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1. Executive summary 
1.1 Introduction 
1. Achieving fairer outcomes for people experiencing greater disadvantage is a 

challenge identified in the ‘Reshaping Legal Services’ sector-wide strategy, 
published by the Legal Services Board (LSB) in March 2021. To help overcome this 
challenge, the LSB commissioned Community Research to carry out in-depth 
research to explore: 
• What people are vulnerable to, when they use legal services, and the barriers 

or unnecessary frictions they experience; 
• What good, inclusive service looks like for people in vulnerable circumstances 

and the balance regulation strikes between safeguarding and enabling them to 
use legal services. 

2. The research commenced with a rapid review of evidence and literature on 
vulnerability and inclusive design. This was followed by ten interviews with 
professionals working in support and advice organisations, and 30 interviews with 
people who had used a legal professional in the previous eighteen months. 

3. The rapid evidence review suggested that anyone using legal services is inherently 
vulnerable, primarily due to the situation that prompts their legal need (i.e. they 
are ‘situationally vulnerable’), but also due to the way the legal services market 
works (‘market-specific vulnerability’). However, the review also pointed to specific 
‘additional risk factors’ for vulnerability in legal services, such as poverty/ low 
income; disabilities; low literacy; digital exclusion; and domestic abuse.  

4. To understand the influences and impacts of vulnerability in legal services, 11 
‘situationally vulnerable’ participants were recruited and 19 participants with  
‘additional risk factors’ for vulnerability were recruited. 

1.2 Main research findings  
Understanding vulnerability 
5. The research echoed themes from the existing literature: all participants were 

inherently vulnerable when they had a legal need, due to their situation and due 
to market factors.  

6. Participants describing their ‘situational vulnerability’ talked about the stress, 
uncertainty and challenging decisions that came with their situation. Even 
participants likely to appear as confident and assured said they felt vulnerable due 
to their situation. This was true for process-driven legal issues (such as 
conveyancing, making a will or setting up Lasting Power of Attorney) as well as 
more complicated and long-lasting legal issues. For some, their situation meant 
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there was a lot at stake – their job/ income; access to their children; financial 
settlement from divorce; injury or employment disputes.  

7. The research also provided further evidence that the legal services market – and 
legal professionals and legal businesses – can contribute to ‘market-specific’ 
vulnerability amongst people with a legal need. All participants described feeling 
at a disadvantage when they needed to use a legal professional due to the inherent 
power imbalance between them and a legal professional. This was due to legal 
professionals’ status, their presumed intelligence, and their knowledge.  

8. Two-thirds of participants (and many of the clients served by interviewees from 
support and advice organisations) had ‘additional risk factors’ that made them 
particularly vulnerable, such as low incomes; disabilities/ poor health; poor mental 
health; experience of domestic abuse and low literacy. Many of them had multiple 
risk factors. 

9. Some risk factors were particularly notable in exacerbating vulnerability in 
legal services. These include poverty, homelessness and domestic abuse. There is 
some evidence that age, disabilities and poor mental health also intensify 
vulnerability. Interviewees in intermediary organisations said that people with 
these issues tend to have a greater need of legal support, but may have lower 
agency to seek help and assert their legal rights. This was apparent in interviews 
with some participants. Some participants also had a mistrust of people in 
authority, and some had poor experiences of legal professionals in the past. 

10. Participants’ vulnerabilities (situational, market, or additional) had various impacts, 
including: 
• Emotional impacts (stress, anxiety, difficulty making decisions);  
• Lack of agency or control over their legal issue; 
• Exclusion from the market (because they could not afford legal fees to assert 

their rights). For some, their experiences of legal professionals put them off 
using legal professionals for future issues; 

• Financial impacts (having to take out loans to afford legal fees; low divorce/ 
injury settlements). 

