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Executive Summary  

In the United States there is no right to counsel in civil disputes. Thus, when facing 

legal issues related to areas as broad as loss of wages and health insurance, 

unemployment, evictions, food insecurity and domestic violence, low-income Californians 

rely heavily on the support of free legal services. However, the State’s justice gap - that is, 

the extent to which Californians' civil legal needs are not met at all, or addressed 

inadequately by the legal community - is staggering. Non-profit legal aid organizations are 

only able to serve approximately a third of the issues presented to them.  

States across the country have turned to technology to explore how centralized 

systems can potentially assist them in expanding access to justice. This report delves into 

how California can move forward in this respect, considering that without a one-stop-shop 

for lawyers to find pro bono opportunities there is a lot of wasted potential. A statewide 

portal would be a transformative tool in strengthening and expanding professional 

networks, thus allowing for more people to access free legal aid.  

1. Introduction 

In 2019, the California State Bar published a report  that provided a comprehensive 3

view of the State’s justice gap: that is, the extent to which civil legal needs of Californians 

are either not met at all or addressed inadequately by the legal community . The findings 4

were staggering: that year, 85% of legal issues fell into that category.   

3The State Bar of California. (2019). The California Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Californians. Prepared by NORC at the 
University of Chicago for the State Bar of California. San Francisco, CA. Retrieved from: Access to Justice, The California Justice Gap. 
4 The report describes three groups as “fallen into the justice gap”: those that do not seek legal help, those that receive inadequate legal 
help, and those that receive only non-legal help.  Íbid. Pg 8. 
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Because legal intervention helps in areas as broad as employment and wage 

security, housing preservation, health-related issues, family law, and in defending workers’ 

and immigrants’ rights, free legal aid is a powerful tool in addressing systemic inequality. In 

California, as of 2018, more than 7.1 million people are living in poverty , but the legal 5

community also considers other vulnerable populations - such as seniors, non-native 

English  speakers, and people with disabilities - which would bring the estimate to almost 6

13 million  people in need of legal support. 7

Given that in the United States there is no right to counsel in civil disputes and how 

complex the legal system is to navigate, the legal profession has always understood that 

promoting justice and providing equitable access to it is an ethical responsibility .  8

To meet this goal, both State Bar Associations and the Legal Services Corporation  9

fund different legal aid organizations (LSO) and pro bono programs across the nation. 

These institutions are the primary vehicles when it comes to delivering free legal services. 

They fulfill a crucial role: they assess and prepare cases, advocate for the client’s rights, 

provide mentorship and guidance to private lawyers, oversee pro bono clinics, and act as 

overall quality control. 

In California, there are LSOs covering all 58 counties that annually serve nearly 

280,000 people with close to 450,000 legal problems . According to the estimations of the 10

5 Supplemental Poverty Measure: 2018, link to report here.  

6 English as a second language (ESL). 
 
7 OneJustice training  video. 
 
8 American Bar Association. Pro bono resources. 

9Established by Congress in 1974, LSC promotes equal access to justice by funding high-quality civil legal assistance for low-income 
Americans. Link: LSC.gov 

10 Data from OneJustice and projections from the Justice Gap report. 
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California State Bar, LSOs will be able to fully serve approximately 30% of these, leaving the 

staggering amount of almost 70% of cases with inappropriate help or no help at all . 11

States across the country that face a similar scenario have turned to technology as a 

means of improving access to pro bono services and making processes more efficient. 

Most of them have built centralized systems - also known as portals - which vary widely in 

terms of the problems they look to solve, the end-users they are meant for, and the 

functions they embedded to meet these goals. 

This report’s goal is to explore the viability of such a platform in California as a 

means of addressing the State's justice gap. In this document, I define the problem space, 

provide an insight into my research methods, explain the findings from the stakeholder 

analysis I conducted, and describe the nuances around technology adoption and its 

governance structures. Finally, I recommend next steps with the hope that these are 

meaningful as LSOs explore how to better support Californians in their quest for justice.  

2. Problem Definition 

The institutional architecture of how pro bono services are allocated and delivered 

is complex. An oversimplified view is this: at the center of the equation are LSOs, who place 

cases with pro bono attorneys, often in private law firms, to ensure that people get the help 

they need. However, California lacks a centralized system to find, publicize, and assign pro 

bono opportunities.  

This creates both an inefficiency and an equitable access issue: some lawyers 

cannot engage in pro bono work - even though they want to - because there isn't a single 

11 The State Bar of California. (2019). The California Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Californians. Prepared by NORC at 
the University of Chicago for the State Bar of California. San Francisco, CA. Retrieved from: Access to Justice, The California Justice Gap. Pg. 
43.  
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go-to place to search. Additionally, it is time-consuming for LSOs to forge new partnerships 

and reach a wider net as well as finding the lawyers that are the best fit.  

LSOs’ staff attorneys and their private partners build professional relationships over 

years of working together. This ensures that professionalism and human contact are a 

fundamental cornerstone; however, it also means that the primary state-wide networks 

suffer from a fair amount of lock-in, thus leaving room for a lot of untapped potential.  

