.gov/partners/documents/SRLwhatweknow.pdf.; James Sandman
and Glenn Rawdon, “Trends in State Courts: Technology Solutions to Increased Self-Representation.” National Center
for State Courts” (National Center for State Courts, 2014), 55, https://www.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/
Future%20Trends%202014/Technology%20Solutions%20to%20Increased%20Self-Rep_Sandman-Rawdon.ashx.
Greacen, 2.
Poppe and Rachlinski, 925
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as much assistance to as many self-represented litigants as possible.
This section will outline the ways that academic research and other studies have addressed the
topic of self-represented litigants and the possibility for providing legal assistance in digital
formats. The first subsection explores the literature’s surveys of why litigants choose to selfrepresent and the effects that not having an attorney can have on their experiences in court. The
second subsection examines how technology can be used to increase access to justice for SRLs.
Finally, in the third and fourth subsections we explore the best practices for online self-help
resources and the current condition of state court self-help websites across the United States.

A. Why do litigants self-represent in civil cases?
Although the decision to self-represent in civil matters is complex and can involve several
factors, being unable to afford an attorney is the most common cause, especially for low-income
court users.9 According to multiple studies conducted on SRLs, the most commonly cited factors
motivating self-representation are (1) financial considerations; (2) negative perceptions of
attorneys; and (3) the desire to self-represent.10 Although financial considerations are by far the
most impactful, these factors are multifaceted and not mutually exclusive.
Figure 1.1: Why do litigants choose to represent themselves?

9

“The Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Low-Income Americans” (Legal Services Corporation, June
2017), 6, https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/images/TheJusticeGap-FullReport.pdf.
10 Greacen, 3-5, 8; Natalie Anne Knowlton et al., “Cases without Counsel: Research on Experiences on SelfRepresentation in U.S. Family Court” (Institute for the Advancement of the American Legal System, May 2016), 12,
https://iaals.du.edu/sites/default/files/documents/publications/cases_without_counsel_research_report.pdf.
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1. Financial considerations
Financial concerns are a key factor in determining whether or not litigants will seek
representation.11 Given the high prices attorneys charge for their services in civil cases and the
lack of access to legal aid, many low to middle income litigants are unable to afford counsel.12
Similarly, some SRLs have incomes too high to qualify for free legal aid, but too low to afford an
attorney out of pocket.13 Other litigants may be able to pay for an attorney in theory, but the cost
of representation may be too much of a burden for themselves or their families. In these cases,
litigants often make a cost-benefit analysis, determine that the price of an attorney is simply too
high, and decide to devote their efforts to self-representation instead. 14

2. Litigants’ desire to represent themselves and distrust of attorneys
Although financial considerations are the most important factor in self-representation, a
minority of SRLs consciously decide to represent themselves, reflecting both a subjective
judgment of the complexity of their own cases and a “can-do” attitude.15 This decision to selfrepresent is especially frequent in cases that litigants view as simple or not contentious, such
as an uncontested divorce.16 Some SRLs are also highly educated and feel confident in their own
ability to manage their legal proceedings.17 Similarly, some litigants may not recognize their case
as a legal matter, leading them to believe a lawyer is unnecessary or even inappropriate.18
Although most litigant self-represent due to necessity, a minority simply do not want attorneys
involved in their cases. Litigants sometimes believe that attorneys will only make an intensely
personal family law case more contentious and harmful to their relationship with a former
partner or relative.19 Similarly, litigants looking for a rapid conclusion to their cases often fear
that attorneys will drag out cases through unnecessary filings, motions, and contestations.20
Finally, some SRLs may forego representation due to a belief that an attorney will detract from
their ability to control their case.21

B. What are the effects of self-representation?
SRLs frequently find themselves disadvantaged by their efforts at self-representation. SRLs have
difficulty navigating court processes due in part to their own unfamiliarity with the legal system
and what they perceive as unwelcoming attitudes from some judges and attorneys. These factors
contribute to markedly worse outcomes for SRLs in civil cases and regularly foster frustration,
anxiety, and resentment in court users.
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Knowlton et al., 12; “The Justice Gap,” 6-7.
Knowlton et al., 12-15.  
Knowlton et al., 15.
Knowlton et al., 15; Greacen, 3.
Knowlton et al. 21.
Knowlton et al., 16, 18-19; Greacen, 3-4.
Knowlton et al., 9; Greacen, 3.
“The Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Low-Income Americans,” (Legal Services Corporation,
June 2017), 3.
19 Knowlton et al., 18, 21.
20 Greacen, 5; Knowlton et al., 21-22.   
21 Knowlton et al., 19.  
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1. The practical effects of self-representation
Most SRLs encounter similar obstacles in their efforts to manage their own cases, all of which
lead to SRLs receiving less favorable outcomes when compared to those litigants who are
represented.22 SRLs regularly struggle with their proceedings due to their unfamiliarity with both
court processes and the technical legal language employed by judges, court staff, and attorneys.23
SRLs may also have difficulty with basic practices such as how to behave in courtrooms and
what clothes to wear due to a lack of exposure to the legal system.24 As a result of not knowing
what to expect in court, SRLs regularly struggle to prepare questions and submit evidence that is
crucial to their cases to the court.25 These difficulties may connect to a lack of education among
some SRLs, but in many cases, it is due to a lack of available information about how cases will
proceed and what types of evidence are needed.26 All of these factors, especially challenges
related to the submission of evidence, can have negative impacts on SRLs’ receiving favorable
judgements from the legal system.27
In addition to presenting their cases effectively in court proceedings, SRLs also have difficulty
filling out the required paperwork for their cases. SRLs may not know they need to complete
certain forms for their cases or may complete their paperwork incorrectly.28 Without legal advice
or guidance, SRLs regularly find themselves confused and overwhelmed by the forms they have
to submit for their cases.29 Issues with completing forms and submitting motions are not simple
fixes as they can delay or disrupt SRLs’ cases.30 Confusion over paperwork can also lead to
negative outcomes for SRLs, such as missing deadlines or failing to complete filings that would
support their cases.31 Without access to legal aid or guidance, SRLs are left with few tools to help
them navigate the paperwork or processes their cases involve.
Finally, SRLs regularly perceive unwelcoming attitudes from lawyers, judges, and court staff due
to their lack of representation. In the studies and research examined for this report, SRLs report
some judges do not take their efforts at self-representation seriously and may encourage, or in
some cases order, them to obtain counsel.32 SRLs feel to be at a particular disadvantage when the
adverse party has obtained counsel and they notice personal relationships between attorneys
and judges.33 Unsurprisingly, SRLs report feeling intimidation and anxiety when they are forced to
argue their cases against trained legal professionals.34
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
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Poppe and Rachlinski, 925.; Knowlton, at 44.
Julie Macfarlane, “The National Self-Represented Litigants Project: Identifying and Meeting the Needs of SelfRepresented Litigants” (Treasurer’s Advisory Group on Access to Justice, May 2013), 95, https://lawsocietyontario.
azureedge.net/media/lso/media/legacy/pdf/s/self-represented_project.pdf.
Macfarlane, 99.
Taylor Poppe and Rachlinski, 925. Knowlton et al., 31.; Macfarlane, 56-69.
Taylor Poppe and Rachlinski, 925.
Knowlton et al., 44.
Knowlton et al., 2.; Macfarlane, 56-69.; Joy Moses, “Grounds for Objection: Causes and Consequences of America’s
Pro Se Crisis and How to Solve the Problem of Unrepresented Litigants” (Center for American Progress, June 2011), 5,
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2011/06/pdf/objection.pdf.
Moses, 5.
Knowlton et al., 30-31.
Knowlton et al., 31.
Macfarlane, 99.
Knowlton et al., 44.
Rebecca L. Sandefur and Thomas M. Clarke, “Roles Beyond Lawyers: Summary and Recommendations of an
Evaluation of the New York City Court Navigators Program and Its Three Pilot Projects,” December 2016, 15–16, http://
www.americanbarfoundation.org/uploads/cms/documents/new_york_city_court_navigators_executive_summary_
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2. The experience of self-representation
Without guidance or legal assistance, self-represented litigants also feel intimidated by their
court proceedings. SRLs regularly report feeling alone in their efforts to navigate what can be
an extremely complex and confusing legal system.35 This high level of stress and anxiety further
complicates SRLs’ ability to effectively present their cases before the court. All in all, these
experiences leave SRLs feeling “frustrated, lost, disempowered, and disillusioned.”36 Feeling lost
or overwhelmed creates additional feelings of stress and anxiety related to often deeply personal
civil cases.37 SRLs often experience anxiety while they speak in court and leave their proceedings
feeling shaken and humiliated.38 These feelings may continue for days or even weeks afterwards.
Given these negative emotions and demonstrably worse case outcomes, SRLs frequently report
a loss of faith and confidence in the judicial system.39 SRLs frequently view the courts as unfairly
biased against them simply because they were unable to afford an attorney to represent them
in their cases.40 SRLs also report a lack of confidence in the fairness of the judicial system and a
sense that it is prejudiced against them despite what may be valid legal claims.41 SRLs may feel
excluded by legal processes, especially when they are unaware of obscure rules or details that
a litigant with an attorney might have been able to take advantage of.42 These attitudes may
further discourage litigants and other individuals without the means to pay for an attorney from
seeking courts’ assistance with their legal issues.

C. Principles for online self-help platforms
Despite the serious challenges associated with SRLs’ navigation of the courts, research has
identified numerous ways in which online self-help tools can improve SRLs interactions with the
legal system. On a systemic level, programs for SRLs should be as comprehensive as possible
while maintaining a user-friendly design for SRLs. Similarly, self-help solutions should also be
accessible for SRLs with Limited English Proficiency (LEP), disabilities, or lower levels of education.
To further improve self-help programs, policy solutions should both increase the awareness of
existing resources for SRLs and create a feedback loop in which users can indicate what tools
have the most utility for them.
The ideal self-help ecosystem for SRLs should be comprehensive.43 Such a system would provide
“one-stop shopping” for SRLs where they can diagnose their legal issues, learn about their rights
and potential outcomes, access resources and attorneys, and submit documents to courts.44 In
final_with_final_links_december_2016.pdf.
35 Knowlton et al., 44.
36 “Court Compass Report: Mapping the Future of User Access through Technology,” 2.
37 Knowlton et al., 30-37.
38 Macfarlane, 95.
39 Macfarlane, 110-111.
40 Rebecca L. Sandefur and Thomas M. Clark, “Roles Beyond Lawyers,” 36-37.
41 Knowlton et al., 31-32.
42 Knowlton et al. 31-32.
43 Phil Malone et al., “Preliminary Report: Best Practices in the Use of Technology to Facilitate Access to Justice
Initiatives” (Berkman Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University, July 30, 2010), 13, https://cyber.harvard.edu/
sites/cyber.harvard.edu/files/A2J_Report_Final_073010.pdf.
44 “Preliminary Report”, Appendix A, 1; J. David Griener, Dalie Jimenez, and Lois Lupica, “Self-Help, Reimagined,” Indiana
Law Journal 92, no. 3 (2017): 1146–51.
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a more advanced form, this centralized hub would also allow SRLs to track their cases, receive
actionable alerts, and engage in the mediation and resolution of cases, including enforcing
judgment.45 Although maintaining a comprehensive repository of self-help resources and
solutions is important, these tools must be user-friendly or else risk creating an unnavigable,
confusing tangle of information and features for SRLs. Tools should be intuitive and streamlined,
including the interface for websites.46 Websites should also be navigable, meaning that users can
easily move through topics and sections, while maintaining uniform, consistent, and coherent
design.47
Accessibility is also key to ensuring that self-help solutions are both physically available and
comprehendible to SRLs. On a basic level, friendly tools should be plain language as well as
multilingual.48 For visually impaired or low-literacy users, multimedia resources such as videos
and other audio-visual features allow greater access.49 Finally, for those who may not have access
to a computer or internet in their homes, self-help solutions should include publicly available
technology, such as tablets in courthouses or computer access terminals in public spaces like
libraries.50
To be fully realized, self-help solutions for SRLs must have an outward facing orientation
and accept feedback from their users. Self-help tools’ utility depends on SRLs’ awareness of
their existence. As such, self-help programs should include components that publicize their
effectiveness to SRLs both inside and outside of courthouses.51 A feedback loop between those
administering self-help programs and SRLs can ensure that existing solutions are meeting the
needs of those they are meant to serve. Multiple tools can collect this information, including
exit surveys, individual interviews, or focus groups.52 This feedback is most useful when cross
tabulated by demographic information and stored in databases for future comparison and
evaluation.53 After collecting this information, administrators can adjust self-help solutions to
ensure that they are serving SRLs effectively.

D. Best practices for online help for self-represented litigants
The key components of any self-help center, including the Virtual Court Service Center, are the
programs and tools that SRLs interact with to help them with their cases. Examining applied
research and the programs of other state courts, there are consistent online features and
practices that can empower SRLs in their efforts at self-representation. These best practices
include online triage, LiveHelp services, document assembly programs, accessible online
resources, navigable websites, and the collection of these programs in fully functional selfservice portals.
45 “Preliminary Report,” Appendix. A, 1-2.
46 “Preliminary Report,” 7-12.
47 “Preliminary Report,” 7-12, 18. Griener et al., 1134, 1154, 1158-1160. “Preliminary Report,” 17.
48 Griener et al., 1134-1138, 1142, 1156-1158; Dana D. Dyson and Kathryn Schellenberg, “Access to Justice: The Readability
of Legal Services Corporation Legal Aid Internet Services,” Journal of Poverty 21, no. 2 (June 15, 2016): 142.
49 “Preliminary Report,” 18-19.
50 Rochelle Klempner, “The Case for Court-Based Document Assembly Programs: A Review of the New York Court
System’s ‘DIY’ Forms,” Fordham Urban Law Journal 41, no. 4 (March 2016): 1222–23.
51 Klempner, 1222-1224.; “Preliminary Report,” 31.
52 “Preliminary Report,” 32.
53 Jennifer Romano Bergstrom and Jonathan Strohl, “Improving Government Websites and Surveys With Usability
Testing and User Experience Research,” 2013, 7, https://nces.ed.gov/FCSM/pdf/A3_RomanoBergstrom_2013FCSM.pdf.
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Figure 1.2 Online triage using a
chatbot for housing law cases from
Idaho Legal Aid Services, Inc

This section will outline both the research into the
programs that best serve SRLs and how these best
practices manifest in existing state courts’ self-help
websites. The final portion of this section will review
the online resources available from courts in all fifty
states. Each of the features discussed represents
important practices to consider in the development of a
Virtual Court Service Center in Massachusetts. Based on
Massachusetts’ existing resources and the feasibility of
implementation, LiveHelp services, document assembly
programs, and easier-to-navigate self-help resources
represent the most promising starting points for a VCSC.