The customer journey: experiences of using legal services 
Recognising a legal issue 
11. Some participants – and many clients of support and advice organisations – did 

not recognise there was a legal component to their issues for which they could 
seek help from a legal professional. This applied to both participants who were 
vulnerable due to their situation and those with ‘additional risk factors’. Participants 
with complex cases involving housing, welfare, and domestic abuse were some of 
those who were least likely to recognise they have legal rights that can be 
enforced. 
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Accessing legal support 
12. All public participants recruited had used a legal professional, so they had got to 

the point of accessing legal support. In contrast, interviewees from support and 
advice organisations said their clients rarely asserted their legal rights, either 
because they lack the energy and confidence, or because they (think they) cannot 
afford legal advice and representation. This was echoed amongst some participants 
with ‘additional risk factors’ for vulnerability, for example: 
• Some were not able to see their cases through because they could not continue 

to pay legal fees; 
• Some felt that they could only afford (or access) lower quality legal advice (i.e. 

from legal professionals who did not have the time or skills to meet their needs); 
• Some went on to represent themselves as ‘litigants in person’. 

Experiences of using legal professionals 
13. The quality of participants’ experiences (‘good’ or ‘poor’) was usually determined 

by the extent to which legal professionals responded to the factors that made them 
vulnerable. The outcome of their case had far less impact on their lasting 
impressions.  

14. When engaging legal professionals for the first time often, all participants (even 
those who appeared confident and were not visibly vulnerable) were worried about 
their situation and potential costs. They also had limited knowledge of what legal 
professionals do, how they charge, what the legal processes are, and of legal terms 
and phrases. 

15. Some legal professionals made a material difference in reducing these feelings of 
vulnerability and reassuring and empowering participants. They did this through: 
• Creating a warm and welcoming environment (putting participants at ease 

and providing good first impressions); 
• Explicitly managing participants’ expectations about roles, costs, 

timeframes, processes and terms from the start and throughout their case; 
• Using layperson’s language, and explaining terms, processes and 

paperwork; 
• Listening to and understanding participants, their circumstances and their 

priorities with empathy and compassion, especially where experiences had 
been difficult or traumatic; 

• Good case management – keeping participants informed, responding in a 
timely manner, ensuring costs were transparent. 

16. However, other legal professionals exacerbated participants’ vulnerability. 
Examples of practice that further disadvantaged participants included: 
• Cold, clinical or chaotic manner and/ or office space, which reinforced a 

sense of power imbalance or lack of agency; 
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• Failure to set and manage expectations about roles, process, timeframes 
and costs; 

• Using technical legal terms and jargon; not explaining legal principles, 
terms, paperwork or processes; making assumptions about what the participant 
understood; 

• Failing to identify, understand or meet participants’ needs (especially 
where these related to poverty/ low income, disabilities, or domestic abuse), or 
making assumptions about the participants’ circumstances or character;  

• Lack of empathy and compassion, particularly where participants had 
experienced difficult and traumatic issues, such as relationship breakdowns, 
employment issues, accidents, injury or domestic abuse; 

• Communication & client care – being hard to get hold of, not meeting 
deadlines, not keeping participants informed; 

• Lack of clarity about costs, both from the start and through participants’ 
cases. 

17. Where participants had these types of experiences of their legal professionals, it 
exacerbated their vulnerability. They felt less agency and control over their case, 
and that their legal professional’s approach added to their stress and anxiety. 

Role of other organisations and agencies 
18. Several participants had come into contact with support/ advice organisations 

either before, or alongside, using legal professionals. Participants who had contact 
with these agencies said they played a role in providing practical and emotional 
support with their issues, guiding and explaining processes, and referring 
them on to more specialist support (including legal professionals).  

19. Many participants valued these organisations for their support and guidance. In 
contrast, some of those who received recommendations of legal professionals from 
other organisations regretted going with the legal businesses they suggested, 
saying they had been poor quality or not understood or met their needs. 