In 2019, 60% of California households below 125% of the federal poverty line 

experienced at least one legal issue, and 23% of them experienced six or more; the most 

common related to health, finance, and employment . For low-income families, LSOs are 12

the primary source of help. However, the California Justice Gap report established that 

"low-income Californians approached State Bar-funded legal aid organizations for help with 

over 450,000 civil legal problems and were fully served for only 30% of those problems".  13

In this context, the report's recommendations recognized “the need for legal innovation" 

and the use of technology to address the justice gap . 14

However, there is a crucial tension to address. In today’s system - albeit the 

reluctance to call it that since it's more a series of bilateral relationships - there is 

professionalism and thoroughness both on the legal aid side as well as from the private 

attorneys involved in pro bono work. Naturally, there is reluctance as to the role technology 

would play, and what types of tasks and roles it would replace. Because of this, a key 

aspect I sought to explore was how to maintain these crucial characteristics in place, while 

delegating specific duties to technology that would contribute to streamlining 

12 The State Bar of California. 2019. The California Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Californians. 
 
13 California Justice Gap Study Executive Report, pg. 13.  
 
14 Íbid pg. 26. 
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communications, thus making the overall pro bono infrastructure more efficient and 

widespread.  

3. Background Context 

The American Bar Association (ABA) states that lawyers should “aspire to render - 

without a fee - at least 50 hours of pro bono publico legal services per year,”  and that 15

efforts go towards placing those services in assisting the poor and vulnerable communities 

of the United States. Some consider pro bono work to be a lawyer’s highest calling: how the 

good they have aimed to do can materialize.  

Given the unmet legal needs of thousands of people, and the dramatic imbalance 

between resources that nonprofits have in relation to their private counterparts, any 

solution to the justice gap has to involve some volunteer work and strong engagement 

from the private sector. Understanding both of these key actors’ motivations, challenges, 

and day-to-day work is a crucial part of revealing the complexity of structures that deliver 

free legal aid.  

Key actors and their roles - the pro bono infrastructure in California  16

The pro bono equation in California has two key actors - legal aid non-profits and 

attorney volunteers - involved in the delivery of services to people that are facing a legal 

issue. Legal service organizations (or LSOs), and their lawyers and staff, are the primary 

vehicle of this equation: they serve as critical channels of communication, mentorship, and 

15Model Rules of Professional Conduct. American Bar Association. 
 
16 There are many actors in this space, including bar associations, law schools and non-attorneys who devote themselves to pro bono. In this 
report I’ve  focused primarily on LSOs and volunteer attorneys, however I recognize the importance of all actors in providing free legal aid.   
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support for their private partners while advocating for their clients' rights and guiding their 

quest for justice. 

While LSOs’ staff hold key expertise in providing free legal aid, oftentimes they are 

under-resourced and over-burdened. In California, there are around 100,000 attorneys in 

private practice, versus only 2,000 legal aid attorneys (OneJustice estimates put routine 

staff at LSOs at roughly 1,000 people). Today, only 7% of private lawyers engage in some 

pro bono work . As a result, advocates and professionals in this space have long 17

established that to narrow the justice gap, and truly meet the needs of vulnerable 

Californians, private partners have to be involved.  

An essential premise is that technology can be leveraged to reach this untapped 

potential. Probably one of the most important aspects of this delivery system that could be 

enhanced using technology is to improve communications and transparency in order to 

achieve partnerships that are more efficient. Pro bono volunteers could find the most 

appropriate ways to connect with opportunities and engage in pro bono work; LSOs can 

have access to a wider pro bono pool and spend less time searching and recruiting 

volunteers. Technology can create expended connections and lessen some steps in the 

traditional pro bono placement process so that the process is more seamless to both LSOs 

and pro bono volunteers.  

In this respect, other states across the country have built systems through which the 

private bar, legal aid non-profits, and other pro-bono volunteers can collaborate more 

efficiently. However, this process is not exempt from complexities: different constituencies 

17 OneJustice training video.  
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and stakeholders have mixed - and often conflicting - perspectives on what would be the 

most useful tool to implement.  

Legal aid organizations: the primary vehicle of delivery of services 

Legal aid organizations (LSO) are non-profit institutions whose role is to provide 

direct civil representation to those who cannot afford it . People who usually seek these 18

services come from low-income backgrounds or vulnerable populations. In California, LSOs 

play a crucial role primarily because of the state's demographics. California is so diverse 

that no ethnic group has a majority population; it is also highly unequal, with isolated rural 

areas and urban centers that thrive economically. Nearly 10 million Californians are 

immigrants, and it has the largest veteran population in the country .   Thus, LSOs - 19

through their legal aid work - heavily support low-income people and also seniors, those 

living in rural areas, veterans, people with disabilities, non-native speakers, immigrants and 

survivors of domestic violence. According to the California State Bar's estimation of the 

justice gap, some of these groups experience a disproportionate number of legal problems 

in comparison to the overall population . 20

In recent years, however, emergencies such as natural disasters - and most recently, 

the COVID-19 pandemic - have revealed how fragile certain aspects of our lives are. As we 

move into the new decade, housing preservation, public benefits and access to healthcare 

are all areas that are at risk, meaning more and more people will need free legal 

representation.  

18 Schroer, Kim; Shabecoff, Alexa. A Guide to Pursuing Work in Legal Services/Legal Aid. Harvard Law School, 2013. Available at: 
https://hls.harvard.edu/content/uploads/2008/06/2013-legal-services-guide.pdf 
 
19 California Justice Gap Study Executive Report, pg. 5. 
 
20 Íbid, pg. 9. 
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Today, LSOs are only able to solve approximately a third of the issues they receive; 

this is mainly due to insufficient resources. Consequently, LSOs often turn to the private 

bar to leverage their volunteer services to help fill in the gaps in services. 

Private lawyers: their motivations to do pro bono work 

Probably the most stated reason for engaging in pro bono work is that this is a 

professional and ethical responsibility . Lawyers understand that this is not only an 21

effective way of giving back to the community, but also their duty. As of now, only lawyers 

can practice law without supervision , so the power to expand access to justice does fall 22

almost exclusively on them.  