1. Online triage
Automated or online triage is a key feature in ensuring
that remote court self-help services direct users to
the proper self-help resources. Generally, triage refers
to connecting users to the proper resources or the
specialized in-person assistance they require for their case
type. Triage can also include sorting complex and simple
cases to reduce staff time spent dealing with easily answered questions at remote or in-person
help centers. Online triage seeks to replicate this service on a court webpage or helpline.
Effective online triage skips the step of in-person review and immediately refers a request for
assistance to the appropriate resources or department.54 Although these processes can follow
several models, users generally answer a series of questions or select their case type before being
routed to informational materials or being connected to LiveHelp services such as phone lines or
chat services. The use of chatbots, computer programs that can have basic conversations with a
user, can also eliminate the need for staff-directed triage and automatically sort litigants seeking
assistance.55
In their most advanced form, these systems take basic information provided by users and direct
them to the case-specific services they need, such as representation, legal information, or
interactive programs.56 Online triage not only ensures that users are receiving the most relevant
information for their cases but also reduces staff time spent discerning what type of case a
user has and what type of assistance he or she needs. At the same time, automated triage’s
deployment on digital self-help portals should not prevent users from identifying their own
legal issue or from being able to retrace their steps to find a different type of legal guidance or
assistance.57 This flexibility prevents user error from reducing navigability.
54 “Preliminary Report,” 49.; Knowlton et al., 10.
55 “Delivering Better Tools to Self-Represented Litigants: Tips for Websites and Document Assembly” (2017 Equal
Justice Conference, Pennsylvania, 2017) https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/directories/pro_bono_
clearinghouse/ejc_2017_11.pdf.
56 Thomas M. Clarke, Richard Zorza, and Katherine Alteneder, “Triage Protocols for Litigant Portals: A Coordinated
Strategy Between Courts and Service Providers” (National Center for State Courts, December 2013), 5, https://ccj.
ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/CCJ/Web%20Documents/Civil%20Justice%20Initiative/Clarke%202014%20
TriageGM.ashx.
57 Clarke et al., “Triage Protocols for Litigant Portals,” 17.
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Most existing state court self-help websites do not use online triage. Given that most state
court websites only have informational resources and not interactive tools, they do not require a
complex system of triage to prevent LiveHelp services from being overwhelmed. The closest most
state court websites come to triage is homepages that are intentionally designed to direct users
to resources for specific case types and, when present, interactive resources. Similarly, the search
function on many websites acts as an initial form of triage for those users looking for specific
self-help materials.
Although examples of triage on state court websites are relatively sparse, Alaska’s and
Maryland’s self-help websites provide the best examples of basic triage systems since both
states offer LiveHelp services to court users through their websites. In the Maryland People’s Law
Library, a menu on the top of the homepage offers three separate options for website users. In
allowing users to choose between legal services, LiveHelp, and self-help materials, the webpage
allows users to both quickly find what they need and encourages them not to reach out to
LiveHelp services for basic questions that can be answered by the list of common concerns on the
far left of the menu. Similarly, the Alaska Family Law Self-Help Center also provides a disclaimer
that users should read the website before calling the self-help phone line.
Figure 1.3: Introduction for homepage of Maryland People’s Law Library

Figure 1.4: Alaska Family Law Self-Help Center disclaimer
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2. LiveHelp
Although online features such as document assembly programs and self-help resources have
the potential to assist many SRLs, a significant portion of litigants, especially those with limited
technological skills, will always require direct assistance from self-help centers. Self-help
services, however, can be provided remotely through LiveHelp programs. Live assistance via
phonelines and web-based platforms allows for more efficient use of self-help centers’ staff time
and represents an important complement to automated services.58 LiveHelp services fill in the
gaps of self-help websites by giving users an option to receive human assistance on questions
that are too specific to their individual cases to be answered through self-help materials.
LiveHelp can include an array of services including phone lines, video chat, and messaging via selfhelp webpages. Although not digital, phone lines are still the most powerful tool for LiveHelp
services. Phone lines ensure accessibility as chat services tend to favor those who are educated
and technologically literate.59 Phone lines also can allow for deeper connections with court users
who may prefer a level of human interaction to legal processes completed entirely online.60 At
the same time, chat services are the most efficient method as they allow staff or automated
systems to send pre-written text with legal information and guidance to users.61
Online self-help services with the option for receiving services through messaging or phone lines
also report higher user satisfaction from webpages than those provided without LiveHelp.62
Besides user satisfaction, these programs also show evidence of real-world effectiveness. A study
of a videoconferencing system for SRLs in California found that 70% of those receiving remote
assistance filed forms related to their cases and 80% obtained relief in their cases.63 Similarly,
84 to 89% of SRLs in Utah who received remote assistance for divorce cases successfully
completed their cases in a timely fashion.64 Both of these studies indicate how LiveHelp services
not only inform court users but also empower them to take practical steps to resolve their cases
efficiently.

58 “Preliminary Report,” 49.
59 Sarah Coffrey Frush, (2018, 5 October). Phone interview with J. Hofstetter.
60 Sarah Coffrey Frush, (2018, 5 October).
61 Sarah Coffrey Frush, (2018, 5 October); Lonni Kyhos Summers (2018, 27 December). Phone interview with J. Hofstetter.
62 “Preliminary Report,” 51.
63 John Greacen, “Serving Self-Represented Litigants Remotely: A Resource Guide” (Self-Represented Litigation
Network, July 1, 2016), 24, https://www.srln.org/system/files/attachments/Remote%20Guide%20Final%208-1616_0.pdf.
64 John Greacen, “Serving Self-Represented Litigants Remotely: A Resource Guide,” 23.
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Figure 1.5: LiveHelp from Maryland Courts Self-Help Center webpage

Minnesota, Utah, Maryland, and Alaska all offer LiveHelp services while a larger number of states
offer users chat programs with law librarians or the phone lines of clerks’ offices. Although direct
communication with law librarians is helpful to SRLs, it does not represent the same level of
assistance offered by dedicated centers of attorneys and paralegals to answer the legal questions
of SRLs. Maryland’s People’s Law Library, Minnesota’s Self-Help Centers and Utah’s Self-Help
Center all offer LiveHelp assistance via phone, messaging/email, and in the case of Utah, texting.
Alaska only offers a phone line for court users to call.
Figure 1.6: Utah Self-Help Center LiveHelp information
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3. Guided interviews and document assembly programs
Guided interviews and document assembly programs are two related features that enable court
users to easily fill out forms and find appropriate self-help materials with limited in-person
assistance.65 Guided interviews refer to programs that allow users to answer questions and
enter information regarding their case in an easy-to-understand process. This information can
either direct users to appropriate self-help resources or be used for the completion of document
assembly programs.66 If used for document assembly programs, the information collected is
mapped onto a set of documents which is delivered to the user at the end of the session. Through
this system, users can finish an online interview with a complete set of legal forms for their cases
that they can either e-file or submit to the court.67
Guided interviews and document assembly programs are powerful tools for online self-help
since they “convey simple, organized information and guidance” in an accessible manner for SRLs
without the need for court staff assistance.68 The use of background questions also provides a
form of triage that blocks users who have different case types from filling out incorrect forms.
Similarly, the autofill features of document assembly programs ensure the correct completion
of court forms and reduce user uncertainty about what information goes where. For court staff,
auto-complete forms can reduce the amount of staff time spent filling out forms for litigants.
A study of interactive forms provided by Idaho Legal Aid Services confirmed that document
assembly programs saved both SRLs’ and clerks’ time and reduced the number of SRL-filled out
forms that were rejected by courts.69
Several state courts and many legal aid organizations currently use document assembly
programs to assist SRLs in filling out the paperwork they need for their cases. Among state court
websites, both Oregon’s iForms program and New York’s Do-It-Yourself (DIY) collection of forms
represent models for how state courts can leverage document assembly programs to aid SRLs.
Both webpages give court users the opportunity to complete legal forms in accessible and easyto-understand formats for housing and family law cases.
The Oregon Courts’ Self-Help Center webpage allows users to complete interactive forms for a
range of types of civil cases. This document assembly program, known as iForms, allow users to
select their case type and then fill in fields that are mapped onto legal forms that can be e-filed
with the court online. The online forms are available for a range of cases including family, small
claims, eviction, and restraining orders. In addition, the ability to e-file forms completed online
provides users with the added convenience of not having to print out forms and then file them.

65 “Preliminary Report,” 24.
66 “Preliminary Report,” 16.; Knowlton et al., 9.
67 Document assembly programs use specially designed software such as Access to Justice Author, a program developed
specifically for guided interviews and document assembly (a full discussion of this program and its components can
be found in the Berkman Center’s report that was prepared for the Trial Court in 2010).
68 “Preliminary Report,” 16.
69 Richard Zorza. “Idaho Legal Aid Interactive Forms Evaluation” (Idaho Legal Aid Services, October 2010), 18.
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Figure 1.7: Oregon interactive online form home

Figure 1.8: Oregon document assembly page through iForm system

Using the DIY program, residents of New York can select their case type and complete a
document assembly program to initiate their cases. The DIY Forms webpage allows users to
complete forms for a range of civil cases including family, housing, and consumer debt cases.
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Figure 1.9: DIY Forms homepage

The DIY Forms webpage also provides a version of triage by first providing an informational screen
about the document assembly program the user is about to utilize. In order to ensure users are
filling out the correct forms, the DIY Forms also employ a rigorous set of screening questions.
New York does not currently permit e-filing, so users must print out the packet of forms they
receive at the end of the program and bring it to court for filing. Beyond being well-designed and
intuitive to use, the DIY Forms have shown success through evidence-based research. A study
specific to DIY Forms also found that litigants found them easy-to-use, empowering, and helpful
in moving their cases forward.70
Figure 1.10: Informational page preparing user to complete DIY Form

70

Rochelle Klempner, “The Case for Court-Based Document Assembly Programs: A Review of the New York Court
System’s ‘DIY’ Forms,” Fordham Urban Law Journal 41, no. 4 (March 2016): 1198–1214.
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Figure 1.11: Guided interview at start of program to ensure eligibility

4. Accessibility
As mentioned in the previous subsection, accessibility ensures that self-help solutions have
utility for the wide range of SRLs from diverse backgrounds who will be using them. Although
accessibility can encompass several categories, it primarily refers to tools and resources that are
both physically available and comprehendible to SRLs. Self-help resources should be multilingual
for LEP users as well as accessible for users with disabilities.71 For all users of online self-help
services, resources and programs should be mobile-optimized and use techniques such as popups and how-to guides to ensure that resources are easy to understand and use.
The growing number of court users who are LEP will also continue to require tools and
information pages that can be entirely translated into common languages.72 Translation can
be a slow and expensive process, so the best language access strategies first complete the
translation of key phrases and of particularly key disclaimers or documents.73 For LiveHelp tools
such as phone lines and messaging, interpretation is also necessary either through the use of
bilingual staff or telephonic interpretation services. For users with disabilities, features such as
voice chats or pages that can be read back to users are necessary.74 Videos, audio, and PowerPoint
presentations can also increase access to sites for users with disabilities.75 The benefits of these
features are not limited to users with disabilities, however, as videos and other audio-visual
features allow greater access for low-literacy users.76
Figure 1.12: Options for different languages on the People’s Law Library of Maryland

71 “Preliminary Report,” 18.
72 “Preliminary Report,” 18.
73 “Preliminary Report,” 13.
74 “Preliminary Report,” 21.
75 “Preliminary Report,” 21.
76 “Preliminary Report,” 18-19.
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Figure 1.13: Informational videos from Indiana Judicial Branch’s Self-Service Legal Center
webpage

All online self-help resources need to be accessible and easy to use on mobile devices.77 Mobilefriendly tools are more convenient for many users as they allow litigants to access information
or tools anywhere and at any time and not just when they have access to a laptop or desktop
computer. Mobile-friendly tools also create more inclusive self-help resources since many of
those people who depend on their smartphones for internet are from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds.78 At the same time, there will continue to be segments of the populations using
civil courts that do not have any access to reliable internet. As such, self-help solutions should
include publicly available technology in courthouses, along with computer access terminals in
other public spaces.79
In addition to ensuring that those with lower levels of English proficiency, literacy, and internet
access can utilize online self-help resources, there are several practical techniques online
self-help resources should use in order to ensure they are useful for those with lower levels
of technological literacy and legal knowledge. Courts’ self-help pages should avoid the use of
hyperlinks and limit the number of PDFs presented to users. Hyperlinks that navigate users
away from the page they are using reduce the navigability of resources, especially for those with
limited experience using technology.80 Similarly, PDFs often lead to users becoming “lost” and are
often difficult for users to read online.81 PDFs also reduce how “searchable” terms and phrases
can be on websites.82
77 “Court Compass Report: Mapping the Future of User Access through Technology,” 12.; “Delivering Better Tools to
Self-Represented Litigants: Tips for Websites and Document Assembly” (2017 Equal Justice Conference, Pennsylvania,
2017), 42.
78 “Internet/Broadband Fact Sheet” (Pew Research Center, February 5, 2018), http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/
internet-broadband/.
79 Rochelle Klempner, “The Case for Court-Based Document Assembly Programs: A Review of the New York Court
System’s ‘DIY’ Forms,” 1222-1223.
80 “Delivering Better Tools to Self-Represented Litigants: Tips for Websites and Document Assembly,” 39.
81 “Delivering Better Tools to Self-Represented Litigants,” 3.
82 “Delivering Better Tools to Self-Represented Litigants,” 3.
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Self-help websites should also provide orientation for users who are unfamiliar with the court
system and the legal processes for their case. How-to guides that provide simple, step-by-step
guidance give users an opportunity to understand the broader process into which their forms,
filings, and court dates fit. Even more basic information, such as how to dress in court and how
to speak to judges can be useful for SRLs who are often intimidated by and unfamiliar with court
processes. Currently, 44% of all state courts’ self-help pages contain these basic orientation
materials.
Figure 1.14: Step-by-step guide on divorce from the California Courts Self-Help Center

Figure 1.15: Orientation on court basics from California Courts Self-Help Center
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Figure 1.16: Information on preparing for court, Indiana Judicial Branch’s Self-Service Legal
Center

Although self-help resources should aim to be as plain language as possible, legal terminology
is often necessary, especially when explaining court processes or paperwork. A best practice for
courts self-help pages is to provide pop-ups that users can click on to receive plain-language
definitions of legal terms.83 Through this tool, users can either click or hover over a term that will
then be defined in clear language on their screen.
Figure 1.17: Pop-up from a New York DIY divorce form

83

“Preliminary Report,” 13.
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5. Navigability
Although the features and practices detailed in this section all represent powerful tools for SRLs,
they can become a confusing tangle of information and programs if they are not organized in a
navigable manner. To achieve a navigable self-help website, resources and webpages should be
intuitive and streamlined, including the interface for websites.84 This step ensures that users –
especially those who have a lower level of technological literacy -- can easily move through topics
and sections.85
Many existing state court self-help websites suffer from a lack of navigability. Typically, court
websites that are not navigable fail to provide users with a clear homepage that can direct them
to resources or do not include sidebars that serve as guides and allow users to easily move from
topic to topic. An overreliance on PDFs, hyperlinks, and long, text-heavy webpages also limits
users’ ability to collect information on their cases and easily navigate between the resources
presented. There are, however, an extensive number of websites from state courts and legal aid
organizations that do provide excellent levels of navigability for users, particularly the self-help
websites from Oregon and California.
The homepage of state courts’ self-help centers provides an important first step in navigability.
Two examples from California and Alaska are provided below. Alaska’s succeeds in providing
links to common concerns that are also explained in plain language. California’s self-help
center homepage displays the most common case types for which users would search, while
also offering an option for users to find more detailed pages listed alphabetically. In addition,
Maryland’s People’s Law Library includes an easy-to-understand homepage that directs users to
LiveHelp or other resources in a clear manner. All these approaches ensure that users can quickly
find the information they need without having to dig through the website.
Figure 1.18: Alaska Family Law Self-Help Center homepage

84
85
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“Preliminary Report,” 7-12.
“Preliminary Report,” 7-12.
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Figure 1.19: California Courts Self-Help Center homepage

Figure 1.20: Maryland People’s Law Library homepage

After users have found the page for the information or case type they are seeking, a navigable
court website should allow users to move between topics and subtopics while maintaining an
understanding of where they are on the webpage. Navigational sidebars are particularly effective
in allowing users to know where they are and where they can go from the resources they are
using. California’s and Oregon’s self-help pages both use these sidebars well and present self-help
information in a way that is easy to understand and move through. These sections flow, allowing
users to move naturally through the progression of a case as they gather legal information from
the webpage. As such, these pages provide users with the specific information they need for their
cases in addition to a general outline of how their cases will progress through the court system.
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Figure 1.21: Divorce self-help resources from Oregon Self-Help Center

Figure 1.22: California Courts Self-Help Center resources with convenient side menu for
navigation
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Figure 1.23: California Courts Self-Help Center with navigable menu and process displayed in
resources

6. Individualized self-service portals
Self-service portals represent the culmination of self-help tools, features, and resources into
a single, individualized profile. These portals would provide an ideal, comprehensive self-help
ecosystem for SRLs.86 Self-service portals would provide “one-stop shopping” for SRLs where
they could diagnose their legal issues, learn about their rights and cases, access resources and
attorneys, and generate and electronically submit documents to courts.87 In a more advanced
form, this centralized hub would also allow SRLs to track their cases, receive actionable alerts,
and engage in the mediation and resolution of cases, including enforcing judgment.88
Self-service portals present a dashboard or home screen to inform court users about their cases
and provide them with options to complete or review court processes online.89 In order to provide
a complete orientation for court users, effective self-service portals give users case status,
updates, and next steps, as well as options for future action. For example, a user should be able
to check their upcoming court dates and see what action items he or she can complete prior to
the next step in the case. To access this information, users can either create profiles which they
can return to or log in using secure information provided by the court.90
86
87
88
89
90

“Preliminary Report,” 13.
“Preliminary Report,” Appendix A, 1.; Griener et. al., 1146-1151.
“Preliminary Report,” Appendix A, 1-2.
“Preliminary Report,” Appendix A, 1-2.
Thomas M. Clarke, “Building a Litigant Portal: Business and Technical Requirements” (National Center for State
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Self-service portals also prevent users from accessing extraneous or incorrect information for
their cases. These platforms provide users with only the information and guidance needed for
their case.91 This component prevents court users from accessing informational guides or filling
out forms that are not relevant to their cases. More importantly, personalized dashboards with
specific to-do lists also prevent litigants from filing the incorrect paperwork for their cases.
By reducing confusion and time wasted on irrelevant resources, individualized profiles can
streamline court users’ experiences.
Currently, there are no statewide individualized self-service portals that achieve all the described
features and goals. More limited existing self-service features include Litigant Case Manager
(LCM) which provides case management for court users and can be combined with case alerts,
as it uses Customer Relationship Manager (CRM) software through the Orange County Court
in California.92 Similarly, U.S. Bankruptcy Courts allow users to track their cases and receive
electronic case updates from the Court through Debtor Electronic Noticing (DeBN).93 As such
self-service portals represent a long-term goal that would be most effective once e-filing,
LiveHelp, electronic tracking of cases, and document assembly programs were all already
established.
Figure 1.24: Litigant Case Manager home screen from the Orange County, CA court system

Courts, November 2015), 17, https://www.srln.org/system/files/attachments/Report%20Building%20a%20
Litigant%20Portal%20%28Clarke%202015%29.pdf.
91 “Court Compass Report: Mapping the Future of User Access through Technology,” 5.; Thomas M. Clarke, “Building a
Litigant Portal: Business and Technical Requirements,” 17.
92 “Court Compass Report,” 6.
93 “Court Compass Report,” 6.
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E. Existing online resources per state
State court websites across the United States offer a variety of online tools to assist selfrepresented litigants. The availability of specific types of resources, however, varies widely from
state to state, creating an uneven network of self-help resources across the country. While nearly
all states provide SRLs with access to basic court forms, less than a quarter have implemented
document assembly programs or LiveHelp services. In addition, while almost every state offers
connections to legal aid organizations, only half provide general tips for appearing in court.
This section will examine the overall state of online self-help tools across the United States by
detailing our findings on each state courts’ online resources available to litigants.