Redesigning the journey – inclusive design 
20. One of the key research objectives was to explore how the customer journey could 

become inclusive for people with a legal need; that is, how it could work well for 
everyone. This is based on the ‘inclusive design’ principles, which involve 
redesigning services to meet the needs of people when they are at their most 
vulnerable, rather than on an assumed ‘standard’ person operating at their best.  

21. Participants and interviewees from intermediary organisations came up with the 
following suggestions for how to make the journey through legal services inclusive 
for anyone with a legal need: 
• Ensure more people recognise when they have a legal need. They 

suggested changes to improve the public’s understanding of legal rights and 
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how to assert them; training of intermediary organisations to recognise legal 
needs and sources of legal support; and co-location of legal services in 
community-based organisations; 

• Enable people to access legal support, participants suggested: making it 
easier to search for, compare and choose legal professionals; considering 
alternative models of service delivery that improve visibility and affordability; 
and co-location of legal professionals in community-based organisations;  

• In first meetings and ongoing interactions with legal professionals, 
participants suggested: standardised guides on what to expect when using a 
legal professional; routine assessment of needs in first meetings; routine 
briefing of what to expect (roles, key terms, timescales, communication, costs); 
training for legal professionals to understand and accommodate clients’ needs; 
high standards of client care; use of layperson’s language and explaining terms; 
and ensuring clients understand costs and pricing plans;  

• In closing cases, participants suggested: customer feedback is routinely 
collected, and results are used to identify and address quality issues; legal 
professionals should routinely explain possible consequences and options for 
addressing these if needed. 

1.3 Conclusions 
22. This research echoes the existing evidence that people are inherently vulnerable 

when they approach a legal professional, both due to their situation and because 
the law and legal system are hard to understand and navigate for a layperson.  

23. The research provides further evidence that  – while it is difficult for anyone with 
a legal need – working with legal professionals is particularly hard for people with 
certain circumstances and/or characteristics.  

24. Participants’ experiences show how much influence legal professionals hold over 
people’s vulnerability. There are many examples in this report of legal professionals 
who reduced participants’ vulnerability. However, there are also examples of 
practices that exacerbated vulnerability.  

25. In the improvements suggested by participants and intermediary organisations, 
the overarching themes are: 
• More consistent practice across the profession;  
• Opportunity for an inclusive design approach, whereby the standard approach 

is based on the needs of people when they are at their most vulnerable. The 
standard approach should ensure that whenever someone uses legal services: 
 They feel heard and understood; 
 They can understand the legal implications of their issues, the language and 

terms used, and what is happening with their case; 
 They can feel in control of how their legal issue is managed. 
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2. Introduction 
2.1 Overview of background and objectives  
As part of its sector-wide strategy, the Legal Services Board (LSB) is carrying out a 
project focusing on vulnerability within legal services. The purpose of the project is to 
understand the experiences of people in vulnerable circumstances, focusing on access 
to and delivery of services. The outputs of this project will inform a strategic approach 
to understanding vulnerability and better measurement of outcomes. 

The objectives of the research were: 
• To identify what people using legal services are vulnerable to and the barriers or 

unnecessary frictions they experience; 
• To describe what good, inclusive service design and delivery looks like for people 

in vulnerable circumstances and the balance regulation strikes between 
safeguarding and enabling them to use legal services. 

More specifically, the research questions are: 
• What harms are people using legal services vulnerable to? 
• What are the barriers or unnecessary frictions to using legal services for people in 

vulnerable circumstances? 
• How does the behaviour of legal services providers increase or decrease 

vulnerability? 
• Where are the touchpoints these people have with health or other public 

services, or non-profit organisations before they receive legal support? 
• What does good, inclusive service design and delivery look like for people in 

vulnerable circumstances? 
• Does legal services regulation strike the balance between safeguarding and 

enabling people in vulnerable circumstances to use legal services? 