Other factors that drive lawyers to pro bono work are learning and training 

opportunities. This is especially true for younger lawyers who are looking to gain expertise 

in new areas or subject matters or skills sets such as litigating a case in court. In the case of 

lawyers with more experience, pro bono cases allow them to find satisfaction in using their 

competencies for good.  

Finally, an extensive pro bono portfolio helps law firms with recruitment in law 

schools and can also appeal to private clients to the extent that the firm can showcase the 

topics their lawyers care about. 

 

21 American Bar Association. Pro bono resources. 
 
22 A caveat to this is the recommendations from the Task Force on Access Through Innovation of Legal Services (ATILS), in which they aim to 
create a paraprofessional program in California in order to incorporate non-lawyers to help reduce the justice gap. More info here: 
http://www.calbar.ca.gov/About-Us/News/News-Releases/board-of-trustees-accepts-final-report-from-legal-tech-task-force-approves-acce
ss-and-diversity-initiatives 
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Partnerships between the private bar and LSOs: the leveraging of resources to expand 

access to justice 

LSOs and their private partners invest time and resources in developing 

professional relationships. Over several years of working together, they build reliable and 

trustworthy partnerships in which they ensure fluent communication and thoroughness. 

On the private side, the largest law firms employ full-time pro bono professionals. Their 

purpose is to develop these relationships, serve as an outward-facing connection point, 

staff cases within the firm and determine the best use of their time and resources. Scot 

Fishman, from Manatt, described his role as “the face of the public interest within the firm 

and outwards.” However, for mid-size, small and solo law firms finding pro bono 

opportunities is seldom done by a full-time employee. Hence, they face the challenge of 

finding the right opportunities on time and to the level of commitment they can take on. 

This scenario reveals that networks suffer from a certain amount of lock-in: 

partnerships are tight enough that it is rare that an LSO would work with a different set of 

law firms, and vice versa. One stakeholder described it as being  “akin to a sales portfolio”. 

At the same time, it's easier for more established firms and LSOs to staff their cases than it 

is for rural legal aid programs and smaller firms. This leaves a lot of room for missed 

opportunities: in California, almost 70% of private attorneys are solo practitioners or part 

of a firm of no more than three people. Additionally, the issue of lock-in favors not only 

certain organizations over others - large, established legal aids, vs. smaller programs that 

are often in rural and more isolated areas - but also favors certain types of cases. Firms are 

often conflicted out of subject areas such as unemployment and consumer work, meaning 

that LSOs need to do this work themselves, find other partners, or turn clients away. 

10 
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In this context, technology can be a powerful tool to leverage. The question is how 

to exploit its full potential so that any new centralized system can benefit the system as a 

whole.  

Trends from across the nation: using technology to expand access to justice 

Other states have turned to technology looking to build systems that can 

systematize work, centralize communications and serve as one-stop-shops to publicize - 

and find - pro bono opportunities. In the legal community, these types of online systems 

are known as “portals”, a word that encompasses a wide variety of characteristics and 

functions, since their affordances vary widely across jurisdictions . Nonetheless, in general, 23

they can be understood as intended to help the legal aid community and other state 

institutions collaborate to provide some form of practical assistance to those with a civil 

legal problem.  

It is essential to differentiate between tools that aim to make the legal system easier 

to navigate - usually known as self-help tools - from systems that aim to make the work of 

providing legal assistance - or representation - more efficient. California already has the 

former , and for other reasons, I also explain in this report, this report focuses solely on 24

the latter.  

4. Methodology 

To understand the political (and technical) viability of building a tool as I have 

described above, I divided the research for this project in three different areas: (i) 

23 A more detailed description of what other states have done can be found in Section 6.  
 
24 https://lawhelpca.org/ 
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stakeholder interviews, (ii) state-by-state exploration of their various portals, their general 

functions and the problems they set out to solve, and, (iii) an analysis of technology 

adoption to understand its general challenges. By including this final aspect, my aim was to 

draw lessons for this specific case. 

Through this work, I strived to understand how organizations do their day-to-day 

work, the challenges they meet, the human resources that sustain them, and their overall 

institutional infrastructures. I also looked into their missions, motivations, and beliefs to 

better understand the values and driving forces of pro bono work. With this information in 

hand, my goal was to identify intervention points in which technology could play a role that 

would relieve LSO staff members and lawyers from basic tasks and contribute to overall 

efficiency. The assumption is that by delegating certain functions to technology, there will 

be more time for LSO staff to invest in meaningful projects and community outreach. 

Given the professional environment in the legal services community, I have 

identified two possible ways in which technology could be deployed : a tool that benefits 25

the system as a whole (by raising overall awareness and engagement, for instance), or an 

online system that is more specific in enabling connections between the different actors 

involved in the delivery of services. The former would serve as a means for state-wide 

encouragement, messaging, storytelling, recruitment and training. The latter would be 

aimed at facilitating direct connections between LSOs and pro bono volunteers  (some 26

type of matching system). 

25 Julia Wilson, former OneJustice director, was a crucial thought partner in this matter. 
 
26 As mentioned in previous sections, both of these alternatives focus on the providers of legal aid, that is, mainly LSOs and private attorneys. 
As such, both of these tools are “inward-facing” as in, not meant for the general public.  
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The stakeholder analysis I describe in the following section helps to shed a light as 

to which of the two models described above would suit California better.  