1. Methodology
To identify the existing online resources for SRLs at the state level, Massachusetts Appleseed
examined the official court self-help websites for all 50 states, as well as the District of Columbia
and Puerto Rico. While many legal aid websites provide a wealth of knowledge for SRLs and
interactive features, we excluded them from this study since this report aims to focus on courtrun websites. For each state and US territory, the availability of the following resources was
examined: LiveHelp features, document assembly programs, e-Filing (for SRLs and/or attorneys),
court forms, case-specific legal information, court basics, connections to legal aid, common legal
terms, and language options. Massachusetts Appleseed employed the following definitions and
standards for our analysis:
▪▪ LiveHelp: any phone number, email address, or chat function that allows SRLs to receive
information about their case and/or assistance with court forms. LiveHelp does not include
law libraries or general office phone numbers, such as clerks or administrative directories.
▪▪ Document assembly programs: guided interview programs that allow SRLs to compile and
fill out the correct documents for their cases.
▪▪ e-Filing: the option for SRLs and/or attorneys to submit court forms online.
▪▪ Case-specific information: general information about the various types of cases that
SRLs may encounter, along with specific guidance on how to navigate them. For example,
“how-to” guides for a divorce, adoption, or tenancy case would qualify as case-specific
information.
▪▪ Court basics: general tips for appearing in court such as attire, acceptable behavior, and
court protocols.
▪▪ Connections to legal aid: a hyperlink, email, phone number, or chat function that connects
SRLs with legal aid organizations.
▪▪ Common legal terms: a glossary of legal terms written in plain language.
▪▪ Language options: court websites were categorized as English-only, English & Spanish,
or 3+ languages. While this investigation does not require that the entire website be
translatable, most self-help resources must have been available in at least one other
language to receive the “English & Spanish” or “3+ language” categorization.
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2. Findings
Our analysis found that self-help resources provided by state courts are widespread though
regularly lacking in the interactive features that have the most utility for SRLs. Most states
offer online connections to legal aid and access to court forms, while about half of states offer
case-specific information, basic court tips, and glossaries of common legal terms. In addition,
while e-filing is becoming increasingly prevalent on court websites, some states still reserve
this resource for attorneys and their clients. LiveHelp and document assembly, two of the most
technologically advanced resources, are relatively scarce with less than a quarter of states
offering these tools. Finally, English-only websites make up nearly half of state court websites,
followed by multilingual and bilingual websites, respectively.
Figure 1.25 shows select statistics (in both raw number and percentage form) of the availability
of online legal resources nationwide. For a full breakdown of the resources by state, please see
Appendix A.
Figure 1.25: Existing self-help resources per state
Online Resources

Number of States

Percentage

Connections to legal aid

49

94.2%

Court forms

47

90.4%

e-Filing

37

71.2%

e-Filing for attorneys only

10

19.2%

e-Filing for SRLs & attorneys

27

51.9%

Common legal terms (legal glossary)

28

53.9%

Case-specific information

27

51.9%

Court basics

23

44.2%

English-only:

23

44.2%

English & Spanish

11

21.2%

3+ languages

18

34.6%

LiveHelp

11

21.2%

Document assembly programs

8

15.4%

E-filing is becoming the norm across the United States, but in many states, it is limited to
attorneys, their clients, and court staff. In states where SRLs are permitted to e-file, they must
often complete several hours of training before receiving access to the programs. Additionally,
e-filing is not as useful for SRLs without document assembly programs. Although many SRLs can
e-file, if they are unsure how to fill out the forms due to a lack of guided interviews, the resource
may go unused. When SRLs are unable to e-file through document assembly programs, or are
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prohibited from e-Filing altogether, they are denied the same access that people represented by
lawyers receive for the same types of cases, creating an unjust disparity.
State courts are doing better at providing on-line resources such as online case-specific
information, court basics, and glossaries of common legal terms. These resources do not require
complex algorithms or development, and they do not require staff to regularly service them. The
relatively low cost of placing these resources, as well as court forms, online most likely explains
why so many courts have begun offering them on their websites. Yet, despite these features being
low-hanging fruit for expanding access to SRLs, over half of all state courts websites are missing
at least one of these resources.
It is also important to note that this report only considers the availability of these resources,
not their quality in each state court. Due to a lack of a clear system for evaluation, we also did
not consider the navigability of the court websites, their visual aesthetics, or the quality of their
translations. As a result, even where a state is marked as having specific resources, it is not
necessarily true that the state courts’ website or resources are effective and accessible for court
users. In fact, resources that are available but neither accessible nor helpful may serve little to no
purpose for SRLs.
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II. EXISTING RESOURCES IN MASSACHUSETTS
Massachusetts has made significant, though incomplete, progress in providing remote self-help
services and resources for court users. The Trial Court provides an extensive collection of self-help
documents and forms, although the collection of these resources on Mass.gov lacks navigability
and plain language explanations. The Trial Court, Attorney General’s Office, and several other
state agencies also provide legal information and tools for court users, but these programs are
severely limited in scope. Overall, Massachusetts’ self-help resources also suffer from a lack of
interactive features, such as document assembly programs or LiveHelp services, that have been
shown to benefit SRLs in other states.
This section will review the existing legal self-help resources provided by the Commonwealth’s
court system and government. In addition to indicating which resources exist, this section will
also review the self-help materials’ effectiveness in relation to the criteria laid out in the Best
Practices section of this report. In order to best compare these resources to those listed in the
Best Practices section of this report, the existing resources in Massachusetts will be sorted into
the following categories:

A. LiveHelp
The court system of Massachusetts currently does not offer LiveHelp services to self-represented
litigants or court users. The Law Libraries feature the closest example to LiveHelp provided
through the courts. A chat function for the Law Libraries’ webpage allows users to message
librarians in order to receive help in finding relevant cases, laws, and references for their cases.
This interactive feature also enables users to email more complicated questions to librarians and
to text their questions to librarians. Although useful, this feature does not represent LiveHelp
since librarians cannot provide users with direct information on their cases or assist them with
taking legal action. Although limited to those using the Law Libraries, the current messaging
system represents an important model for the creation of an instant messaging feature for a
potential VCSC.
Figure 2.1: Chat function on Law Libraries’ webpage
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B. Document assembly programs and court forms
Although the Trial Court does provide a large number of court forms online through the Trial
Court’s website, the only document assembly programs in Massachusetts are offered by the
Attorney General’s Office (AGO) and the Small Claims Court.
The Attorney General Office’s website allows users to fill out consumer complaint forms online.
Because it does not use guided interviews, this program does not screen out those who are not
eligible or ensure that users are entering the correct information. Despite this drawback, the
program is an effective model for the VCSC since it allows users to complete legal forms in a
relatively intuitive way from the convenience of wherever they access the internet.
Like the AGO, the Small Claims Court page allows users to begin filing their cases online. Unlike
the AGO, however, the Small Claims Court online form provides a traditional guided interview
and document assembly program. Users answer a series of questions, and the program then
auto-fills the required forms and submits them to the courts. Due to its guided interview
structure, this feature ensures that forms are completed correctly. Coupled with the information
and disclaimers provided at the start of the guided interview which act as a form of triage, this
program represents a powerful tool for SRLs in Massachusetts and a promising model for the
expansion of document assembly programs for the VCSC.
Figure 2.2: Portion of online form to file a consumer complaint function on the Attorney
General Office’s
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Figure 2.3: Guided interview for filing of Small Claims Court case

Although lacking in document assembly programs, the Trial Court’s self-help resources do
provide court users with extensive access to court forms and instructions for completing them
through the Courts Self-Help webpage and the Law Libraries’ website. For each case type listed
on the Courts Self-Help webpage, users can access a repository of forms that relate to their case.
Most of these forms include instructions on filling them out, along with the documents that
must be submitted with the forms. Embedding the forms as part of the step-by-step instructions
for each case type also enhances their utility for SRLs. The primary issue with the availability
of these forms is that many users may not have the education, English language fluency, or
literacy levels required to understand how to fill out the forms, especially given that many of the
instructions are not written in plain language. Guided interviews, document assembly programs,
and plain language instructions would make these forms even more accessible for court users.
Figure 2.4: Instructions for filing forms, not in plain language
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Figure 2.5: Example of available forms on the Massachusetts Courts Self-Help webpage

C. Case-specific resources, information on court basics, connections to
legal aid, and language options
Through the Courts Self-Help webpage as well as the websites of several state agencies,
Massachusetts offers an extensive collection of informational self-help resources for court users
and SRLs. This subsection will deal with several of the interrelated aspects of self-help websites
evaluated in other states, specifically case-specific resources, information on court basics,
connections to legal aid, and options for reviewing resources in languages other than English.
Massachusetts provides all these resources to court users, but their presentation, especially
through the Courts Self-Help page, suffer from a lack of navigability.

1. Case-specific resources
Through the Courts Self-Help webpage, the Trial Court provides an extensive range of legal
information on a variety of civil and criminal concerns. This information is organized by case
type with the initial categories on the home page including sections such as “Court Basics” as
well as case-specific pages on civil, consumer, criminal, family, and housing court cases. As
displayed below, these sections also provide links to the most common types of cases associated
with each type of law. From the homepage, users can find both their legal issue as well as the
most common actions or case types associated. In addition to the Trial Court’s webpage, similar
case-specific information guides are available on the websites of other state agencies such as
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housing concerns from the AGO and the adoptions process from the Department of Children and
Families.
Figure 2.6: Examples of case-specific links on the Courts Self-Help webpage
To the Trial Court’s credit, dozens of types of cases are provided on the website. This section will
trace through the process of divorce to succinctly illustrate the types of resources available to
SRLs and other court users on the webpage. To start the process, a litigant finds the “Divorce”
section through the homepage and then can select several common topics or view the entire
menu for the section. The expanded section of the Divorce category then provides court users
with both a list of common tasks relating to divorce as well as further information on the court
processes and forms needed to complete or respond to a divorce.
Figure 2.7: Header for Divorce section of the Courts Self-Help webpage
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Figure 2.8: Homepage for Divorce section of the Courts Self-Help website

The information on divorce includes a plethora of legal information for SRLs that guides them
on what kind of divorce they might have and what forms or actions are then needed for the case.
The how-to portion of these pages also provides step-by-step guides explaining how litigants
can complete the tasks required for their cases. Although providing plenty of information, the
webpage uses some legal jargon such as “no-fault 1B divorce” that could be confusing for SRLs.
Similarly, the lack of an obvious step-by-step guide on the homepage could also inhibit SRLs
ability to use the page.
After clicking on a divorce type, the webpage provides a useful step-by-step guide for litigants
outlining the process, steps, and forms needed for moving the case forward. Presented in a clear,
visually appealing format, this page represents a powerful self-help tool for SRLs though it does
require a significant amount of navigation and pre-existing knowledge about case type to access.
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Figure 2.9: Step-by-step directions for a 1A divorce from the Courts Self-Help webpage

Of particular use for SRLs and all court users is the list of forms needed for each type of divorce.
This guide allows court users to fill out their forms in PDF format and understand what fees are
required before going to court. These sections should enable SRLs to come to court with both
complete paperwork packages for their cases as well as a basic understanding of how those
forms fit into the broader civil process of their cases. The lack of document assembly tools,
however, could lead to users filling out the forms incorrectly or requiring in-person assistance to
properly complete the paperwork.
Figure 2.10: Instructions on filing forms for a 1A divorce on the Courts Self-Help webpage

42

Turning on the Lights

The Trial Court also provides some case-specific resources for users in audiovisual formats. Most
notably, through the Small Claims Court users can watch easy-to-understand videos that lay out
the entire process of a small claims case. These videos are a powerful tool for court users and
SRLs who may struggle with understanding dense written resources. Funded by a Technology
Innovation Grant from the Legal Services Corporation, this feature of Massachusetts’ selfhelp materials represents a promising model for the expansion of audiovisual resources in the
development of a VCSC.
Figure 2.11: Self-Help videos on Small Claims cases

Overall, these resources suffer from a lack of navigability. The Courts Self-Help page does not
offer a navigational sidebar like other state’s self-help websites, preventing users from seeing
where they are on the website and the specific resources for their case. The self-help resources
provided for users are most effective for those litigants who know what type of case they have
and what general course of action they need to take. The issue, however, is that many SRLs may
not understand their legal issues well enough to navigate through the Courts Self-Help page
effectively.

2. Court basics and legal glossary
In addition to its extensive collection of self-help information specific to different case types,
another strength of the Courts Self-Help webpage is its collection of resources on court basics
for SRLs. These resources provide general tips for appearing in court such as attire, acceptable
behavior, how to address the court, and legal protocols. On the Courts Self-Help site, the “Basic
Help” section includes instructions on “How to conduct yourself in court” and “Representing
Yourself in a Civil Case.” The section also provides a glossary of legal terms to help court users
understand legal jargon.
The “Representing Yourself in Civil Case” section provides exactly the type of guidance that many
SRLs need for their cases. The home screen provides an array of options including links to how
to navigate court processes, get legal assistance from CSCs, and how to advocate for oneself
in court. This type of information, though at times difficult to navigate through the existing
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webpage, is incredibly important, especially for those litigants seeking general legal information
or how-to guidance on court procedures for their cases.
Figure 2.12: Tips on court procedure for litigants from the Courts Self-Help page

Figure 2.13: Homepage for “Representing Yourself in Court” section of the Courts Self-Help site
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The self-help page also provides an extensive collection of pages explaining exactly how the
court process works for civil cases, including orientations on who is who in a courthouse and
how and when different parts of a case should be completed. Each subsection also provides a
detailed description of how the process of a civil case proceeds and what needs to be completed
by a litigant at each stage of the case. These descriptions are also written in relatively plain
language, allowing litigants who do not have higher levels of education to understand what each
step and stage of a case signifies and requires. In order to facilitate further accessibility to these
documents, each page is also offered as a printable PDF at the end of each section.
Figure 2.14: Explanation of court processes for SRLs
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Figure 2.15: Definitions of legal terminology for SRLs

3. Connections to legal aid and language options
Through the basic help section of the Courts Self-Help page, the Trial Court also provides users
with connections to legal aid if they need representation. Through a link, users can also access
MassLegalHelp.org, a website that also provides extensive self-help information to residents
of Massachusetts. The Courts Self-Help page also displays information on “Lawyer for a Day”
programs and Court Service Centers, as well as traditional representation from private attorneys
and legal aid organizations. Notably, the section on finding representation features steps on how
to work with a lawyer and what rights clients have regarding their attorneys. These additional
instructions on how to ensure quality representation are important for those litigants who
choose to pay for representation and need further guidance on how to protect their interests
when hiring an attorney.
The Courts Self-Help page also provides an intuitive option for users with Limited English
Proficiency (LEP). Through an icon on the top of the Trial Court’s website, users can select from
twelve different languages commonly spoken in Massachusetts. Although our research has not
been able to verify the quality of these translations, the option for so many different languages
on much of the self-help website provides a tremendous boost to the accessibility of the Trial
Court’s resources to LEP users. That said, many of the forms and instructions for filling out court
forms are still only available in English.
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Figure 2.16 The Courts Self-Help webpage translated into Russian

D. Review of Massachusetts resources
Overall the Courts Self-Help page provides a diverse collection of powerful tools for litigants
who seek to represent themselves in civil court. Although providing an extensive amount of
useful information for SRLs, the Courts Self-Help webpage can be difficult to use given its lack
of navigability. In addition, the self-help resources are most useful for those who know exactly
what type of case they have. Litigants who do not know what type of case they have or who do
not even know if they have a legal issue may have higher levels of difficulty finding the resources
they need on the webpage. The Trial Court also deserves credit for its dedication to providing
language access and explaining court basics to SRLs.
At the same time, the lack of interactive tools such as document assembly programs or
LiveHelp features limits the utility of the Courts Self-Help page. Without online triage or guided
interviews, users may complete the wrong paperwork for their cases or file incorrect forms with
clerks’ offices. Many of these litigants seeking help with their cases may not be technologically
literate or may lack the necessary education level to put together an entire civil case, even
with instructions. In many cases, these individuals may not even know what type of case they
are dealing with. Without concrete guidance from CSCs or legal professionals through remote
services, this population will continue to struggle to complete and file cases no matter how many
resources the Courts Self-Help page provides.
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III. FINDINGS
Our analysis of intake data from Court Service Centers and surveys of court staff, CSC users, and
stakeholders all illustrate how SRLs interact with the Massachusetts court system as well as the
ways that the Trial Court could employ online features to meet the needs of SRLs. Overall, our
findings indicate a high demand for assistance with filling out forms, navigating court processes,
and obtaining legal information, largely for Family and Probate Court cases. Our surveys and
data point to common challenges for SRLs and an enthusiasm for online tools such as document
assembly, how-to guides, and LiveHelp services.