2.2 Overview of methodologies and sample 
To meet the research objectives, Community Research conducted: 

• A rapid review of existing literature and research on vulnerability in legal 
services and inclusive design. The short summary report of the findings is available 
as an annex [link to evidence review to be inserted here] to this report; 

• 10 x one-hour telephone/ online interviews with people working in support and 
advice organisations; 

• 30 x one-hour telephone/ online interviews with people who had used the services 
of a legal professional in the past eighteen months. 

  

https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Strategy_FINAL-For-Web2.pdf
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Sample of support and advice organisations 
The purpose of involving support and advice organisations in the research was to gain 
an overview of the issues, and to hear about the experiences of people who were less 
likely to (be able to) take part in the research in person, due to their circumstances. 

Interviewees were a mixture of people working with people in vulnerable situations 
and organisations whose focus is supporting people with legal needs. These included: 

Organisation type Participating organisations 

Legal support organisations 
• Access to Justice Foundation 
• Law Works 
• Law for Life 

Advice organisations • Advice Services Alliance  
• Citizens Advice Basingstoke 

Older people's organisations • AgeUK 
• Solicitors for the Elderly 

Domestic abuse organisations • Surviving Economic Abuse  
• Welsh Women’s Aid 

Homelessness organisation • Crisis 

Sample of people who had used legal professionals 
All participants were recruited from England and Wales. They had all experienced a 
legal need for which they had used a legal professional in the past eighteen months. 
The legal needs were limited to civil law and excluded immigration. Legal needs related 
to a range of areas of law, including: employment; family; personal injury; property/ 
conveyancing; wills, trusts and probate; and welfare law. 

The rapid literature review suggested a distinction between: 

• Those who are vulnerable primarily due to the situation that has prompted their 
legal need, such as divorce, injury, dealing with probate, buying/ selling property. 
In this report, these people are described as ‘situationally vulnerable’; and 

• Those who have ‘additional risk factors’ for vulnerability. As well as being in a 
situation that creates a legal need, these people have further factors that make 
them more vulnerable to harm or disadvantage when they use legal services. The 
evidence identified the following additional risk factors as potentially relevant: 
• Low income/ poverty; 
• Low literacy or difficulty reading/ writing in English; 
• Disabilities/ long-term conditions, including long-standing mental health 

problems; 
• Experience of domestic abuse; 
• Digital exclusion and low/ limited use or confidence online. 
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The sample was therefore designed to capture the experiences of both those with 
‘situational vulnerability’ and those with ‘additional risk factors’ for vulnerability, with 
a bias towards those with ‘additional risk factors’. All participants had used a legal 
professional in the last eighteen months. 

The sample included: 

• 11 interviews with people in ‘situational vulnerability’; 
• 19 interviews with people with ‘additional risk factors’. Many of these participants 

had multiple risk factors. These interviews included: 
• 14 people who were disabled and/ or had long-term health conditions including 

spinal injury, fibromyalgia, brain injury, stroke and multiple sclerosis; 
• 10 of whom who had long-term mental health problems, often created by or 

aggravated by their circumstances, including anxiety, depression and post-
traumatic stress disorder; 

• 13 people on low incomes, including several receiving welfare support; 
• 4 women who had experienced domestic abuse, some of whom were still 

dealing with post-separation abuse; 
• 4 people with low digital/ online access or confidence; 
• 2 men who found it hard to read and write in English; 
• 1 woman who cared part-time for her severely disabled son. 

Other sampling variables included age, gender, region, ethnicity, and social grade. A 
full breakdown of the sample is included in the appendix. 

2.3 Notes on reading this report  

Interpreting findings 
This is a qualitative research study. This kind of research cannot be – and does not 
seek to be – representative of the wider population. It is not intended to be statistically 
reliable nor does it draw conclusions about the extent to which something is true for 
the wider population. Instead, qualitative research provides more time and flexibility 
to explore people’s needs and experiences in detail. Participants were purposively 
recruited in order to highlight a diverse range of views and circumstances, which 
allows us to understand commonalities and differences in experiences.  