5. Findings from Stakeholder Analysis  27

Over the course of two months, I interviewed 24 people : 13 pro bono professionals from 28

LSOs from across the State, 5 lawyers from different firms, the pro bono director of UC 

Irvine’s Law School, two directors from different bar organizations, two founders of pro 

bono-related tech firms and the director of the Florida Bar Foundation’s Pro bono Program. 

These conversations allowed me to identify different points of view in regards to 

centralized systems (i.e. portals), the incentives to do this type of work and roadblocks to 

fulfilling institutional goals. 

Finding volunteers in rural areas is difficult, but can technology help? 

An important starting point is to differentiate between LSOs that are urban versus 

rural: operations - and resources - vary widely across geographical areas. One aspect that 

rural LSOs highlighted was the fact that the further away from urban centers, the more 

common it will be to find only solo practitioners or firms of no more than three people. In 

this scenario, it is especially hard to engage volunteers because smaller firms often do not 

have the bandwidth or resources to take on pro bono cases. While there seems to be a 

consensus as to the difficulty of finding pro bono partners that can provide legal 

representation in rural areas, there seem to be divergent opinions as to whether this 

problem could be solved by leveraging technology. 

27 A lot of these interviews helped me understand how the pro bono infrastructure works and I included most of that in Section 2. 
 
28 Details can be found in Appendix A. 
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On the one hand, organizations like the Legal Aid of Sonoma County have decided 

to exclude the outsourcing of pro bono work from their business model entirely. 

Historically, they have been more successful in getting financial contributions from the 

private bar rather than professional help (i.e., volunteers). Thus, these types of 

organizations do not need access to an ongoing centralized system but would benefit from 

a state-wide portal in the wake of a disaster.  

On the other hand, smaller organizations that have limited resources, and can rarely 

employ full-time pro bono professionals, would undoubtedly benefit from a centralized 

system. Most of them envision it as a way to reach a more extensive network easily and 

quickly, which would help them meet their ultimate goal more efficiently: serve more 

people in need of legal aid. 

Clinics: an important aspect to consider 

It is important to highlight clinics, which are often a central part of LSOs’ service 

delivery models in order to serve more clients, and many recruit pro bono volunteers to 

help staff these clinics. A centralized system would be beneficial to promote and staff these 

clinics. 

The biggest issue for rural LSOs: publicity and overall engagement 

When rural LSOs were asked about the "number one problem that needs to be 

solved”, the most common answer was about widening the reach of the legal services 

community to include pro bono attorneys who are not part of large firms. In general, 

organizations think that in addition to helping them expand their network, a centralized 

system would help in streamlining opportunities, give more timely responses to those 
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seeking out help, and allow them to keep better track of who signs up for pro bono. Failing 

to engage on a longer-term basis with smaller firms cuts the entire system short of 

potential partnerships, and organizations are eager to find attorneys outside of their 

geographical region.  

Some people expressed skepticism as to whether this would solve the more 

significant issue of rivalry in regard to the pool of volunteers. For rural LSOs, it is tough to 

compete with urban centers since very rarely will an attorney from a city-based firm want 

to take a case outside of their jurisdiction. In large, highly concentrated counties like Los 

Angeles, networks amongst LSOs and pro bono lawyers are tight, well-established, and 

hard to expand. 

The central question is: can a system that expands overall state-wide awareness 

change the dynamics described above and increase uptake rates that would eventually 

better serve Californians in need?  

Pro bono work is recency-biased 

Another type of LSO are those following impact litigation models. The Western 

Center for Law and Poverty and the Giffords Law Center to Prevent Gun Violence both 

described that finding volunteers is not an issue for them. In the wake of any crisis - 

political, environmental or health-related - private attorneys are eager to volunteer their 

time. They are usually highly motivated to engage with these types of opportunities since 

they perceive it as being an effective way of moving the needle on issues they care about .  29

29 The caveat is that because this type of work is very attractive, it takes resources away from the day-to-day individual cases that need 
assistance.  
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Lawyers are usually pressed for time and work on very tight schedules, which 

arguably makes pro bono work very recency-oriented. Whenever there is an emergency, 

the most prominent challenge LSOs face is to match the influx of volunteers quickly and 

effectively with opportunities. 

A centralized system would support this challenge by directing new volunteers and 

potential partners to a single system while also saving time for LSO staff attorneys as they 

place cases or fill other pro bono opportunities.  

Lawyers want to engage in pro bono work but have limited time to do so. 

Lawyers' motivation to volunteer is high, but time is - by far - the biggest roadblock 

to more widespread pro bono engagement. A common concern on LSOs' part is whether a 

case will require a more significant time commitment than pro bono lawyers anticipated, 

which creates an extra burden for legal aid staff attorneys as they often have to absorb this 

work. In this respect, the appropriateness of fit highly determines the success of 

partnerships.  

A centralized system would support LSOs in finding appropriate matches for the 

opportunities they need to staff, allowing greater detail as to what a specific opening 

entails (area of the law, time commitment, research for a particular case, etc.) Greater 

transparency - and easy to navigate fields such as location, type of engagement, 

prerequisites, etc. - would require less time invested on both ends when searching for new 

opportunities. 

Additionally, another positive feature of a centralized system is the ability to collect 

data about networks to better understand “good” partnerships. An important question that 
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this would help address is whether LSOs provide volunteers with opportunities of their 

interest or if another LSO would probably be a better fit. This information would help map 

case take-up (and closing) rates and understand how those would change with a broader 

network of potential partners.  