A. Stakeholders
As part of our research on a Virtual Court Service Center, Massachusetts Appleseed sent out
two rounds of surveys to stakeholders whose work regularly involves self-represented litigants.
The stakeholders surveyed included those who provide legal assistance to litigants and others
who provide social services such as housing, food, or counseling to low income populations
that regularly include SRLs. Due to this diverse set of stakeholders, the surveys collected for this
report provided insight into populations that regularly include SRLs rather than solely individuals
who sought out direct representation from legal aid groups.
Surveying stakeholders provides valuable input for the potential creation of a VCSC due to the
breadth and depth of the stakeholders’ interactions with SRLs. These individuals have interacted
with large numbers of SRLs over their careers, giving them a broad sense of the common
challenges facing those without representation in Massachusetts’ court system. In addition, their
roles as attorneys, advocates, and service providers have allowed them to gain a large-scale,
systematic understanding of the issues SRLs face.

1. Profile of stakeholders surveyed
A total of 29 experts from 27 organizations in Massachusetts responded to the surveys
Massachusetts Appleseed disseminated. These stakeholders included executive directors,
program managers, and attorneys from a range of non-profits and service providers. The sample
of stakeholders represents a broad swath of individuals who work on issues pertaining to SRLs on
both staff and supervisory levels. The individuals surveyed had an average of 9 years of experience
working in their respective fields and reported working with both court users and SRLs on a
regular basis. The stakeholders completed the surveys with the promise of anonymity, but a full
list of the contacted organizations can be found in Appendix B.
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Figure 3.1: How frequently do you interact with court users in the course of your job?

Figure 3.2: How frequently do you interact with self-represented litigants in the course of your
job?

2. Stakeholders’ perspectives on self-represented litigants
The stakeholders surveyed for this project indicated that the SRLs they have interacted with have
common challenges navigating the legal system in Massachusetts. In terms of case type, SRLs are
most common in family, housing, consumer, and juvenile law cases. Specifically, the stakeholders
cited guardianship, divorce, custody, and child support as the most frequent cases in which
litigants represent themselves. Although they identified serious challenges, the stakeholders
surveyed also pointed towards several policies that could assist SRLs such as help with filling out
forms and greater access to legal guidance on their cases.
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Stakeholders also reported that SRLs face serious obstacles in their efforts at pro se
representation. According to the surveys conducted for this project, stakeholders identified
three primary challenges SRLs face: not understanding court processes and norms, lacking
the communication skills to represent themselves, and not trusting the court system to fairly
consider their cases.
Figure 3.3: Primary challenges for self-represented litigants in Massachusetts

“The biggest challenge is the lack of readily comprehensible information available to self-represented
litigants. The information is simply not delivered to them in a way they can understand. The selfrepresented litigants face certain limitations, whether it be a lack of orientation or educational
limitation, that prevents them from being able to digest even well-articulated information.”
-Anonymous Stakeholder

“Those of us that work in courts take
a lot of knowledge for granted from
little things like where to stand in the
courtroom to understanding burdens of
proof and relevant evidence.”
-Anonymous Stakeholder
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“A lot of the time, I see clients who have
already tried to represent themselves in
court, and so their situations are worse
off than if they had had a lawyer or other
information from the start.”
-Anonymous Stakeholder
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Stakeholders also identified several resources that would better serve SRLs. Most notably,
the stakeholders called for greater legal representation for SRLs, whether through legal
assistance programs or an expansion of “Lawyer for a Day” programs that currently exist at
many courthouses. In addition to expanded representation, stakeholders also identified helping
court users fill out the correct paperwork for their cases as a key step to aid SRLs. Stakeholders
also called for greater translation services and new online tools such as instructional videos or
document assembly programs.
Regarding existing services for SRLs, stakeholders also identified Court Service Centers and
“Lawyer for the Day” programs as being important resources for SRLs. Several stakeholders called
for the Trial Court to expand these services’ capacity to serve SRLs, reflecting a confidence in the
self-help resources the Trial Court has set up to serve SRLs.

3. Stakeholder views on a Virtual Court Service Center
In the final section of our surveys, we asked stakeholders to rate from 1 to 5 (with 1 being the
highest) which features of an online court service center would be most helpful for SRLs. The
stakeholders broadly agreed that LiveHelp features would be the most valuable for SRLs. In
total, 77.2% of stakeholders listed the phone line as the first or second most important feature
while 53.4% identified digital communications as the first or second most important component
of online assistance. In addition to LiveHelp services, stakeholders also identified several
other useful features such as video libraries and document assembly programs as being useful
components of a VCSC.
Figure 3.4: Highest-ranked features for an online service center according to stakeholders

In terms of what areas of law would be most useful to include in a VCSC, stakeholders identified
the same areas in which they most frequently encountered SRLs. These types of cases included
family law (such as divorce, guardianship, and child support) as well as housing, consumer, and
juvenile law. Stakeholders also called for greater centralization of self-help resources as well as
ensuring that any new self-help tools are as plain language and accessible as possible for SRLs.
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B. Court Service Center users
Massachusetts Appleseed surveyed 117 Court Service Center users across the state about
what services they received at CSCs, their level of satisfaction with those services, and their
perspectives on virtual self-help services. Our findings show that an overwhelming majority of
CSC users were seeking assistance with Family and Probate Court cases. For these cases, users
most commonly sought assistance with the forms required for their cases as well as general legal
information on their issues in court. Although CSC users reported high levels of satisfaction with
the services they received, many also noted that they would need additional legal assistance or
representation for their cases.
Users were also surveyed on the value of a potential VCSC. Overall, most of the CSC users
surveyed indicated an interest in features such as LiveHelp, assistance filling out paperwork, and
general information on their cases. Users favored online tools that were accessible and did not
require high levels of technological ability. Apart from user-friendly features, the survey results
also indicated a clear preference for online tools that could be accessed easily from a mobile
device.

1. Profile of Court Service Center users
Massachusetts Appleseed conducted surveys in all six CSCs across the state and collected a total
of 117 surveys. This process included two rounds of surveys at the CSCs in Boston, Worcester, and
Lawrence as well as one round at the Springfield, Brockton, and Greenfield CSCs. The surveys
were conducted between the summer and fall of 2018 and were completed on days when court
staff reported CSCs to be the busiest, typically Mondays and Wednesdays. While conducting the
surveys, an Appleseed staff member stayed at the CSC for an entire day and recruited any willing
users to complete a survey either orally or in writing. The surveys included Spanish versions and
were presented as voluntary and anonymous to all participants.
In addition to a variety of legal needs, the surveys also indicated the linguistic diversity of
those served by CSCs. The surveys asked for users’ language preferences and found that while
a large majority spoke, read, and wrote English, a sizeable minority also spoke Spanish as well
as Portuguese. The surveys asked both which language was spoken at home as well as the
individual’s best language for reading and writing. This second question accounted for those who
may have spoken English while receiving services but would have been more comfortable in their
native languages. 94

94

52

Although these results indicated a high number of CSC users that speak a language other than English, many nonEnglish speakers may also avoid in-person assistance at CSCs due to a lack of awareness of the resource or reluctance
to place themselves in the uncomfortable situation of having to communicate in their non-native language.
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Figure 3.5 What language do you speak at home?
Language

Responses Percentage

English

91

79.82%

Spanish

33

28.95%

Portuguese

7

6.14%

Haitian Creole

4

3.51%

Other (please specify)

3

2.63%

Cape Verdean

2

1.75%

Mandarin

1

0.88%

Vietnamese

1

0.88%

Arabic

1

0.88%

Figure 3.6 What language do you read and write the best?
Language

Responses

Percentage

English

91

80.53%

Spanish

28

24.78%

Portuguese

7

6.19%

Cape Verdean

3

2.65%

Haitian Creole

2

1.77%

Mandarin

1

0.88%

Vietnamese

1

0.88%

Other (please specify)

1

0.88%

2. Services received from Court Service Centers
CSC users were overwhelmingly looking for assistance with Family and Probate Court cases. In
total, 86.2% of users indicated they were seeking assistance for a family law case with the most
common varieties being child custody, divorce and separation, and child support. The second and
third largest categories of cases were from Housing Court cases as well as the category “Other.”
Users did not always specify what the “Other” category meant, given that it included users
who were still unsure of exactly what type of case they had as well as those who had non-legal
concerns.
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Figure 3.7: What type of help did you need today?
Case Type

Responses

Percentage

Child custody or visitation

39

33.62%

Divorce or separation

25

21.55%

Child support or Dept. of Revenue (DOR)

17

14.66%

Eviction / Housing

16

13.79%

Other (please specify)

16

13.79%

Domestic violence / abuse / harassment

8

6.90%

Small Claims / Debt Collection

8

6.90%

Guardianship

6

5.17%

Paternity

2

1.72%

Family member’s estate or will

2

1.72%

Changing birth certificate

1

0.86%

Passport

1

0.86%

CSC users looked for consistent services during their visits to Court Service Centers with the
most sought-after service from CSCs being obtaining general legal information about their cases.
This category included everything from brief questions to more in-depth discussions of their
legal challenges and possible options for legal remedies. The users surveyed for this report also
frequently sought help with their case’s paperwork from the CSC. These results are not mutually
exclusive (given that users could receive more than one service at once), and just under half of all
CSC users looked for assistance in filling out their required forms or learning what specific forms
they had to file for their cases.
Figure 3.8 What type(s) of help did you want from the CSC today?
Type of Help Wanted
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Responses

Percentage

General legal information

56

49.56%

Figuring out what paperwork I needed to file

53

46.90%

Court forms

51

45.13%

Finding an attorney

14

12.39%

Legal research

12

10.62%

Other (please specify)

12

10.62%

Responding to something I got in the mail

9

7.96%
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3. Levels of user satisfaction with Court Service Centers
In addition to what services and case types users brought to the CSCs, the surveys collected
for this report also evaluated users’ experiences at CSCs. Overall, users reported high levels of
satisfaction at CSCs with almost 95% reporting they had received the assistance they needed
while 98.3% reported being “satisfied” or “somewhat satisfied” with the services they received.
These results point towards not only positive views of the CSCs--and presumably their staff--but
also the success CSCs are having in providing an initial level of assistance to users.
Figure 3.9: Did you get the help you needed today?

Figure 3.10: Rating of visit to the CSC
Level of Satisfaction

Responses

Percentage

Very Satisfied

96

83.48%

Somewhat Satisfied

17

14.78%

Neither Satisfied nor Unsatisfied

2

1.74%

Somewhat Unsatisfied

1

0.87%

Not Satisfied

1

0.87%

At the same time, users indicated they had remaining legal challenges after receiving services at
CSCs. Most users (52.2%) noted that they needed further assistance with their cases. Similarly,
the portion of users indicating that they needed assistance “finding an attorney” grew from 12.4%
to 29% of users. This result suggests that some users realize the complexity of their cases and
the need for representation after receiving services at CSCs. In addition, a sizeable portion of CSC
users indicated that they continue to need further legal information on their cases even after
receiving services from a CSC.
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Figure 3.11 Do you need more help with your case?

Figure 3.12 If you need more help, what kind do you require?
What kind of help

Responses Percentage

General legal information

35

46.05%

Court forms

22

28.95%

Finding an attorney

22

28.95%

Figuring out what paperwork I needed to file

20

26.32%

Other (please specify)

14

18.42%

Legal research

11

14.47%

Responding to something I got in the mail

4

5.26%

Overall these results suggest that CSCs are successful in assisting users in filling out and filing
paperwork given that the proportion of users who needed assistance with forms dropped after
visiting a CSC. At the same time, CSCs are not completely meeting the legal needs of users
possibly due to an inability to provide advice or representation, limited staff time, or complex
cases that cannot be addressed in a single session. In addition, speaking with CSC staff may
also have expanded users’ understanding of their legal issues and caused them to have more
questions about the court processes facing them.

4. Court Service Center users’ preferences for a Virtual Court Service Center
To assess how a VCSC could best serve those who currently use CSCs, litigants were also asked to
rate what features of a potential online help center would be most useful to them. Overall, users
favored mobile and user-friendly features that could help them with the issues they went to CSCs
for, namely help finding general legal information and filling out forms.
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In terms of how they would access a VCSC, users reported utilizing smartphones and cellphones
on a regular basis. Many of those surveyed may not have made a distinction between these two
choices. Although a sizable portion of users reported using a home computer, smartphone and
usage still greatly overshadowed the use of desktop computers. This result supports the idea that
any new online legal features developed in Massachusetts should be accessible and easy-to-use
on smartphones.
Figure 3.13 What type of technology do you use on a regular basis?

The surveys conducted for this report also allowed CSC users to select up to 3 features that they
thought would be useful in a VCSC. Mirroring the help that users sought from in-person CSCs,
the surveys indicated that approximately half of CSC users selected online tools that helped
complete the forms for their case. Many users also selected “How-to” materials either in in
written or video form as well as the opportunity to practice or prepare for representing oneself
in court. The survey results also speak to the accessibility of any online tools. A sizeable portion
of CSC users indicated the need for public computers where they could access the website along
with in-person assistance while accessing any online features.
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Figure 3.14: Which features would be most helpful for a Court Service Center Website? (Users
picked the three they thought would be most useful)
Features

Responses

Percentage

Help filling out forms

58

56.31%

Help finding the forms you need

48

46.60%

Written “How-to” instructions and information

39

37.86%

Practice for representing yourself in court

33

32.04%

Informational and instructional “How-to” videos

32

31.07%

Court website access on smartphone

32

31.07%

In-person help using website at public location (like a
library, community center, or health center)

22

21.36%

Alerts, information or reminders sent to you via email or
text

18

17.48%

Information available in different languages

13

12.62%

Public computers in my community to use website

12

11.65%

Scheduling tools

12

11.65%

In the final section on a potential virtual CSC, the surveys explained what LiveHelp meant
(providing CSC-style assistance through chat, phone, video chat, etc.) and then asked what type
of LiveHelp would be most useful for CSC users. Again, CSC users indicated a broad preference
for phone lines, although email and instant messaging were also popular. This result again points
to the fact that many CSC users may not have the technological skills to use advanced digital
features as well as a general preference among many users for direct human assistance with their
legal issues.
Figure 3.15: What type of LiveHelp would be most useful for you?
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C. Court staff
In addition to CSC users, Massachusetts Appleseed also gathered survey data from the staff
at all six court facilities with Court Service Centers (Boston, Brockton, Lawrence, Springfield,
Greenfield, and Worcester). The results largely mirrored our findings from stakeholders and
CSC users. Staff indicated that SRLs in Massachusetts are looking for assistance with filling out
forms and obtaining answers to questions about legal processes related to their cases. Court
staff members also stressed the importance of CSCs and identified several areas where a VCSC
could be the most helpful, most notably in providing additional how-to resources coupled with
assistance for SRLs filling out court forms.