The report includes direct quotes in participants’ own words to illustrate the findings. 
To protect their identity, quotes are anonymous. Quotations from support and advice 
organisation interviews indicate the type of organisation. Quotes from members of the 
public indicate participants’ gender; age; type of vulnerability (‘situational’ or 
‘additional risk factors’); legal need and region/ nation. 

Terminology 
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The report draws distinctions between findings that come from interviews with support 
and advice organisations (referred to as ‘interviewees’ in reporting) and findings from 
interviews with members of the public (referred to as ‘participants’). 

Where relevant, the report also aims to differentiate between the experiences of 
people in ‘situational vulnerability’ and those with ‘additional risk factors’. These terms 
refer to the two sample groups described in the methodology section. There is also 
more about how these terms are defined in the main body of the report here. 

As this is qualitative research based on a small sample, the report does not give 
percentages or figures in the findings. Instead, there are indications of how widely 
held views or experiences were across the whole sample, i.e. whether findings were 
true of ‘some’, ‘several’, ‘many’, ‘most’ or ‘all’ participants. 
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3. Vulnerability in legal services 
3.1 Defining vulnerability 
The evidence review that preceded the research with members of the public and 
intermediary organisations looked at existing definitions of vulnerability. The full 
review can be found here [link to evidence review to be inserted here], and a summary 
is below: 

Existing evidence and thinking (taken from evidence review): 
• Vulnerability has had a strong focus in personal finance, energy, and 

communications markets in recent years, and there is a large amount of existing 
thinking and literature on vulnerability. 

• Vulnerability is hard to define, and there are many different definitions. Common 
elements are summed up in Figure 1, and include: 
• Risk factors due to personal circumstances and/ or personal characteristics; 

and… 
• …Actions of providers/ suppliers; 
• Combining to create harm, disadvantage or detriment for the client/ 

consumer. 

 

 
Figure 1: Components of consumer vulnerability (based on Community Research analysis) 

Existing evidence and thinking (cont’d): 
• There is some existing literature on vulnerability in legal services that identifies 

risk factors based on circumstances and characteristics and emphasises that 
vulnerability is a fluid state; 
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• Emerging themes in literature also hint at a type of ‘situational vulnerability’, 
suggesting that anyone with a legal need is inherently vulnerable due to their 
situation; 

• The literature also suggests that the legal services market itself creates 
additional vulnerability due to its complexity and imbalances in power and 
knowledge between legal professionals and their clients. In some literature, this 
is described as ‘market-specific’ vulnerability; 

• There were suggestions of some specific additional factors that increase a 
person’s risk of vulnerability when they use legal services, including poverty/ 
low income; poor mental health; disability; and digital exclusion. 

 

3.2 Vulnerability in experiences of legal issues 
In all interviews, participants described feelings of vulnerability, and experiences that 
put them at a disadvantage in their situation. Echoing the existing literature, there 
was strong evidence of: 

• ‘Situational’ vulnerability – people becoming vulnerable due to the situation they 
find themselves in (even though they would not ordinarily be considered 
‘vulnerable’ by standard definitions); 

• ‘Additional risk factors’ for vulnerability – characteristics or circumstances that 
increased participants’ vulnerability to harm or disadvantage; and 

• ‘Market-specific’ vulnerability – participants being (or feeling) vulnerable due to 
their need to use a legal professional, and the practices or processes of legal 
professionals, legal businesses and the legal system as a whole.  

Each of these is discussed in greater detail below. 

Situational vulnerability 
The research reinforces the existing evidence of an inherent vulnerability in legal 
services due to the situation people find themselves in when they experience a legal 
need. Nearly all participants – including those who were likely to appear as assured 
and confident in meetings with legal professionals – described feelings of vulnerability 
linked to their situation. 