The legal system is hard to navigate and outcomes tend to be better with legal 

representation 

The United States’ legal system is complex and hard to navigate. Several 

stakeholders mentioned that it would be hard to imagine that someone would be 

successful in representing themselves, especially in complex cases. In that same sense, 

LSOs’ assessment and preparation of cases grant legal processes legitimacy and - as such - 

are the central pillar of the entire system. So much so, that private attorneys will rarely take 

on pro bono cases that haven’t been vetted by legal aid lawyers. As a result, the efficiency 

aspect rests almost solely on LSOs being able to staff and place cases (or recruit for clinics 

and research projects) promptly while also finding the best volunteer fit. An appropriate 

system would be one that supports LSOs and their partners in day-to-day tasks. 

Is this the best way in which we can do our work? 

Finally, some stakeholders shared that they are continually striving to determine 

whether the way they conduct their work is the best way to meet the goal of expanding 

access to justice.  

Pro bono programs are a business model decision, and organizations should decide 

whether or not it makes sense for their organizational infrastructures. A question for the 
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broader community is a more holistic one: is this the best way possible to expand access to 

justice for low-income folks? And what is the best use of resources?  

6. The Role for Technology 

New inventions come along, almost always accompanied by social, economic, and 

organizational upheavals . At the very core of the history of technology is the fact that we 30

have consistently strived to make processes more efficient, quicker, less costly, safer. And 

the consequences and results of this - while unfathomable at one point - are absolutely 

patent when looking back: industrial production, warfare, the space program and - more 

recently - information technology, have all unquestionably changed the social arrangement 

and political organization of our lives.   

However, technical systems are not merely a result of an internal and independent 

innovative process that then expands it to different communities for its use. Instead, 

technological change is often spearheaded by people in positions of power, seeking out 

specific goals and policies. To this respect, it is crucial to understand the set of conditions  - 

social, economic, political - in which technology is both created and deployed so that 

people can appropriate new tools in a way that serves them.  

In a constant effort to make these creative - and building - processes less 

hierarchical and top-down, recent trends have shifted towards implementing more 

democratic and inclusive design models. The overarching idea is to meaningfully engage 

with communities first and understand the problems they are looking to solve before 

developing a tech-based solution. 

30 Bowker, G. C., Baker, K., Millerand, F., & Ribes, D. (2009). Toward information infrastructure studies: Ways of knowing in a networked 
environment. In International handbook of internet research (pp. 97-117). Springer, Dordrecht. 
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This is driven both by ethical and efficiency concerns: only a process that stems 

from a profound understanding of an issue, and that involves key stakeholders throughout, 

can yield meaningful results.  

Taking into account the nuances and complexities described above can help map 

out important definitions and imperatives that stakeholders should consider when 

designing a project looking to use the lever of technology to expand access to justice. Such 

a noble cause has fundamental value, but can only be implemented successfully by 

recognizing that the choices about technology have essential consequences that often go 

beyond the initially intended realm of action.  31

With the vision of a new centralized system, it is helpful to review past efforts in 

California with regards to building a portal to understand what failed. 

History in California 

Building some kind of online portal (not state-wide though) is not a rare endeavor 

for California. However, for different reasons, previous efforts have become either obsolete 

or inactive. 

For instance, in 2005 and 2006, the Legal Aid Association of California (LAAC) tried 

building a website to increase online presence. It started with a Los Angeles-specific 

website to incentivize local pro bono in the Central Valley. However, at the time, programs 

were highly resistant to centralized systems. Then, legal newspapers tried to build a 

website to place pro bono cases. At the time, their marketing team thought it would attract 

31 Winner, L. (1980). Do artifacts have politics?. Daedalus, 121-136. 
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solo practitioners, since the consensus was that they had a harder time finding 

opportunities due to a lack of capacity to search different websites.  

Reasons that explain why some of these systems quickly became obsolete are 

related both to a lack of buy-in from end-users and inappropriate governance structures. 

According to Julia Wilson , the main issue was that LSOs resisted having to double their 32

work: no organization wanted to have to enter information twice. Additionally, with the 

level of LSO staff turnover, it was hard to keep workers appropriately trained and invested 

in a new system. Finally, it was cumbersome to understand and not very user-friendly. 

A fundamental thought to recognize is that the innovative process is rarely static. 

How people adopt (and adapt) technology is often known as appropriation. This concept 

emphasizes the transformation aspect; usually, when a system is deployed, the end-user 

will make sense of this new tool within their context, often converting and altering its 

original intention (sometimes known as the script). This was probably a key failing as well: 

none of the models described above seemed to have acknowledged how different LSOs are 

throughout the state. Historic regional or urban-focused efforts fail to take into account the 

rural perspective, an area in which pro bono programs face very different challenges than 

their urban counterparts. This heterogeneity means that any centralized system will be 

adopted with more difficulties by those organizations that are understaffed, have fewer 

resources and/or are geographically isolated from bigger pools of volunteers. So, for any 

project similar to this one, the research aspect is only a starting point, paving the way for 

an ongoing self-reassessment and redesigning that will ensure the best integration 

possible of the tool to everyday practices and routines, and for a wide variety of LSOs. 

32 Former CEO of OneJustice. 
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Next, there is the issue of governing bodies and relevant actors: often, those who 

need technology - or seek out and outsource these types of projects - are not the ones 

building it. This then defines an environment in which technologists, system designers and 

engineers have to work together with advocates, professionals in the non-profit realm, 

government officials and regulators.  

These stakeholders often face a crucial task: how to resolve the tension between 

operational requirements (and capacities) while pondering more substantial questions 

such as end goals and policy objectives or values. It’s important to achieve a clear view of 

the type of partnership that would address these discussions meaningfully. With this, 

stakeholders can make sure their ethics and goals are embedded in the technology.   