1. Profile of court staff surveyed
Massachusetts Appleseed conducted two rounds of surveys through emails sent out to over
1,600 staff members at the six courts with CSCs across the state. We received 323 responses from
a range of staff at the courthouses including judges, attorneys, security officers, and a variety of
clerical and administrative professionals. The staff who completed the survey also worked at a
broad range of court types including District, Superior, Probate & Family, Juvenile, and Housing.
Figure 3.16: At what courthouse/court complex do you work?
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Figure 3.17 In what Trial Court Department do you work?
Trial Court Department

Responses

Percentage

Probate & Family Court

95

29.41%

Juvenile Court

67

20.74%

District Court

53

16.41%

Housing Court

35

10.84%

Superior Court

27

8.36%

Boston Municipal Court

14

4.33%

Massachusetts Probation Service

13

4.02%

Other (please specify)

11

3.41%

Office of Court Management

8

2.48%

Figure 3.18: What is your job title?
Job Title
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Number of
Responses

Percentage

Chief Probation Officer/Probation Officer/
Associated Titles

79

24.53%

Case Specialist

58

18.01%

Other (please specify)

37

11.49%

Clerk Magistrate/Assistant Clerk Magistrate

35

10.87%

Sessions Clerk

19

5.90%

Judge

17

5.28%

Security Staff

16

4.97%

Operations Supervisor

14

4.35%

Case Coordinator

10

3.11%

Judicial Secretary

9

2.80%

Housing Specialist

8

2.48%

Office Manager

7

2.17%

Court Service Center Staff

7

2.17%

Head Administrative Assistant

4

1.24%

Facilities Staff

4

1.24%

Register/Assistant Register

3

0.93%

Law Librarian

3

0.93%
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2. What services are court users seeking?
To gauge what services court users were seeking both in the CSC and in other parts of the
court, the surveys asked staff members to identify what information or services SRLs are most
regularly looking for when they interact with staff members. The most common questions from
SRLs concerned court forms and the court processes surrounding users’ cases. Other common
requests include asking for legal advice and information for cases. More basic concerns such as
asking for directions, interpretation, or scheduling indicate both the diversity of staff input (for
example, security staff are most often asked for directions) as well as the struggle for everyday
people to orient themselves in the foreign environments of courthouses.
Figure 3.19: What information are court users most seeking or looking for when they come to
you?
Types of Help

Number Percentage

Questions about processes related to their cases

220

68.11%

Help completing court forms

196

60.68%

Help filing court forms

120

37.15%

Legal advice

112

34.67%

Directions to offices, courtrooms, or events

103

31.89%

Legal information

87

26.93%

Scheduling

50

15.48%

Court interpreter

48

14.86%

Other (please specify)

23

7.12%

Accommodation for a disability

10

3.10%

These results demonstrate the struggles SRLs face in navigating court processes and paperwork
as well as the types of assistance that would be most useful for SRLs. As is clear from these
results, court staff are regularly providing basic information and help with forms that could be
available through other formats such as document assembly programs. Some of these relatively
straightforward concerns, such as providing directions, can be a burden on staff time that could
be spent either performing expected functions or, in the case of CSC staff, assisting SRLs with
more complex concerns.
Court staff themselves appear to recognize this issue. In their survey responses, staff were asked
to select the three most valuable services provided by CSCs. These responses largely matched the
most common challenges staff identified for SRLs: understanding court processes, helping with
paperwork, giving legal information.
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Figure 3.20: What are the 3 best services provided by the CSCs? (Percentages indicate what
percentage of total respondents listed service as one of best services provided by CSC)
Services

Responses Percentage

Helping court users complete forms and other documents

274

84.83%

Explaining court processes

254

78.64%

Giving legal information

176

54.49%

Providing information about social services, community
organizations, and legal aid

109

33.75%

Directing court users to locations within the court

99

30.65%

Connecting court users to interpreter services and ADA
Coordinators

37

11.46%

Other (please specify)

20

6.19%

In addition to the most valuable services offered by existing CSCs, the staff surveys also asked
what improvements could be made to CSCs to help them and the courts in general function more
effectively. The free text responses were varied and often specific to the unique circumstances
of each courthouse, but several themes emerged including a need for improved triage, greater
staffing and interpretation, as well as the ongoing tension between the role of CSCs and their
inability to offer legal advice to court patrons.
Figure 3.21 Are there any additional services would you like to see offered by the CSC to help
court users, improve system efficiency, and/or help you do your job more effectively?
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In addition to expanding resources for self-help, several of the suggestions for CSCs operations
from court staff focused on practices to improve services. As suggested by the surveys, routine
questions such as directions, interpreter requests, or basic questions about court processes could
be handled by information desk staff or a webpage rather than CSCs. The need for bilingual staff
speaks to CSC efficiency as well since staff time may be consumed by interpretation (in which
each sentence must be repeated by the interpreter) as well as the misunderstanding of basic
instructions to court users who have limited proficiency in English.
The final point on the efficacy of CSCs were calls for increased latitude for attorneys to offer
legal advice for CSC users. Some respondents felt that this step would allow for faster resolution
of CSC cases since staff would not have to carefully lay out options for users and could instead
directly tell CSC visitors what their best option is. Although this service may be demanded by
some staff and court users, it would require a serious rethinking of the purpose of CSCs as well as
malpractice liability insurance coverage for CSC staff.

3. Court staff views on a Virtual Court Service Center
As the final part of Massachusetts Appleseed’s survey, court staff listed what VCSC features from
a pre-established list would be most useful for SRLs. Staff respondents noted that providing more
assistance filling out and filing court forms would be a useful feature for any online help center.
Staff also identified “how-to” resources such as FAQ pages, videos, or manuals to be promising
features for a VCSC. The high praise many court staff had for their in-person CSC also indicates
the need to replicate the services of CSCs online rather than replacing them entirely.
Figure 3.22: Of the following website features, which do you think would be the most valuable?
(Staff could select up to 3)
Online Features

Responses Percentage

Help filling out forms

185

57.28%

Written “How-to” instructions and information

136

42.11%

Help finding necessary forms

136

42.11%

Informational and instructional “How-to” videos

132

40.87%

Information available in different language

117

36.22%

In-person assistance using website at public location (like
a library, community center, or health center), alerts,
information, or reminders sent to litigants via email or text

90

27.86%

Ability to access website on smartphones

71

21.98%

Practice for litigants to represent themselves in court

49

15.17%

Locations in the community to use website on public
computer

34

10.53%

Additional features

19

5.88%
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As detailed in the free response comments at the end of the surveys, many court staff were
enthusiastic about both the services their CSCs were providing, and the prospect of services
being deployed online. At the same time, others were skeptical of how effective a VCSC could be
for many of the people the CSCs currently serve. Staff noted the challenge of social conditions
such as education and health in litigants’ abilities to address their legal issues. In addition, others
voiced concern that online forms would be filled out incorrectly or that litigants would slow the
court down more by bringing in incomplete or incorrect case documents to clerks and judges.
The praise for CSCs and the concerns about online help highlight the importance of maintaining
robust, in-person services for those who are not able to effectively access or utilize online court
services. These results also reinforce the idea that a VCSC would need to imitate and replicate
the services provided at in-person CSCs to be useful to court users, most likely through the
development of LiveHelp services such as phone lines or messaging services.
Figure 3.23 Praise for Court Service Centers from court staff
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Figure 3.24 Concerns regarding a Virtual Court Service Center from survey respondents

D. Intake data
As part of its analysis of the Trial Court’s CSCs and the prospects for a Virtual Court Service
Center, Massachusetts Appleseed also examined intake data collected from the six CSCs. These
thousands of entries documenting users’ interactions with CSCs illustrate the most common
services that CSCs provide and the ways in which online assistance could potentially be the most
useful for SRLs. As with the data collected from court users, staff, and stakeholders, the intake
data suggests that litigants are most in need of assistance with filling out and filing court forms
and general information for Probate & Family Court cases.

1. Profile of cases served at Court Service Centers
To analyze interactions between CSCs and court users, Massachusetts Appleseed examined
several sets of data provided by the Trial Court for this project. The first and most significant
were 82,812 recordings of interactions between staff and users in CSC locations between
September 2015 and July of 2017. These results included data from all six CSCs over this period.
Massachusetts Appleseed and its research partners also analyzed several smaller segments
of data from portions of both fiscal year (FY) and calendar year (CY) 2017. These distinctions in
timeframes are reflected in the captions for all the graphics for the following section.
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Figure 3.25: Total number of intakes by CSC, Sept. 2015-July 2017

Most litigants had cases in the Probate & Family Court. According to the data from the CSCs,
the Probate & Family, Housing, and District departments represented 97% of all cases that are
brought to CSCs. Data collected from instances of 1-on-1 assistance (when the CSC employee
provides more in-depth services) further identified the most common case types for CSC users.
Most of these fell under the jurisdiction of Probate & Family Court and reaffirm the case types
that stakeholders, literature, and court staff identified as the most common for SRLs.
Figure 3.26: Individuals served by CSC by referring department, Sept. 2015-July 201795
Court Department
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Percentage of
those served

Probate & Family

31,279

80%

District

3,562

9%

Housing

3,100

8%

Superior

488

1%

Juvenile

369

1%

69

<1%

Other

95

Number of
Individuals Served

Figures 2.31 and 2.32 indicate only the intake data for 1-on-1 Assistance, the referring department for Basic Help cases
was not recorded in the data.
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Figure 3.27: Type of case for 1-on-1 Assistance, Sept. 2015 to July 2017
Case Type

Number of
Cases

Percentage

Child Support (CSP)

10,443

33%

Divorce

10,406

33%

4,880

16%

Other

3,112

10%

Paternity

1,513

5%

Name Change

496

2%

Protective Order (209A)

259

1%

Estate

123

<1%

Guardianship

The intake data provided by the Trial Court also marked the linguistic diversity of both CSC
users and users of Massachusetts Courts in general, with 6,630 (7.68%) of CSC users speaking a
language besides English when being served at CSCs. This number, however, represented only CSC
users who used an interpreter while at the CSC. Other CSC users may have used English during
their interaction with CSC staff but may have been more comfortable speaking in their native
language.
Although these LEP individuals were overwhelmingly Spanish speakers (5,283), significant
numbers also spoke languages like Cape Verdean (193), Portuguese (136), Arabic (59), and
Vietnamese (50). Although these numbers may seem low given the large numbers of LEP
residents of Massachusetts, it is important to consider that many LEP individuals may avoid CSCs
due to discomfort or embarrassment with operating in English-dominated spaces. Similarly, due
to a lack of English fluency, some of these LEP court users may be unaware of CSC services. These
findings again stress the importance of having easy access to bilingual staff (especially Spanish
speakers) and interpretation services in CSCs.
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Figure 3.28: Languages other than English spoken by clients served, Sept. 2015-July 2017

2. Types of assistance provided to Court Service Center Users
The data also demonstrated similar patterns of services as described by court staff, CSC users,
and stakeholders. CSCs categorize their services in two ways: 1-on-1 Assistance and Basic Help.
Basic Help refers to general questions and services that can be provided rapidly, often by those
at the front desks of CSCs. 1-on-1 Assistance refers to interactions where a court user sits with an
attorney, paralegal, or intern at the CSCs who go over the individual’s case and provide guidance
and information on a variety of legal concerns related to the case.
Figure 3.29: Type of assistance provided at CSC, Sept. 2015-July 2017
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Figure 3.30: Level of assistance provided by CSC, Sept. 2015-July 2017

Overall, tracked from September 2015 to July 2017, CSCs provided more Basic Help services than
1-on-1 Assistance. In data from FY 2017, CSCs reported different ratios of Basic Help vs. 1-on-1
Assistance with CSCs. For instance, Boston and Worcester reported providing more individualized
help while CSCs in Lawrence and Greenfield provided more Basic Help. These results suggest
that either the levels of assistance may shift throughout the year or that the practices of CSCs
encourage different levels of assistance for each category.
For Basic Help cases, CSCs provided a range of services from notarization to answering brief
questions to providing users with computer access. Based on Appleseed’s analysis of the Trial
Court’s intake data, over half of Basic Help interactions involved a brief question. When counting
directions as well, these services represented 82% of all Basic Help services provided by CSCs. As
suggested in the staff survey responses, directions and other minor issues are common requests
from court users and could be handled by court information desks or electronic kiosks rather
than CSCs, thus saving staff time for more complicated issues. Brief questions about cases that
could be answered quickly by staff could also potentially be looked up online by SRLs if that
information was clear and accessible on a VCSC.
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Figure 3.31: Type of Basic Help provided at CSCs, Sept. 2015-July 2017
Type of Basic Help

Number of
% of Basic Help
Individuals Served Services

Brief question

23,102

53%

Directions

12,792

29%

Forms pickup

2,859

7%

Computer access

1,416

3%

Printing

1,266

3%

Notary

1,257

3%

Assistance total

978

2%

Library

588

1%

Phone

382

1%

General info

265

1%

1-on-1 Assistance represents a more diverse set of services provided by CSCs. The data collected
on 1-on-1 Assistance in all six CSCs from September 2015 to July 2017 showed the same services
requested as the surveys of stakeholders, staff, and CSC users indicated. Over three out of every
four users who came to the CSCs and required staff assistance needed help with forms related to
their cases. A healthy majority of CSC users were also looking for information about their cases
or a basic orientation from CSC staff on what their cases would entail.
Triage represented the only service not listed by other groups surveyed for this project. Although
not directly specified in the intake data, triage generally involves determining what help a CSC
user needs, how to provide it, and what department or individual should assist said user. The CSC
services recorded were not mutually exclusive, so the data reflects that those receiving triage
services were usually receiving them in addition to more common assistance such as help with
forms or general legal information. In addition, the groups surveyed for this project may not have
considered triage a separate or unique service from those that they selected, especially given that
it was not an option for them to select on their surveys.
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Figure 3.32 Most Common Types of 1-on-1 Assistance provided at CSCs, Sept. 2015-July 2017
Type of Assistance
Provided

Number of
Percentage
Individuals Served

Forms Help

29,522

76%

General Info

26,608

68%

16,473

42%

Mass Courts View

3,017

8%

Web Materials

1,294

3%

Legal Research

826

2%

Notary

193

0%

Triage

*These services are not mutually exclusive as CSCs regularly provide more than one during
interactions with users.
Figure 3.33 Most Common Types of 1-on-1 Assistance Provided, Sept. 2015-July 2017

These results suggest that at least some of the tasks that CSCs are regularly asked of by court
users could at least be partially offered online. For example, document assembly programs or
guided interviews to fill out routine court forms could reduce the amount of time staff must
spend filling in legal documents for court users. Document assembly programs that were
available in CSCs themselves on public computers could also allow CSC staff to direct patrons to
fill out the program while they assisted other customers with separate legal concerns.
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Figure 3.34 Most common types of cases for 1-on-1 assistance Sept. 2015-July 2017

Figure 3.35 Is this a complex case? Sept. 2015-July 2017

As a final example of the utility of online self-help tools, an overwhelming majority of cases
at CSCs were marked as “not complex” by CSC staff. This result further reinforces the idea
that a large portion of the services of CSCs could be replicated online for patrons who are
technologically literate. The issue, as these results indicate, may be that users are either not
aware that many of these resources exist on the Courts Self-Help page or that these resources
are not presented or organized in a manner that is logical to SRLs. In addition, the lack of
complexity in many of these cases also means that LiveHelp could be an integral part of a VCSC,
answering relatively easy questions and preventing litigants from having to travel to CSCs to have
minor concerns or questions explained.
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E. The need for a Virtual Court Service Center
Massachusetts Appleseed’s analysis of data from stakeholders, court staff, CSC users, and CSC
intakes indicates continuing need for legal self-help resources, many of which that could be
delivered online. All the groups surveyed pointed to a consistent need for help with filling out
legal paperwork, obtaining more legal information on cases, and understanding court processes.
The intake data from the court service centers reinforces the fact that these services are the
most useful by court users and SRLs. Users, staff, and stakeholders all agree that any online help
center should include help with filling out forms, expanded “how-to” guides, and easily digestible
information on case types and court basics.96 In addressing the need for human assistance,
users also widely supported LiveHelp programs that would include phone lines, a service that
stakeholders’ and staff’s experiences also supported.
All our findings support the utility of a Virtual Court Service Center for self-represented litigants
in Massachusetts. From the CSC intake data analyzed, there are consistent types of cases
(Family & Probate- specifically Divorce, Guardianship, and Child Support cases) that require
consistent types of assistance (help with forms, legal information, answering basic questions).
These concerns all have ready answers from existing technology and remote self-help practices.
Consequently, a Virtual Court Service Center can pair proven technologies such as document
assembly programs with needed self-help services such as filling out forms to address the
everyday challenges faced by SRLs throughout Massachusetts.