Even more process-driven areas of law – such as conveyancing; Lasting Power of 
Attorney; and wills – carried risk, stress, uncertainty and challenging decisions for 
participants. Sometimes even these more straightforward legal needs were 
surrounded or prompted by stressful and difficult life circumstances (e.g. work/ study 
stress; arguing families; ill/ dying parents/ relations; bereavement).  

“I was dealing with a lot at the time [when my mum was ill] because I 
had to deal with carers, I’ve had to sort out things… I went for Power of 
Attorney… I was sorting out like hospice carers when she died… [Now] 
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we’re trying to sell her house and the house is still going through 
probate… So it’s just a lot at the moment. [It’s] still going on and trying 
to get sorted really.” 

Woman aged 35-54 in 'situational vulnerability', Wills, Trusts and Probate, 
Wales 

This was echoed in some interviews with intermediary organisations: 

“People who are less vulnerable are people who in other respects have 
got cognitive capability, digital capability, searching out and framing 
capability, ability to find out about things and understand about things. 
But they will also be situationally vulnerable… [they] are still stressed 
out and find it difficult to make balanced decisions.” 

Legal support organisation 
Some participants were facing issues that involved very high stakes, such as custody 
of children; divorce settlements; probate proceedings; employment disputes; and 
compensation for life-changing personal injury. These situations had significant 
emotional, mental and practical impacts on participants, which in turn affected their 
ability to engage with legal professionals and the legal process. For example: 

• In employment disputes – participants were worried about their future livelihood 
and employability and about being able to pay bills and keep their home; 

"Normally when you get made redundant… you know there are generally 
jobs elsewhere, but as an airline pilot there were no jobs at all... it was 
a very difficult time.  Young kids, running a home, bills still the same, 
nothing had changed.  So, yes… there’s a lot of stress going on in the 
background."   

Man aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Employment, South England 
• In probate proceedings, two participants lived in houses that were part of the 

deceased person’s estate, and feared their home would have to be sold to settle 
probate, leaving them without a home and with limited funds for a new home; 

"In the beginning you don’t know where you are. Especially when you 
think, am I going to lose this house now?  Where am I going to live? 
That was a massive problem which will affect your decision." 
Man aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Wills, Trusts and Probate, 

Wales 
• In divorce, participants talked about the impact on the family, the need to sell the 

family home, money concerns and knocks to confidence; 

“When you’re going through a divorce, your confidence goes, you’re very 
stressed because you’re stressed with coping with the family… And, of 
course, you’ve got other things going on besides the divorce, you’ve got 
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to sell a house and you’ve got all the things going on.  So the whole 
procedure was difficult for everybody really because you’ve still got to 
run the family, you’ve still got to run the home." 

Woman aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, North England 
• In injury claims, participants worried about having to revisit traumatic events in 

forensic detail; 
• In conveyancing cases, participants talked about the stress of being ‘in limbo’, 

nervousness that deals would fall through, of being emotionally attached to 
properties that were being bought or sold. 

Some situations we heard about were incredibly complicated and entangled, including 
cases that had gone on for many years.  

Additional vulnerability risk factors 
The research had a heavier focus on people with ‘additional risk factors’ that were 
likely to make them more vulnerable to disadvantage when they encountered a legal 
issue and/ or used legal services. The principles of inclusive design drove this 
approach, i.e. that if you redesign a system around the experiences and needs of the 
most vulnerable people, it will work better for everyone1.   

Around 19 participants of 30 were purposively recruited to have one or more 
‘additional risk factors’, including disabilities/ long-term conditions; poor mental 
health; English as an additional language; low income; domestic abuse; and digital 
exclusion. Most participants in this sample had multiple additional risk factors. Several 
participants recruited as having just ‘situational vulnerability’ also turned out to have 
some of these additional risk factors, including alcohol dependency; poor mental 
health; and experience of domestic abuse. 