Good governance 

A good governance structure should be able to determine who provides technical 

support (regular updates, training) and overall maintenance while also addressing how to 

achieve appropriate buy-in from end-users. In the pro bono community there are some 

examples of these types of partnerships: Paladin and the Chicago Bar Foundation, and 

SavvySuit and the Florida Bar Foundation.  

a. Paladin and the Chicago Bar Foundation  33

Paladin is a technology company building a tool that was initially designed to 

streamline the pro bono case management process in law firms . However, most recently, 34

they expanded to offering their product for free to LSOs as well, intending to improve 

recruitment and placement among pro bono partners. 

33 https://cbf.joinpaladin.com/chicago-bar-foundation/ 
 
34 A few firms have adopted this platform. It’s paid for private firms but free for LSOs. 
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Per the Chicago Bar Foundation's request, Paladin built a city-wide (and then 

state-wide) portal with a simple yet extremely appealing user interface to publicize pro 

bono opportunities. Lawyers can either use a search bar or a browsing tool to filter by 

practice areas, who they're looking to help, or the kind of opportunity that they're 

interested in (clinics, litigation, or fixed time commitments).  

To promote pro bono work and increase overall engagement across the state, there 

is a section stating the reasons as to why this work is meaningful, ethical and can be 

personally and professionally satisfying to lawyers. 

Paladin works closely with LSOs to facilitate their onboarding process and training to 

avoid doubling their work when populating the webpage.  

b. Paladin and COVID-19 response in New York and nation-wide 

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly impacted our health and our lives, and we 

have yet to see many of its ripple effects as legal ramifications. Loss of wages and health 

insurance, unemployment, evictions, food insecurity and domestic violence situations are 

all on the rise; and, as with every emergency, both LSOs and the pro bono community fulfill 

a crucial role in addressing these issues. Private lawyers especially, are eager to contribute 

in an emergency as quickly and efficiently as possible.  Paladin partnered with the New 

York State Bar Association to launch a state-wide pro bono opportunity portal  and with 35

the ABA for a nation-wide response network .  36

c. SavvySuit 

35 https://nysba.joinpaladin.com/nysba/opportunities/ 
 
36 https://aba.joinpaladin.com/aba-disaster-relief/ 
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SavvySuit is a technology company based in Florida, funded by former legal aid 

attorneys and technologists. They have been collaborating with the Florida Bar Foundation 

since 2017 . Different from Paladin, SavvySuit is specifically focused on being a tool for 37

legal aid organizations. They work closely with individual LSOs to build APIs  that ensure 38

staff attorneys do not have to double their work, and that populating the portal can be 

done quickly and easily. An important aspect to note is that rather than being a specific 

website, Pro bono Matters lives in different locations. This provides multiple ways for 

attorneys to find opportunities. For instance, there is a unified state-wide catalog (Florida 

Pro bono Matters ), but the system is also embedded in bar association websites (for 39

instance the Florida Young Lawyers’ Division site ) and also allows programs to promote 40

their own cases on their websites (Jacksonville Area Legal Aid ). 41

These responses are a clear example of the need to efficiently direct resources - 

both in the wake of an emergency and on an ongoing basis - and how the lever of 

technology can streamline these efforts.  

California: points of intervention in the case of pro bono 

It is important to distinguish between two types of tools that could potentially be of 

use to LSOs and the pro bono community at large in California: a one-stop-shop to 

publicize cases and make it easier for lawyers to find opportunities, or a more sophisticated 

tool to match volunteers to legal aid organizations more directly.  

37  Details of the functions of this portal can be found on pg. 21. 
 
38 An application programming interface is a computing interface which defines interactions between multiple software intermediaries. 
 
39 More details in the section “What other states have done in this matter”.  
 
40 https://flayld.org/florida-probono-catalog/ 
 
41 https://www.jaxlegalaid.org/pro-bono/ 
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What other states have done in this matter 

Other states have already built systems like these to foster collaboration and 

expand engagement. In exploring other states’ different models and the problems they 

were trying to solve, I found valuable information regarding the design and structure of 

these portals which are useful when determining the next steps forward for California . 42

Here, I outline a few of them. 

Florida - ProBono Matters 

With funding from the State Bar, and in partnership with SavvySuit , Florida 43

launched a state-wide system known as ProBono Matters. This portal functions, essentially, 

as a one-stop-shop to post and search for pro bono opportunities across the state. Similar 

to an analogue billboard, LSOs post their cases with a brief description of the issue and 

client, and current and prospective volunteers can then submit a form expressing interest. 

By using a search bar, potential volunteers can also filter by geographic region, or area of 

the law. This model facilitates transparency and improves fluency in communications 

among stakeholders. The goal of this project was to centralize information to make it easier 

for lawyers to find and adopt cases, thus increasing the number of people that receive free 

legal assistance . More recently, as part of COVID-19 response, the updated system allows 44

organizations to sort catalogs and show only COVID-19 related cases.  

42 There are several other states with portals/websites, these are only  some of them that provide an overview of different models.  
 
43 https://www.savvysuit.com/ 
 
44 Other features are a learning center, a page sharing clinics, webinars, and resources to help lawyers find appropriate training, and a 
section to post events, news and content that will help in fostering community.  
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Probably the most salient characteristic of Pro Bono Matters is its ability to exist in 

different locations. This expands the reach of the portal, as it becomes very easy for 

lawyers to find opportunities no matter the website they search on.  