96 The fact that many of these resources exist on the Courts Self-Help page but few of the CSC users appear to have
been aware of them also indicates an issue with the publicizing or utility of these resources.
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IV. RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
The Massachusetts Trial Court has the opportunity to develop a Virtual Court Service Center
that centralizes existing self-help resources in Massachusetts and creates new, innovative
programs for SRLs. The three foundations of the VCSC should be 1) LiveHelp services, 2) extensive
and navigable legal information in written and audio-visual forms, and 3) document assembly
programs featuring guided interviews. Combined, these features will enable the VCSC to replicate
in-person Court Service Center operations online and provide new tools for litigants representing
themselves in Massachusetts. This section will first provide an overview of the principles that
should guide the creation of a VCSC before discussing the specific features that should be
included. The following segment explains how the VCSC could be integrated into Massachusetts’
judicial ecosystem. This section will conclude with a brief discussion of the potential cost of the
development of a VCSC.

A. Virtual Court Service Center goals and principles
The goal of any online replication of Court Service Center services should be to empower selfrepresented litigants to effectively advocate for themselves in court. Our analysis of the literature
and Massachusetts-specific data on the challenges SRLs face shows a consistent need for specific
types of services such as how-to guides, LiveHelp, and assistance with court forms. The VCSC
should strive to provide these services to SRLs in a manner that is accessible to those with lower
levels of education and technological literacy. Although these services will not replicate legal
representation or eliminate the need for ongoing in-person assistance, a robust set of online legal
tools has the potential to empower a greater share of litigants to effectively manage their own
cases. In a fully realized form, a Virtual Court Service Center would “turn on the lights” for court
users, allowing them to understand the processes, actions, and outcomes that await them in
their cases.
Though the exact policies and programs the Trial Court implements will be important, there
are also important principles that should guide the creation of any additional online self-help
tools for Massachusetts. Based on our research on the successes of other online tools and the
challenges SRLs face in civil court, these principles are user-friendly tools, phased-in programs,
and accessibility. Given that the exact design and implementation of the VCSC may vary based on
funding and capacity, these three concepts will provide important guidelines for the Trial Court in
any scenario.

1. User-friendly tools
All tools, features, and components deployed to build a VCSC should be designed and developed
with the mindset that court users, especially self-represented litigants, will be the ones using
them. Such a user-friendly approach will ensure that self-help materials, LiveHelp programs, and
online features serve the needs of the SRLs who use them. Although this approach is somewhat
broad, it can be best achieved by using plain language and SRL-centered tools.
Plain language and audiovisual self-help materials are necessary to ensure that court users
with lower levels of education can access and use online tools. Plain language means ensuring
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that all text on the VCSC is at a level that those who have less than a high school education can
understand. More concrete steps that can be taken to make materials plain language include
avoiding legal jargon whenever possible (or including definitions in pop-ups or glossaries) and
avoiding complex sentences. Language framed in commands or clear step-by-step directions can
also aid comprehension for those with lower education levels.
A user-friendly approach should also consider SRLs’ perspectives on the court system and
their legal issues. As outlined in the Literature Review section of this report, SRLs are regularly
confused and frustrated by complicated court processes and unfamiliar practices that leave
them with a sense of “being in the dark.” A user-friendly VCSC would address this issue by clearly
explaining court processes. In addition, tools should prepare users to represent themselves in
court. For instance, materials that identify how hearings will proceed, how to act in court, or how
to submit evidence or motions could be particularly useful for SRLs.
An important component of user-friendliness for a VCSC is also navigability. As discussed in the
Best Practices section, navigable self-help websites allow users to easily find and keep their place
on websites. This design, which can include navigational bars on the side or top of webpages or
clear links back to homepages, allows users to move back and forth through a website without
relying on steps that require technological literacy such as opening new tabs or using the “back”
command of web browsers. Navigable websites also enable users who do not know what type
of case they have to view and evaluate their options. A well-designed self-help page would also
provide users with a logical order of materials starting with informational guides before moving
on to how-to or step-by-step guides.

2. Phased-in design
Key to the development of a VCSC will be a phased-in, intentional design and implementation
of online features. Although the recommendations in this report are based on research into
the experiences of SRLs in Massachusetts, our vision of a VCSC is based on best practices from
other states and inferences from the data analyzed for this report. As such, it will be important
to test which features and projects are most effective both in helping SRLs and using the state’s
resources. The development of the VCSC should be gradual and based on evidence obtained
in a step-by-step process rather than a top-down approach in which the Trial Court designed,
developed, and implemented a VCSC without first testing its features.
Attorneys and developers who have helped create online self-help centers in Maryland and
Illinois both stressed the principle of phased-in programs using pilot projects.97 Pilot projects
can either target specific geographic areas or, given the statewide nature of many legal issues, a
specific case type. A well-designed pilot project will provide the evidence needed for evaluating
which features are useful for SRLs and the Trial Court. The goal of these projects should be to
build an evidentiary base for expanding VCSC features and programs to a statewide level or to
cover additional topics.

97

Sarah Coffrey Frush, (2018, 5 October).; John Mayer, (2018, October 2), Phone interview with J. Hofstetter.
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3. Accessibility
Accessibility in several areas will be a key principle for the success of a VCSC in Massachusetts.
New online features and programs should be available to those with LEP, disabilities, or of
varying levels of technological literacy. In terms of language, our analysis of Trial Court data
shows thousands of CSC users who speak a language other than English, primarily Spanish and
Portuguese. LEP users will require newly developed tools to have translation and interpretation
features built into them to ensure fair and equal access to the VCSC. The existing Courts SelfHelp page published on Mass.gov should act as a model for this endeavor since it provides
extensive and easy-to-use translation tools.
The VSCS should also be accessible to those Massachusetts residents with disabilities. Several
features such as voice chat and audiovisual tools currently exist and can be utilized to ensure that
users with disabilities receive fair access to self-help materials. Similarly, a LiveHelp telephone
line would provide an important tool in ensuring access to the VCSC. In developing the VCSC, the
Trial Court should collaborate with advocates for people with disabilities to ensure that tools are
developed with a sensitivity toward the needs of this population.
Technological literacy is also an important accessibility consideration for the VCSC. Although
most users will require a basic grasp of technology to even access the VCSC, there will still be
a spectrum of comfort and competence with using online features. As such, the VCSC should
stress navigability as well as step-by-step tools that are easy to use. Part of this component of
accessibility is also maintaining in-person and LiveHelp assistance for SRLs and other court users.
A VCSC should also be mobile-friendly to include the large numbers of SRLs who may not have
access to the internet through any means except their smartphones.

B. Design and features recommended
The following section will detail the specific features, tools, and components that should be
included in a VCSC for Massachusetts. Each recommendation includes a justification of why the
feature could be useful and a general strategy for implementation. These recommendations are
based on observed best practices from other states, guidance from the literature on self-help
tools, and inferences from the data analyzed for the Findings section of this report. As outlined in
the principles section, each feature should be evaluated on its own accord through pilot projects
or other forms of testing and evaluation to confirm its utility for a VCSC.
The VCSC should include LiveHelp programs that use phone lines and chat, written self-help
resources, as well as document assembly and guided interview programs and video tutorials.
Combined into a single online help center, these features would enable SRLs to gain legal
information about their cases and then take actions to move their cases forward.
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Figure 4.1: VCSC Structure

Figure 4.2: Existing resources and resources to be completed for VCSC
Self-help resource

Provided by Trial
Court?

Comments

Basic information on
court processes
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Case-specific self-help
information
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Forms available online
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X
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Self-help videos

X
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small claims cases

Document assembly
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X
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LiveHelp

X

Only chat function for Law
Libraries

Individualized portals

X

Long-term goal and system-wide

Language options
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1. LiveHelp: As part of the development of a VCSC, the Trial Court should
develop LiveHelp programs through phone lines, messaging/email, and
chatbots that connect VCSC users with CSC staff who can answer legal and
procedural questions.
Justification
Our findings, based on the analysis of the data collected for this report, indicate a strong demand
for LiveHelp services from a VCSC. Among stakeholders who work with low income court users,
77.3% of respondents thought LiveHelp options would be the most important component of a
VCSC. In surveying CSC users across Massachusetts, over 50% of respondents marked LiveHelp,
especially phone lines, as a feature they would like to see as part of a VCSC.
LiveHelp is not only popular among potential users, but it also represents an important tool
for increasing access to remote self-help services. Phone or chat lines staffed with attorneys or
paralegals can replicate the assistance provided by in-person CSC and thus increase access to
services for those who cannot travel to courthouses. Chat services can be particularly efficient
as staff can reply to questions with pre-written answers and respond to several users at once.98
At the same time, chat and phone lines serve different populations with those with lower levels
of technological literacy or education generally preferring phones lines.99 Programs such as cobrowsing or screensharing could also allow staff to provide connections to forms or guidance on
how to fill them out.
LiveHelp can also serve as a form of triage for VCSC users. Staff can direct or link users to
informational materials or technological tools such as document assembly programs based on
their case types, ensuring that users are accessing and using the proper materials to prepare or
research their cases. Chatbots, programs that use AI to answer preset questions from users,
could also serve this role by allowing users to ask questions about their cases and be directed by
the program to the self-help materials related to their cases.

Implementation
The Trial Court should implement LiveHelp programs through pilot programs that gradually
expand staff and services to courts users across Massachusetts. Setting up LiveHelp services
is not technically difficult as the programs only require technologies such as phone lines and
chat services that could be adopted from existing messaging systems for Law Libraries in
Massachusetts. The hiring and training of staff, primarily attorneys and paralegals, could also be
adjusted based on the service capacity the Trial Court’s preferences and budget.
LiveHelp staff would provide similar services to those at in-person Court Service Center by
answering questions, directing users to the correct forms for their cases, and providing legal
information. Remote services, especially over the phone, would not be the most effective manner
to help court users fill out paperwork for their cases, but VCSC staff could email or direct users to
98
99
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the existing guides for filling out forms available on the Courts Self-Help webpage. If connected
with a system that allowed texting through the messaging system, users could also potentially
send LiveHelp staff pictures of the sections of forms they needed assistance with.
As a first step, pilot programs should focus on one technology (phone lines or chat systems), one
case type (e.g. divorce or housing cases), or one geographic region (e.g. Worcester District Court).
A geographic approach would be more challenging as it would require an additional level of triage
to ensure that users reside in the jurisdiction of the court being served. An approach based on
a category of cases, such as ones from Consumer or Housing Court, would be a more effective
base for an initial pilot program. As described by experts, small-scale programs avoid “expensive
blunders” and ensure LiveHelp services meet the actual needs of court users.100
The LiveHelp system developed for the People’s Law Library of Maryland provides an instructive
example for the VCSC. The remote self-help center currently has a staff of 15 attorneys,
paralegals, and administrators that serve over 6,000 people each month.101 The initial center
began with two attorneys with two phone lines serving clients during the hours in-person service
centers operated. The initial center only assisted with housing and consumer cases before
gradually expanding to family law cases as the center grew in staff, expertise, and capacity.102 If
Massachusetts followed this model, expansion would be coupled with regular evaluation of data
measuring usage, user satisfaction and wait times. This phased-in approach would also avoid
wastes of taxpayer dollars on ineffective or unused services.
The experience of Maryland’s help center also points to the reality that demand will always be
greater than the capacity of LiveHelp services.103 The Trial Court should anticipate that wait times
will be long even as the program grows, although some tools such as calling users back when a
staff member is ready could reduce wait times. Despite these potential frustrations, a LiveHelp
system that has queues of callers waiting to speak with staff is more efficient than one in which
staff wait for calls. To reduce requests for LiveHelp assistance, links or advertisements for
LiveHelp should also first direct users to written self-help materials wherever possible.
Although requiring more technological investment and planning, chatbots could also
complement the LiveHelp section of the VCSC, especially for messaging services. Chatbots would
prompt users to answer a few basic questions about their cases in order to direct them to the
proper staff member to assist them. In more advanced forms, chatbots could also ask users what
types of services they are looking for and link them with informational materials or court forms.
Similarly, phone lines could also be equipped with initial options that triage calls to the most
appropriate staff member or even pre-recorded messages that provide some basic information
such as directions to courthouses or to the Courts Self-Help page.

100 Sarah Coffrey Frush, (2018, 5 October).; John Mayer, (2018, October 2).
101 Sarah Coffrey Frush, (2018, 5 October).
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2. Self-Help Resources: The Trial Court should redesign and centralize its selfhelp materials to emphasize navigability for self-represented litigants.
Justification
Our analysis of two years of intake data from CSCs and surveying CSC staff, users, and
stakeholders all reinforce the appetite among self-represented litigants for expansive and
effective information on their legal issues. Such resources include basic information on court
procedures, orientations on different types of cases, and step-by-step guides that provide how-to
instructions for SRLs. The fact that many of these resources already exist in Massachusetts but
are not widely referred to by CSC users indicates SRLs either do not know about these resources
or do not find them useful.
As detailed in the Existing Resources section of this report, the Courts Self-Help webpage
along with several other Mass.gov webpages provide an extensive amount of information for
self-represented litigants. Although these resources are substantial, they suffer from limited
navigability, less-than-ideal organization, and a lack of centralization. If these resources were
better presented and packaged for SRLs, they could form a powerful foundation for a VCSC.
Additional links to legal aid websites such as MassLegalHelp.org and other interactive tools from
legal aid organizations could also enhance the utility of self-help resources for SRLs. In its ideal
form, the VCSC could act as a hub for all the legal assistance available both from the Trial Court
and legal aid organizations across Massachusetts.

Implementation
Overall, the primary issue facing the Courts Self-Help webpage is limited navigability. Although
well-designed for users who know what type of case they have and what action they need to
take, the self-help resources currently provided are less effective for those who have a limited
understanding of the legal challenge facing them. In order to improve these resources for a VCSC,
the Trial Court should endeavor to reorganize its sections following the model of California’s
online Courts Self-Help Center.
The homepage of the California webpage represents an effective model for the Massachusetts
Courts Self-help webpage to emulate. Currently, the Massachusetts homepage requires users to
know what court their case falls under or scroll down to find resources for their legal issue. The
California homepage clearly lays out the options and resources for users. These resources can
also be accessed in a single click while Massachusetts website users must navigate through two
pages to access resources. Increasing the speed at which users can access the sections they need
for their cases would improve the navigability and effectiveness of the Courts Self-Help page.
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Figure 4.3: Massachusetts homepage (left) vs California homepage (right)
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The Trial Court should also first give website visitors a chance to understand the basics of their
case before any other information. In order to display what this approach would look like, it is
instructive to examine how the California and Massachusetts webpages present information
on divorce cases. The Massachusetts page immediately offers users examples of how to move
forward with different types of divorce cases while the California page first presents basic
information on divorce cases before presenting options to users.
Figure 4.4: Massachusetts self-help resources on divorce cases
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Figure 4.5: California self-help resources on divorce

The Trial Court could also improve the navigability and organization of its self-help resources by
adding a navigational bar in the side of its self-help resources. These tools currently exist once
a user enters specific case types such as a “1A Divorce,” but they are not present on sections for
specific case types. In addition, the inclusion of FAQs for each case type would also increase the
effectiveness of the Courts Self-Help webpage by answering the most common questions that
may not appear or be directly obvious in self-help guides.
Figure 4.6: California FAQ’s for divorce self-help section
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The existing self-help resources on the Massachusetts’ Courts Self-Help page do provide effective
step-by-step guides for users who know what type of case they have and what action they wish
to take. These easily navigable pages that lay out how a case proceeds are a valuable resource for
SRLs who know exactly what type of legal issue they have. The presentation of legal forms for
SRLs, however, could be improved by providing instructional packets or using guided interviews.
Figure 4.7: Effective step-by-step guide for users on the Courts Self-Help webpage

California’s self-help webpage presents forms according to case type without first requiring users
to select what specific variety of that case they have. This approach allows those who may not be
familiar with their case type by its legal designation to easily find and file the forms they need for
their case. California’s resources are also complemented by clear instructions accompanying each
form a user may download to fill out. The Trial Court could improve the legal forms available on
its Courts Self-Help page by adding such instructional guides alongside the legal forms available
to users.
Figure 4.8: California self-help forms section for divorce cases
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In addition to improving the navigability of the Courts Self-Help page through the model of
California’s website, the Trial Court could also employ several minor changes that were identified
as best practices in the literature on self-represented litigants and technology. The current Courts
Self-Help page makes extensive use of hyperlinks that navigate users away from the page they
are on. Although useful in connecting users to other information, these links can be difficult for
those with lower levels of technological literacy to navigate. A more user-friendly version of the
Courts Self-Help page could make the simple adjustment of having these links open into new
windows rather than navigating away from the current page.
In addition to these minor changes, the creation of additional informational or instructional
self-help videos could complement and improve the self-help resources of the Trial Court’s
webpage. Similar videos already exist in Massachusetts for small claims cases, and these existing
videos could be used as a model for expanding visual and audio informational materials for other
case types. These case types should include Family and Probate Court cases such as divorce,
guardianship, and child support as well as eviction cases. Self-help videos would be especially
powerful tools for SRLs as they increase access to informational and how-to materials for
litigants who have disabilities, lower levels of education, or prefer to learn through audiovisual
means.