Several themes emerged during interviews: a clustering of issues; the ‘domino effect’ 
of issues; hidden risk factors; and risk factors that specifically exacerbated 
vulnerability in legal services. These are explored in greater depth below: 

  

 
1 This is discussed further in the rapid literature review [link to evidence review to be inserted here to 
annex]. 
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Clustering of issues and the ‘domino’ effect 
Most participants with ‘additional risk factors’ had more than one risk factor. This 
echoes findings from intermediary interviews that issues tend to cluster, and the 
people they support frequently come with a range of risk factors and legal issues. 

"In terms of clustering, a person who is vulnerable is disproportionately 
likely to have a cluster of issues, to have more than one legal issue… So 
a person walks in with, I don’t know, an employment issue, and chances 
are they’re going to pretty soon have a housing issue, they might already 
have a housing issue, they definitely might have a benefits issue." 

Legal support organisation 
Linked to a clustering of issues, interviewees talked about a ‘domino effect’ of issues 
– one adverse life event triggers others, and this leads to a complex web of legal 
needs.  

It is important to note that there was a spectrum of life experiences amongst those 
with multiple risk factors. Some participants had had a lifetime of adverse experiences 
(such as having been through the care system; repeated contact with the criminal 
justice system; drug and alcohol dependency; domestic and economic abuse; and 
homelessness). Many intermediary organisations talked about clients with long-term 
and highly complex needs and experiences.  

"One thing we often say is homelessness doesn’t often travel alone. So, 
if you are homeless, it is very likely that there will be other stuff going 
on, and it is very likely that that would include mental or physical health 
problems…, substance misuse or addiction…, contact or involvement 
with the Criminal Justice system in some way, and it’s almost always the 
case that it will involve people being dependent on welfare benefits and 
having low social and economic agency in their lives. And often, all of 
those things at once." 

Support organisation 
However, some of those with multiple risk factors included those who had previously 
had good jobs, their own homes, and families. A sudden change had propelled them 
into adverse circumstances. Often, these participants found that one or two factors 
created a domino effect, for example: 

• Worsening health or injury leads to not being able to work, which leads to not 
being able to afford the rent and bills, which creates poor mental health and family 
problems; 

• An escalation in domestic abuse leads to needing to flee the family home, start 
divorce and child protection proceedings; 

• Divorce leads to reduced income, needing to sell the family home, and different 
child custody arrangements. 
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Intermediary organisations also talked about many of their clients who had been 
managing until one change suddenly reveals vulnerabilities. 

"You only need one little problem, and it can just be ill-health, and it 
tumbles you into a cascade of other problems.  So, ill-health means you 
can’t get to work as often as you could, you’re in secure employment so 
you don’t get sick pay, so you fall into arrears with your rent, you get 
into debt with other things." 

Legal support organisation 

Hidden risk factors 
Some participants had been recruited as just having ‘situational vulnerability’, and did 
not identify themselves as having any additional risk factors. However, during the 
course of the interviews it became apparent that there were hidden factors that made 
them more vulnerable when they had a legal issue or used legal services. Examples 
included: 

• A successful and confident professional older man who disclosed he had dyslexia, 
which made it hard for him to process new and technical information and to read 
extensive text; 

• An articulate and assured senior manager who revealed that a car accident had led 
to flashbacks and nightmares, and he was worried that talking this over with a 
legal professional would re-start the nightmares for him; 

• Some of the women recruited for their experiences of, for example, family law and 
personal injury, disclosed that they had experienced domestic abuse.  

The most exacerbating factors 
Through interviews with intermediary organisations and with members of the public, 
several factors emerged that particularly exacerbated vulnerability in legal services. 
These include poverty, homelessness and domestic abuse. There was also evidence 
that age, disabilities and poor mental health had a more marked impact on 
vulnerability in legal services.  This reflects existing research in this area [link to 
evidence review to be inserted here to evidence review annex], both from the legal 
sector and elsewhere.  These factors are explained in greater detail below. 