Alaska, Hawaii and Louisiana  - the Legal Navigator  45 46

In 2016, the Legal Services Corporation , partnered with Microsoft to develop online 47

portals that would “direct individuals with civil legal needs to the most appropriate forms of 

assistance” , a pressing need being that people be able to access useful, action-oriented, 48

timely information.  These are outward facing tools, in which end users are typically 49

individuals with legal issues and community organizations or social service providers. 

Through a guided assistance program using artificial intelligence, the system identifies the 

legal issue the person is facing and provides them with a personalized plan to follow.  

This model meets different needs than those present in California. However, their 

use of technology to interpret colloquial language and surface appropriate legal terms in 

order to better identify the problem, may be a useful tool to explore.  

Oregon 

45 https://www.raisingthebar.org/legal-navigator 
 
46 https://stage.legalnav.org/ 
 
47 Legal Services Corporation (LSC) is an independent nonprofit established by Congress in 1974 to provide financial support for civil legal aid 
to low-income Americans. LSC promotes equal access to justice by providing funding to 133 independent non-profit legal aid programs in 
every state, the District of Columbia, and U.S. Territories. LSC grantees serve thousands of low-income individuals, children, families, 
seniors, and veterans in 813 offices in every congressional district.  
 
48 LSC launches program with Microsoft. 
 
49 A thorough description of the implementation of these projects can be found in the panel called “Creating Inclusive Justice Ecosystems in 
Alaska and Hawaii: Developments in the Legal Navigator Initiative” hosted by the 2019 LSC’s Innovation in Technology Conference. Videos of 
all panels can be found here. 
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The Oregon State Bar has a comprehensive webpage with diverse services for the 

public, for lawyers, publicizing different bar programs, and with a section for legal 

publications. There is a special section advertising pro bono opportunities , a function that 50

specifically provides lawyers with information about which LSOs they can volunteer with. It 

does not provide information about specific cases, clinics or opportunities but rather lists 

the different organizations providing free legal aid across the state. This model is too 

rudimentary for California to follow. A proper system would have a more sophisticated 

search tool in order to provide as much information as possible about different 

opportunities, with the aim of improving the fit of a pro bono attorney to a volunteer 

opportunity.  

Virginia 

In 2019 , a coalition of Virginia bar organizations launched the state-wide 51

JusticeServer Pro Bono Portal . This tool’s goal is to facilitate attorneys and legal services’ 52

partnerships. Through a search tool and filtering system, lawyers can easily adjust the 

settings in order to find an opportunity they are interested in (and a good fit for). This 

website aggregates opportunities from eight legal aid programs across the state, and in 

addition to assisting with case placement, the portal also allows for lawyers to report case 

completion and results online.  

50 https://www.osbar.org/probono/index.html 
 
51 https://www.vba.org/news/446878/Statewide-Pro-Bono-Portal-Launches.htm 
 
52 https://www.justiceserver.org/JusticeServer 
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7. Recommendations and Next Steps 

This project originated from the California Project Director’s Association’s (PDA) wish 

to do ground research about whether a centralized system would be an appropriate way of 

addressing the justice gap in California. They recognized that while technology can be a 

powerful tool to lever, it is only one way of potentially solving certain issues and that there 

are challenges to its effective adoption. A special consideration was that before embarking 

on the design and development of a portal for pro bono opportunities, a good 

understanding of the structural and organizational landscape was crucial.  

Across the nation, there is a wide variety of such portals, all with different goals, 

end-users, functions, and governance structures. Over the past decade, several efforts 

have spearheaded in different regions of California that looked to use the lever of 

technology to make specific pro bono matching tasks more efficient. However, for various 

reasons, most of them are obsolete today. Hence, the path forward towards a state-wide 

centralized system is not necessarily obvious. An additional challenge in California is that 

the pro bono environment is much larger and more complex than in some of the other 

states that have more easily adopted portals.  

The legal aid community in California is highly heterogeneous, with different actors 

of varying sizes, resources and geographies. For this report, it was essential to understand 

how stakeholders envision a portal and how they tackle their institutional goals on a 

day-to-day basis in order to identify common challenges they face.  

So, what next?  

Technology is a tool that can assist professional work, thus freeing up LSO staff time 

for more meaningful tasks. In this case, a centralized, online system would be beneficial to 
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increase overall LSO staff and volunteer engagement, assist with case placement, clinic 

scheduling and staffing, and improve the goodness of fit of lawyers to opportunities. As 

such, a portal would be a powerful tool in expanding access to justice in California. It can 

also serve as an ongoing one-stop-shop platform, avoiding the need for systems created in 

the wake of emergencies.  

However, with innovation and technological change, there is always some resistance 

because it often means having to learn a new way of doing things and increased 

uncertainty for present job structures. More importantly, there are equity considerations: is 

a specific technology more challenging to adopt for some organizations, thus putting them 

at a disadvantage? Adoption of a new system cannot be too costly, because every minute 

spent in training and onboarding, is time away from LSOs' core responsibilities: serving 

Californians in need of legal aid.  

 

The question then is what is the most appropriate way of building this.  

First: research. The goal going forward should be to continue achieving a clearer view of 

the everyday tasks that could be delegated to technology and what LSOs’, law schools’ and 

attorneys’ overarching goals are.  

Second: decide an appropriate partner and governance structure. The California Project 

Director’s Association’s (PDA) should find a technical partner they can address political and 

ethical concerns with and with whom they feel comfortable discussing challenges and 

needs.  