3. The Trial Court should develop new online features, most importantly
document assembly programs, to enhance SRLs ability to represent
themselves and complete legal forms online.
Justification
Innovative tools, such as guided interviews, document assembly programs, and individualized
profiles for court users, represent powerful technologies the Trial Court could leverage to build a
VCSC. In addition to allowing users to better represent themselves, features such as document
assembly programs could allow in-person services to be more effective by outsourcing the timeconsuming task of filling out forms for litigants to computers or tablets at in-person CSCs.
Document assembly programs represent the most potent technology that the Trial Court could
harness to improve self-help services for SRLs. As detailed in the Literature Review and Findings
of this report, one of the primary demands of CSC and court users is for assistance in filling out
legal forms for their cases. Designed with SRLs in mind, these tools can make filling out court
forms easy and efficient for court users. In the most effective models, guided interviews pose
a series of yes or no questions in addition to asking for personal information required for the
forms to be completed. These questions prevent users from filling out the incorrect forms and
ensure that they can complete the legal action. The program then takes the individual’s personal
information and maps it onto legal documents required for the case. At the end of the process
the forms can either be e-filed with the court or printed out and brought to a courthouse to be
filed. With simple questions and navigable technology, these programs can ensure that even SRLs
with lower levels of education and technological literacy can complete their cases’ forms.
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Guided interviews could also be deployed as a form of online triage to ensure that users were
accessing the self-help resources they need for their cases. Although published basics on what
a case entails and who is eligible for its benefits are important, some users may still access the
wrong information or be confused at what type of legal issue they have. Designed with this
population in mind, guided interviews can create legal decision trees where court users fill out
basic questions that then link them to the resources or document assembly tools they need. The
development of interactive tools that allow users to input their concern and receive direct links
to relevant self-help services or resources also has the potential to serve as a powerful form of
triage for the Trial Court.
Finally, individualized portals for litigants represent an important, though long-term goal, for a
VCSC and the Trial Court at large. With such a system, as deployed in Orange County’s Courts
in California, court users can create profiles that correspond to cases they have filed or in which
they are named defendants. Upon logging into their profiles, users see what type of case they
have, what actions they can take, and what the overall process of their case will look like.
Presented in an individualized homepage or dashboard, self-service portals allow users to find all
the information pertaining to their case in a centralized location. With alerts for court dates and
filing deadlines, these resources ensure that users are informed of the key processes and events
in their cases. These dashboards could also connect users directly to self-help materials for their
specific type of case, thus avoiding users having to search for the most relevant information to
their cases. In the long-term, the development of individualized user portals could expand the
capacity of SRLs to understand their cases and take legal action online through a variety of userfriendly technologies such as document assembly tools.

Implementation
In the short and medium term, document assembly programs should be a foundational
component of a VCSC. State courts have already created extensive and effective versions of these
tools. New York’s and Oregon’s courts have document assembly tools through their DIY and
iForms programs, respectively. In addition, Illinois Legal Aid Online has also created a model set
of guided interviews and document assembly programs that a VCSC could emulate.
The software for creating document assembly programs is available and, in some cases, free or
low-cost. Programs such as Access to Justice Author provide services that the Trial Court could
engage to create its own document assembly programs. The creation of these tools does not
involve intensive efforts beyond the cooperation between an expert attorney and developer to
design the progression of the guided interviews or forms. In this process, an attorney or team of
legal experts build the legal decision tree of the form, designing the yes and no questions as well
as those that require the user to enter personal information. These questions not only auto-fill
the forms at the end of the program but also screen for eligibility to use the given form. The
design team should also ensure that upon completing the program, users receive a complete
packet of forms that they can then file. Given that these forms already exist for many case types
in New York, Oregon, and Illinois, the Trial Court could easily adopt the questions and structure of
these existing forms while modifying them for the Massachusetts laws and procedures.
The development of document assembly programs for a VCSC should be tailored to the most
common types of cases observed among CSC users. Based on our data, these cases include
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divorce, child support, guardianship, and eviction cases. CSC staff should be engaged to
determine what forms are most commonly needed for these types of cases. Unlike LiveHelp
services, once a document assembly program is completed, it can be used by as many users as
demand it. The only upkeep required is ensuring that these programs are updated as forms or
court procedures change.
In the longer term, the Trial Court could make document assembly programs even more powerful
by fully implementing an e-filing system. This technology would allow users to auto complete
their forms through document assembly programs at a VCSC and then directly file with the court.
Such systems exist in other states such as Oregon and provide users with the opportunity to file
or respond to cases without having to go to or mail forms to a courthouse. This aspect of e-filing
especially favors SRLs who may be unable to take time off work or access transportation to travel
to court to manage their cases as well as those with mobility impairments. Although an effective
tool, e-filing like individualized case portals represents a long-term, ambitious goal for a VCSC.
E-filing would require significant policy changes within the Trial Court that could extend beyond
the scope of a VCSC.

C. Integration into the judicial ecosystem
With a redesigned self-help section, LiveHelp services, and document assembly programs, a VCSC
could replicate many of the services provided by in person CSCs. The VCSC, however, cannot be
created in a vacuum. The Trial Court will need to effectively integrate new online tools into the
existing judicial ecosystem of Massachusetts. Collaborating with legal assistance organizations,
complementing CSCs as well as other self-help locations, and rethinking the role of the Courts
Self-Help page will all be key to the effective integration of the VCSC.

1. Collaboration with legal aid organizations
A broad range of online self-help tools exist in Massachusetts outside of the resources provided
by the Trial Court. These resources, such as MassLegalHelp.org, provide many of the services that
the Courts Self-Help webpage do and help connect users to legal service providers and other
tools such as Mass Legal Answers Online. In developing a VCSC, the Trial Court should aim to
collaborate with these organizations to ensure that new self-help tools complement rather than
duplicate existing resources.
A working group of representatives from legal aid providers and the Trial Court should cooperate
to map out where there is the greatest need for online services and how a VCSC could address
these needs. Although this report provides important contributions to these considerations, the
perspectives of the state’s legal aid community would be invaluable in determining what tools
or what case types would be most valuable to feature in pilot programs or other initial projects
of a VCSC. Of interest to the Trial Court should be Greater Boston Legal Services (GBLS), the
Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation (MLAC), the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute
(MLRI), and legal services providers outside of Boston such as Merrimack Valley Legal Services
and Western Mass Legal Services. Given that the staff from these organizations work extensively
with the populations the VCSC will aim to serve, legal aid groups could also aid in the creation
of pilot programs as well as the provision of expertise for the development of self-help videos
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or document assembly programs. Beyond those providing direct legal representation, there are
also several academic institutions, most notably Harvard Law School’s Access to Justice Lab,
Northeastern Law’s NuLawLab, and Suffolk Law School’s LIT Lab that could provide the Trial
Court with access to expertise and cutting-edge technology for a VCSC.
In addition to local legal aid groups and law schools, the Trial Court should also aim to engage
with experts and professionals from other states who have worked on the development of selfhelp tools. These may include experts from networks such as the Self-Represented Litigation
Network, who could provide additional input on the best tools for SRLs. The Trial Court should
also reach out to staff from courts across the country that have implemented self-help
programs. Based on our research, the most useful state courts to contact would be New York and
Oregon for document assembly tools as well as California, Alaska, and Maryland for the general
organization and implementation of self-help resources and LiveHelp programs. Through this
outreach, the Trial Court should examine how the experiences of these courts can inform the
creation of a VCSC for Massachusetts. In addition to state courts, the Trial Court should meet
with technology companies, especially those in Massachusetts, that can provide a better sense of
trends in the private sector and how the newest legal technology could be adopted for the VCSC.

2. Leveraging Court Service Centers and Law Libraries
The VCSC should complement existing in-person self-help services across Massachusetts. The
Trial Court should integrate and leverage a VCSC to improve CSC, law libraries, and other public
spaces across Massachusetts. Implemented strategically, a VCSC could improve the efficiency of
existing in-person assistance from CSCs and allow staff to focus on more complicated cases that
need their attention.
Court Service Centers will both benefit from a VCSC and be necessary for any online help center’s
long-term success. A VCSC could greatly reduce the amount of staff time spent helping users
filling out forms. Attorneys and other CSC staff could direct users to public computers or tablets
and select the proper forms for them to complete via a document assembly program. In addition,
LiveHelp programs would be most effective if operated in or near CSCs. Such practices could
allow staff to provide remote services if the number of visitors was low and help with in-person
assistance as needed. This approach would also be more cost effective in centralizing resources
such as space, phones, and computers for CSC and VCSC staff.
Law libraries and public libraries represent potential partners for the VCSC as well. If the Trial
Court trains law librarians on the resources created for the VCSC, they could connect users or
visitors to the informational, LiveHelp, or document assembly assistance they were seeking.
The public computers at law libraries and public libraries will also represent important access
points to a VCSC for Massachusetts residents who may not have access to a desktop computer
or internet at their homes. Ensuring that library staff was aware of the VCSC and how it could
aid SRLs would also add to efforts to publicize the VCSC to populations beyond just those at
courthouses.
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The exact integration of the VCSC into the Trial Court’s operations should be both gradual and
intentional. Pilot programs based in specific regions or on specific case types would enable the
Trial Court to evaluate which programs and services are most useful and most popular among
those using Court Service Centers. Although this report has detailed the expectations and
desires of court staff, CSC users, and stakeholders, these perspectives were offered without the
respondents having used the theoretical components of a VCSC. Pilot programs will be necessary
to ensure that new self-help tools and programs have utility and are cost-effective and userfriendly.

3. Integration with Courts Self-Help website
The location of the VCSC online and its relationship with the existing Courts Self-Help webpage
will be an important consideration in the integration of the VCSC into Massachusetts’ judicial
ecosystem. Reorganizing the components of the Courts Self-Help page should be a priority in
developing the VCSC, but the challenge will be whether to incorporate the VCSC into the existing
Courts Self-Help webpage or to incorporate the existing self-help page into a new VCSC website.
Keeping separate websites would be duplicative and possibly confusing for users who would be
receiving the same self-help information from the Trial Court in two different spots.
Both approaches could support the development of a VCSC. A new website would allow for a
blank slate and reorganization while using the existing website would maintain the resources
that many court staff and SRLs may already be aware of. On the negative side, a new website may
be more expensive while utilizing the existing webpage could lead to a muddled and confusing
VCSC. The best approach will have to be determined after the components of the VCSC are
decided upon by the Trial Court. This decision should also be made in consultation with CSC staff
and members of the VCSC working group. Regardless, the Trial Court should be aware of this
consideration and factor it into the development of features for the VCSC.
The new website and features developed for VCSC should also be widely publicized once they are
fully completed. A challenge for the VCSC will be informing litigants of its existence before they
arrive at court or a CSC. The most effective forms of outreach would be through CSCs where staff
could inform users about the possibility of using online tools. Advertisements in law libraries,
public libraries, and courthouses could also increase awareness of whatever statewide resources
the Trial Court decides to develop for the VCSC. Legal aid groups and social service providers
could also provide links to the communities where SRLs are largely coming from. In the longer
term as the VCSC becomes more developed, the Trial Court could also consider placing links and
information about its existence on notices and forms that litigants receive or use for their cases.

D. Cost analysis and timeline
Without a more developed idea of what features will be included in the VCSC, it is difficult to
make a firm estimate of the cost for the development of additional online self-help resources.
Speaking with several experts who have worked on the roll out of other states’ self-help
resources, we were able to develop a general sense of where expenses come from for each type of
feature. The cost of developing a VCSC will also depend on the scale of projects, especially those
related to LiveHelp. If the Trial Court decides to build a new website for the VCSC, there will also
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be a cost associated with the development of a user-friendly, navigable site.
For developing document assembly programs, an expert estimates the cost to generally be at
least $1,000 per form. These forms generally have 25-50 questions and take 10 to 20 hours to
compose in addition to anywhere from 5 to 10 to test.104 The primary costs come from paying
both the developer and attorney working on the form, who generally receive an hourly wage.
Legal aid attorneys and law students could represent a source of volunteers to help with
developing online forms. Guided interviews may take on a similar cost structure depending on
their length and complexity. The cost of completing online forms will decrease as the attorneys
and developers gain more experience working on Massachusetts-specific forms and thus can
complete them more efficiently. Alternatively, the Trial Court could also work with legal aid
organizations to develop tools that can be used both in the VCSC and through the organizations’
websites.
LiveHelp would represent the most expensive component of a VCSC. The expense is almost
entirely for staff.105 Maryland began its LiveHelp services with a supervising attorney, staff
attorney, paralegal, and administrator, and the vast majority of expenses were for paying the
staff.106 Alaska’s LiveHelp services began with two paralegals and one attorney.107 The cost for
these remote services could also be lowered by housing them in existing CSCs (or at legal services
organizations) during their pilot phase and eventual implementation. Although paying staff
members is expensive, it should be noted that remote services are generally more cost effective
per individual served than in-person services.108 The staffing could also include AmeriCorps
volunteers to defray costs. In addition, law students and volunteer attorneys could also assist
with operating LiveHelp programs similar to the way Lawyer for the Day programs are currently
operated. The Trial Court, however, should be wary of becoming dependent on free or volunteer
assistance to operate LiveHelp programs.
The exact timeline of the development of a VCSC would ultimately depend on the features and
programs the Trial Court chooses to implement. In the short-term, a working group should
be developed at the same time as the initial stages of the most needed document assembly
programs are developed. In the longer term, LiveHelp programs should be developed for a
specific case type as was done in Maryland before gradually expanding the staffing and capacity
of remote self-help services based on evaluation of initial pilot programs and input from the
working group. While these programs are tested and developed, the Trial Court should consider
how to integrate the VCSC and Courts Self-Help page to best serve SRLs. As a final product, the
VCSC would be a single webpage where court users could find links to LiveHelp services, easily
research their legal issues, and complete documents online for filing or responding to cases. This
centralized location would empower SRLs to learn about their cases, receive direct assistance,
and take action to address the legal challenges facing them.
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Figure 4.9 Proposed implementation of the VCSC

E. Conclusion
The growing justice gap between those with the resources to hire attorneys and those who
are forced to self-represent endangers the fundamental mission of Massachusetts’ courts—to
provide fairly administered justice to everyone in the Commonwealth. The development of new
legal technologies and innovative self-help programs have created powerful tools for the Trial
Court to leverage to close the gap between those who have representation and those who do not.
Initiatives such as document assembly programs and LiveHelp services address the same areas
of self-representation that our research indicated litigants in Massachusetts need the most
assistance with. Combined with a reimagined and redesigned depository of informational
resources, these expanded self-help services can enable all litigants to have a better chance at
protecting and advocating for their legal rights. The services recommended in this report have
also been successfully implemented by state courts across the country, providing the Trial Court
with models from which to test and create the components of a Virtual Court Service Center.
The development of a Virtual Court Service Center will require a cooperative approach with the
legal community in Massachusetts and innovative thinking from the Trial Court. The process
of “turning on the lights” for self-represented litigants in Massachusetts demands the careful
consideration of what court users need to be successful in their cases and how the Trial Court can
present that information in the most accessible manner possible. With patience and an evidencedriven approach, the Virtual Court Service Center could be the most integrated, effective online
self-help center offered by any state court in the United States.
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APPENDIX B. LIST OF ORGANIZATIONS
SURVEYED FOR STAKEHOLDER SECTION
A2J Lab + Atty - Access to Justice

Domestic Violence and Family Law Clinic

Adams Free Library

Domestic Violence Services Network

American Civil Liberties Union MA

Everett Family Resource Center

Ashby Free Public Library

Family Law Advocacy Clinic

Barnstable, Sturgis Library

Family Law Mediation Clinic

Boston ABCD

Family Resource Center (Lowell Public Schools)

Boston Bar Association

Family Resource Centers

Boston Medical Legal Partnership

Fenway Health Center

Boston Public Library

Foley Hoag - Pro Bono Managing Atty.