Third: as part of the governance structure, the PDA should decide which institution will 

"house" the new system. It’s important to determine the organization in charge of ensuring 
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the system is maintained and updated. A similar model to Pro Bono Matters can be 

pursued: rather than striving for a centralized website, the system can be housed in 

different websites to increase reach and facilitate LSOs’ work of publicizing and posting 

opportunities. Having several entry points enhances the portal’s effect by reaching a wider 

audience. However, the key issue here is to strike a balance between a central entity 

“housing” the system and being in charge of support, maintenance and updates while 

allowing the system to live in different sites. It’s crucial to ensure that LSOs’ are not 

overburdened with more work in relation to the new portal and that usability becomes a 

key goal. 

Fourth: funding. This process will need funding both for its initial upfront costs (i.e. further 

research and a pilot program) and for ongoing costs. A fundamental consideration here is 

equity: the PDA should decide upon an appropriate funding model that ensures that those 

organizations who can not afford this program are still able to participate in it. 

Fifth: start a working group specific for the portal. It is helpful to understand this as an 

ongoing process where constant feedback needs to be facilitated. A working group that can 

serve as an outward facing point of contact both with the private partner and other LSOs 

will ensure that the design process fulfills the PDA’s needs and requirements. Depending 

on the PDA’s members’ bandwidth, there can be two separate groups: one that would 

handle the kickstarting of this project (more research, beta testing, developing a 

partnership with a private partner, etc.) and an ongoing board to serve as the main point of 

contact for constant feedback.  

Sixth: ensure state-wide buy-in with appropriate training and technical support. A system 

will only be successful to the extent that organizations and stakeholders are invested in 
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using it. For this, initial and ongoing training and support should come primarily from the 

private partner/software builder and facilitated by the organization housing the system. 

This looks to avoid mistakes from previous models in which there was a heavy reliance on 

LSO staff to keep the system updated and their employees well-trained. Additionally, 

centralizing training will provide the private partner with key oversight as to common 

challenges and issues that should be addressed to ensure that the system deployed is 

user-friendly.  

Seventh: deploy a marketing strategy and a state-wide launch that engages key players. 

This will be fundamental in bringing in all LSOs, no matter their size or location. After the 

kickoff, a marketing strategy that is really effective is to use the portal to share positive 

experiences of users. In Florida, for instance, a campaign that was highly successful was 

sharing stories from lawyers with the cases they felt most proud of, and messaging around 

the importance of pro bono. 

Eighth: make sure to include clinics, disaster relief and non-attorney opportunities in any 

future online system. Law students, bar associations and other professionals are key 

partners that should also be able to find opportunities that suit them in the easiest way 

possible.  

Ninth: professional relationships between LSOs and pro bono partners matter, any tool 

should enhance and support them (instead of replacing them). With an online, centralized 

system the main goal is to reach the many attorneys that today do not engage in pro bono 

work due to a lack of knowledge of where to find appropriate opportunities.  
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8. Concluding Remarks 

Throughout this report, I’ve focused on the role that technology can play in 

expanding access to justice in California. This is a nuanced topic that has to be approached 

with rigor, patience, proactivity and a clear goal in mind: what is the best approach to 

building a portal that can engage with different stakeholders and serve Californians in 

need?  

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, we have learned how quickly and 

dramatically our lives, our work, and our well-being can change. For several years, LSOs’ 

advocacy work has played a crucial role in engaging private partners to take on pro bono 

cases; however, there is a lot of wasted potential without the lever of technology. Most 

attorneys in California are solo or small-sized practitioners who often don’t know where to 

find a comprehensive list of opportunities they can engage with. A state-wide portal would 

be a transformative tool in strengthening and expanding professional networks, thus 

allowing for more people to access free legal aid.  
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9. Appendixes 

Appendix A - Stakeholder interviews 

 

Name  Organization  Role 

Amira Samuel  Pro Bono Manager 
 Los Angeles Center of Law and 
  Justice 

Andrea Fitanides  Pro Bono Counsel  Morgan, Lewis & Bockius LLP 

Andrew Kucera 
Supervising Attorney for the Voluntary 
  Legal Services Program (VLSP)  Central California Legal Services 

Anna Strasburg Davis  Director of Pro Bono Programs   UC Irvine School of Law 

Ben Weinberg  Pro Bono Partner  Dentons US LLP 

Brooke Heymach  Pro Bono Director  Law Foundation of Silicon Valley 

Christine Smith  Pro Bono Director 
Giffords Law Center to Prevent Gun 
  Violence 

Claud B. Nelson  Director Pro Bono Program  Florida Bar Foundation 

Cori Racela  Deputy Director  Western Center for Law and Poverty 

Cynthia Bradshaw  Volunteer Attorney Program Coordinator  Greater Bakersfield Legal Assistance 

David Lash 
Managing Counsel for Pro Bono and Public 
Interest Services  O'Melveny 

Eli Mattern  CEO and General Counsel  SavvySuit 

Ellen Miller 
Director of Strategic Partnerships and 
  Initiatives  California Lawyer’s Association 

Jaclyn Pampel  Pro Bono Partner  Baker McKenzie 

Jenny Farrell  Executive Director  Mental Health Advocacy Services 

Julia Wilson  Former CEO  OneJustice 

Kevin Aslianan  Executive Director 
Coalition of California Welfare Rights 
  Organizations 

Kristen Sonday  CEO and Co-founder  Paladin 

Ronit Rubinoff  Executive Director  Legal Aid of Sonoma County 

Sara Raffer Lee  Pro Bono Program Manager  Legal Aid Society of San Diego 

Scot Fishman  Partner & Director of Pro Bono  Manatt, Phelps & Phillips, LLP 

Tiela Chalmers  CEO and General Counsel  Alameda County Bar Association 

Tiffany Tsao  Pro Bono Manager  Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles 
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