Boston Public Library

Greater Boston Legal Services

Brockton Area Multi Services Inc

Greater Boston Legal Services

Cape Cod Family Resource Center

Harvard Law Access to Justice/Technology
Fellow, Legal Hackers Meetup

Casa Myrna Vazquez
Center for Law and Education
Charles Hamilton Houston Institute, Harvard
University

Harvard Legal Aid Bureau
Housing Law Clinic
Irish International Immigration Center

City Life/ Vida Urbana

Law + Tech Access2J

Civil Litigation Program (Housing,
Employment, Family & Disability Clinic) at
Boston University

Liberty Mutual

Committee for Public Counsel Services
(Immigration Impact Unit

Mass Budget & Policy Priorities

Community Legal Aid
Community Legal Services and Counseling
Center
Delivery of Legal Services Committee, Access
to Justice Commission

Mashpee Wampanoag Legal Services Clinic

Massachusetts Dept. of Housing and
Community Development
Massachusetts Law Reform Institute
Massachusetts Association of Hispanic
Attorneys
Massachusetts Bar Association

Department of Mental Health
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Massachusetts Black Lawyers Association
Massachusetts IOLTA Committee
Massachusetts Law Reform Institute
Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation
Massachusetts Office of Public Collaboration
National Consumer Law Center
Non-Lawyer Roles Committee, Access to Justice
Commission
North Quabbin Family Resource Center
Northeast Legal Aid
Northern Berkshire Community Coalition
NuLawLab
Pollard Memorial Library
Ropes & Gray
Rosie’s Place
Self-Represented Litigants Committee
Social Law Library
South Coastal Counties Legal Services
Springfield City Library
Sugarman, Rogers, Barshak, & Cohen, P.C.
Supreme Judicial Court (retired)
The Lawyers Clearinghouse
Union of Minority Neighborhoods
Volunteer Lawyers Project
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APPENDIX C. STAKEHOLDER SURVEY109
Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
Turning on the Lights Stakeholder Survey
Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice is launching its Access to Justice initiative,
Turning on the Lights, which seeks to use technology and other innovative approaches to ensure
that civil court users, and particularly self-represented litigants, are able to engage with the
civil legal system in a way that is effective, efficient, respectful and empowering to the litigant.
The cornerstone of this initiative is a project with the Massachusetts Trial Court that involves
making recommendations to the Court regarding the design and creation of an interactive and
user-friendly online court help center. The recommendations will be built around the identified
needs of self-represented litigants, and will incorporate cutting-edge technological features to
illuminate and simplify the now confusing experience of navigating civil court processes without
the assistance of an attorney. Turning on the Lights reflects Appleseed’s belief that user-focused
technology, together with creative, practical, and community-oriented solutions, can make a
significant impact in realizing the larger goal of meaningful access to justice for all. Along with
substantive project components, Appleseed aspires to use Turning on the Lights as a vehicle for
changing the conversation about closing the justice gap.
In order for Massachusetts Appleseed to accurately identify the needs of court users and
self-represented litigations for its Turning on the Lights initiative, Massachusetts Appleseed is
facilitating a comprehensive needs assessment. As part of the needs assessment, Massachusetts
Appleseed is administering surveys to organizations and/or individuals that it considers to be
stakeholders in the push to ensure that court users and self-represented litigants have the
resources and tools necessary to successfully navigate the legal system and create meaningful
access to justice. You and/or your organization has been identified as a stakeholder.

INSTRUCTIONS:
Thank you for your participation in this study. This survey has 17 questions and should take
about 15 minutes to complete. Please think about the types of situations you have personally
encountered as you choose your responses. Your responses are confidential and will be used to
help us better understand the challenges faced by litigants and the people who serve them as we
think about solutions to the justice gap.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may decide not to continue at any
point. If you have any questions, please contact Julia at julia@massappleseed.org. Thank you
again for making time to complete this survey—your input is truly valued.
109

96

In order to be fully transparent, Massachusetts Appleseed will make available any data used for this project so long
as releasing said information will not threaten respondents’ anonymity. To request any of the anonymized survey
responses or other data, please contact Massachusetts Appleseed’s office.

Turning on the Lights

DEFINITIONS:
Court users: For this study, we are defining a court user as a litigant or other individual using the
court on their own behalf or on behalf of a personal relation; for our purposes, court users do not
include attorneys.
Self-represented Litigants: An individual who does not retain a lawyer and represents
themselves in court. Also known as a pro se or unrepresented litigant.

STAKEHOLDER SURVEY - COURT SERVICE CENTER PROJECT
1. What organization do you work for?
2. Please choose the category that best describes the work that you do or your organization
does:
(If more than one apply, choose the option that most connects you with court users and selfrepresented litigants)
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

Legal services or legal aid provider
Community organization, social service provider, or advocate
Access to Justice Commission
Research hub
State agency
Health center
Private law firm or bar association
Technology or innovation hub
Public library
Law School Clinic
Other (please specify): ________________

3. What is your job title?
4. How long have you worked at this job?
5. How long have you worked in your field?
6. In what capacity does your agency serve or interact with self-represented litigants or other
court users?
7. How frequently do you interact with court users in the course of your job?
•• Frequently (weekly/quite often)
•• Occasionally (Few/Several times a month)  
•• None (Few times a year or less)

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
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8. How frequently do you interact with
self-represented litigants in the course of
your job?
•• Frequently (weekly/quite often)
•• Occasionally (Few/Several times a
month)
•• None (Few times a year or less)
9. What is/are the subject matter(s) of
the litigation in which self-represented
litigants you interact with are involved?
(Ex. Child support, guardianship, divorce,
landlord/tenant, custody, consumer,
etc.).
10. In your opinion, what are the primary
challenges and issues that individuals as
self-represented litigants face? Please
list three or more examples.
11. When providing services to selfrepresented litigants and other court
users, what are the greatest challenges
you experience related to their court
matters?
12. What resources could the court provide
to better assist you in serving selfrepresented litigants? Please be specific:
Please consider the following features as part
of a court-based website to offer help to selfrepresented litigants and other court users:
13. Which features do you think would
be most helpful to self-represented
litigants or other court users that you
interact with? (Rank the top 1-5)
•• Phone line with expert staff (i.e. Staff
in Court Service Centers who can
provide information on the procedural
options for legal proceedings, but
cannot provide case specific legal
advice).
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•• Digital communications with expert
staff (instant messaging, video chat,
email, or message board)
•• A video library with informational and
instructional videos
•• Online courses
•• Guided interviews or co-browsing to
help litigants find appropriate forms
•• Guided interviews or smart forms to
assist with court form completion
(document assembly)
•• Automatic filing for completed forms
(e-filing)
•• Modules to teach litigants about
representing themselves in court
•• Ability to access website on
smartphones
•• Locations in the community to use
website on public computer
•• In-person assistance using website
at public location (like a library,
community center, or health center)
•• Notifications or follow-up information
sent to litigants via email or text
•• Scheduling tools
•• Online translation services

14. Which features would help you do your job
more effectively? Rank the top 1-5)
•• Phone line with expert staff (i.e. Staff in
Court Service Centers who can provide
information on the procedural options
for legal proceedings, but cannot
provide case specific legal advice).
•• Digital communications with expert
staff (instant messaging, video chat,
email, or message board)
•• A video library with informational and
instructional videos
•• Online courses
•• Guided interviews or co-browsing to
help litigants find appropriate forms
•• Guided interviews or smart forms to

Turning on the Lights

20. How did you get to the court house today?
(Choose all that apply)
•• Public transportation (one line/no
transfers)
•• Public transportation (2 or more transfers)
•• I drove
•• Someone else drove me
•• I walked or rode a bike
•• Other _______

Thank you for your participation!
For more information, please contact Jake: jake@massappleseed.org.

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
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assist with court form completion (document assembly)
•• Automatic filing for completed forms (e-filing)
•• Modules to teach litigants about representing themselves in court
•• Ability to access website on smartphones
•• Locations in the community to use website on public computer
•• In-person assistance using website at public location (like a library, community center, or
health center)
•• Notifications or follow-up information sent to litigants via email or text
•• Scheduling tools
•• Online translation services
15. Are there any additional website features not listed here you would like to see offered on this
website?

16. Taking into consideration (but not limited to) the types of website features listed in
Questions 13 and 14, which area of law do you think would be most helpful to include on the
website? (Ex. Child support, guardianship, divorce, landlord/tenant, custody, consumer, etc.).

17. Do you have any additional comments, thoughts, or ideas you would like to share with us
about a virtual, web-based platform or the court user experience more generally?
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APPENDIX D. COURT STAFF SURVEY
COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS
ONLINE COURT SERVICE CENTER RESEARCH PROJECT

Trial Court Staff Survey
Interview #_______________
Date_______/_____/_______
The following questions are about the interactions you have with court users, including the
general public and self-represented litigants. These questions may correspond to specific
functions of your job, or to broader observations.
1. At what courthouse/court complex do you work?
●●Boston

●●Brockton

●●Greenfield
●●Lawrence

●●Springfield
●●Worcester

2. In what Trial Court Department do you work?
●●District Court
●●Boston Municipal Court
●●Probate & Family Court
●●Land Court
●●Juvenile Court
●●Housing Court
●●Massachusetts Probation Service
●●Superior Court
●●Office of Court Management
●●Other

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
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3. What is your job title?
4. What information are court users* most seeking or looking for when they come to you?
(*For the purposes of this surveys we are understanding court users to refer to nonattorneys, and while we are particularly interested in the experience of self-represented 		
litigants, the following questions are not meant to be exclusive to this group)
Please choose 3:
●●Help completing court forms
●●Help filing court forms
●●Scheduling

●●Court interpreter

●●Accommodation for a disability

●●Directions to offices, courtrooms, or events

●●Questions about processes related to their cases
●●Legal advice

●●Legal information

●●Other (please specify): ___________________
5. What types of services and support would improve your experience of working with court 		
users?
Please choose 3:
●●More time to fully answer questions

●●More training on case types, forms, and processes

●●Access to information to make referrals within and outside of the Trial Court
●●Access to wifi to help court users do searches
●●Public computers for court users

●●More training on helping court users who are dealing with trauma, mental illness,
substance use, or other challenges
●●More time to fully meet the language needs of court users

●●Having a better office set up for helping court users to complete forms
●●If court users could bring their phones into the court

●●Uniform forms and processes within our department

●●Other (please specify):_________________________________
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6. What services offered by the CSC do you think are most valuable? Please choose 3:
●●Explaining court processes
●●Giving legal information
●●Helping court users complete forms and other documents
●●Directing court users to locations within the court
●●Connecting court users to interpreter services and ADA Coordinators
●●Providing information about social services, community organizations, and legal aid
●●Other (please specify) : __________________________________
7. Are there any additional services would you like to see offered by the CSC to help court 		
users, improve system efficiency, and/or help you do your job more effectively?

Now, we would like to know your thoughts about a website of virtual services designed to
support court users much in the way they currently receive support from the Court Service
Center.
8. Of the following website features, which do you think would be most valuable?
(Choose the top 3)
••Written “How-to” instructions and information
••Informational and instructional “How-to” videos
••Help finding necessary forms
••Help filling out forms
••Practice for litigants to represent themselves in court
••Ability to access website on smartphones
••Locations in the community to use website on public computer
••In-person assistance using website at public location (like a library, community center,
or health center) Alerts, information, or reminders sent to litigants via email or text
••Information available in different languages
Are there any additional features you would like to see offered on this website?

9. Do you have any additional comments, thoughts, or ideas you would like to share with us
about the Court Service Centers, an online Court Service Center, or the court user experience
more generally?

Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law & Justice
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APPENDIX E. COURT SERVICE CENTER
USER SURVEY
COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS
ONLINE COURT SERVICE CENTER RESEARCH PROJECT
Court Service Center User Survey
Interview #_______________
Date_______/_____/_______

Part 1. Your visit today
1. I needed help with a (Choose the type of case)
•• Divorce or separation          	
•• Domestic violence/abuse/harassment
•• Child custody or visitation 	         	
•• Small Claims / Debt Collection
•• Child support or Dept. of Revenue (DOR) 	
•• Eviction/Housing
•• Paternity
•• Changing birth certificate
•• Guardianship
•• Passport
•• Family member’s estate or will
•• Other: ___________________________________________
2. I wanted help with (Choose the types of help you wanted)
•• General legal information
•• Figuring out what paperwork I need to file 	         
•• Court forms
•• Legal research
•• Finding an attorney
•• Responding to something I got in the mail
•• Other: ____________________________
3. Did you get the help you needed today?
••Yes
••No
••Unsure
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4. Do you need more help with your case?
●●Yes
●●No
●●Unsure  
4b. If yes, what kind of help?
•• General legal information
•• Figuring out what paperwork I need to file 	         
•• Court forms
•• Legal research
•• Finding an attorney
•• Responding to something I got in the mail
•• Other: __________________________
5. Please rate your visit:  
●●Very Satisfied
●●Somewhat Satisfied
●●Neither Satisfied or Unsatisfied
●●Somewhat Unsatisfied
●●Not Satisfied
5b. Please explain, especially if you were somewhat unsatisfied or not satisfied.

Part 2. Creating a Court Service Center Website:
6. Do you use: (Choose the ones you use on a regular basis)
•• Smartphone
••Cell phone
••Home computer
••Internet
••Internet-based chatting like instant messaging
••Cell phone or smartphone-based chatting
••Video chatting (like Skype)
7.  Which features would be most helpful for a Court Service Center website?  (Choose 3)
•• Written “How-to” instructions and information
••Informational and instructional “How-to” videos
••Help finding the forms you need
••Help filling out forms  
••Practice for representing yourself in court
••Court Website access on my smartphone
••Public computers in my community to use website
••In-person help using website at public location (like a library, community center, or
health center)
••Alerts, information or reminders sent to you via email or text

••Scheduling tools
••Information available in different languages
7b. Are there any other features that would be helpful on a Court Service Center website?  
8.  Live Help means a person would respond to you. Of the following Live Help options, which
would you like the most?
(Choose one)
••Instant messaging
••Email or message board
••Video chat
••Phone line
9. When would you be most likely to use Live Help on the Court Service Center website?
(Choose one)
••Weekdays (Monday-Friday, before 5pm)
••Weeknights (Monday-Friday, after 5pm)
••Weekends (Saturday, Sunday)
••No preference/Anytime
10. Any additional comments or thoughts about a Court Service Center website?

Part 3. Tell us about yourself:
11. What language do you speak at home?
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
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English
Spanish
Portuguese
Mandarin
Cantonese
Haitian Creole
Vietnamese
Russian
Cape Verdean
Khmer
Arabic
Other: _______________
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12. What language do you best read and
write?
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

English
Spanish
Portuguese
Chinese
Haitian Creole
Vietnamese
Russian
Cape Verdean
Khmer
Arabic
Other: _______________

13. What is your gender?
•• Female
•• Male
•• Other
14.  What is your age?
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

under 18
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65 and over

15. What is your race/ethnicity?
(Choose all that apply)
••
••
••
••
••
••

Hispanic or Latino/a
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Asian
Black or African American
Middle Eastern
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific
Islander
•• White
•• Other _______________

16. When did you finish your education?
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

8th grade or below
Some High School
High School or GED
Some college
Technical or trade school
Associate’s Degree
Bachelor’s Degree
Graduate Degree

17. What was your total household income before taxes during the last 12 months?
••
••
••
••
••
••

Less than $10,000
$10,000 to $19,999
$20,000 to $39,999
$40,000 to $59,999
$60,000 to $79,999
Over $80,000

18. In what city or town are you living right now?
18b. What is your current zip code? (Leave blank if unsure)
19. Where are you staying tonight?  
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

A home I rent
Home of friend or relative
A home I own
A hotel or motel
A shelter
I don’t know yet
Other _________
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