Many in advice and support organisations said that poverty was a key driver of much 
legal need, especially around housing; benefits eligibility; debt; and employment 
issues. However, poverty was also instrumental in reducing people’s agency and ability 
to access support. 

"The more problems you’ve got the more difficult it is... I think [for] 
people in areas of high levels of poverty it’s always more of a struggle 
to get access to any services." 

Advice organisation 
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According to several organisations, the clustering of legal issues relating to 
homelessness means that people often have significant needs for legal support in 
multiple areas, including housing, welfare and crime (both as perpetrators and as 
victims). Homeless people are frequently on very low incomes, have poor mental and 
physical health and are living with daily unpredictability. As such, their circumstances 
make it hard for them to access legal support and interact with the legal system. 

"We know that homeless people are much more likely to be, like I say, 
the victims of crime, often violent crime.  But also, we know that they 
are much more likely to have disabilities, to have chronic physical or 
mental health problems. They are much more likely to be from black and 
minority ethnic groups, and they are much more likely to be 
unemployed." 

Support organisation 
The research included discussions with two domestic abuse charities and five 
participants who had experienced domestic abuse. Through these, it was clear that 
domestic abuse is a major exacerbating factor for vulnerability in legal services2.  

Firstly, leaving an abusive relationship brings multiple legal needs, including non-
molestation and occupation orders; criminal trials; divorce proceedings; child custody 
proceedings; conveyancing; debt; and welfare eligibility challenges.  

Secondly, survivors of domestic abuse are at greater risk of physical, psychological, 
and financial harm. They are frequently traumatised by their experiences, in fear for 
their own safety and that of their children (and they are at greatest risk following 
separation) and on very low incomes and with little access to funds (domestic abuse 
is frequently accompanied by economic abuse, such as abusive partners ladening 
survivors with debt and preventing them from accessing their own or shared earnings).  

Thirdly, participants and support organisations spoke of poor access to legal support 
and poor quality legal support. They also gave many examples of the wider justice 
system failing to recognise, understand and meet their needs. In particular, there were 
many examples of those in the legal system not understanding what abuse entails, 
how it can be perpetuated post-separation, and how third parties (including legal 
professionals, judges and court officials) can facilitate ongoing abuse (either due to 
lack of understanding, or because it goes unchallenged). 

"Nobody understands the impact of it, the seriousness of it, the damage 
it does to your self-esteem, your self-worth… when I left him, I was like 
a shell, he had stripped me from everything." 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, Wales 

 
2 This echoes the existing research, as referenced in the rapid literature review [link to evidence review 
to be inserted here to evidence review annex]. 
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Both homelessness and domestic abuse are closely associated with trauma, which in 
itself causes further vulnerability, and affects how people experience services, their 
ability to engage with services, and their needs as a result. 

“The trauma is definitely a really key one for survivors of economic 
abuse… when you’ve been through trauma and maybe your memory 
isn’t even working very well, it’s really difficult to turn up and to do what 
you’re expected to do.” 

Support organisation 

"Well, it is kind of trauma but it’s almost like the start of trauma where 
you’re in that sort of like dazed… you’re living off adrenalin and you can’t 
think about the future, you’re literally living for today and what’s going 
to happen like now, taking it one step at a time and you’re looking 
towards your solicitor for help." 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, Wales 
 

This is explored further in the section on the customer journey. 

There is also evidence that age and disabilities can exacerbate vulnerability when 
people need and/ or use legal services. Age and disabilities can give rise to more legal 
need (e.g. wills, welfare/ statutory support eligibility, Lasting Power of Attorney, 
reduced capacity/ loss of capacity), but can also mean people have lower incomes and 
less agency to interact with legal services. 

Some of the evidence reviewed in the lead-up to this research identified poor mental 
health as a further exacerbating factor. Poor mental health was a theme running 
through most of the interviews: 

• Some participants had long-term mental health conditions, some of which had 
contributed to their legal issue (such as employment issues and property disputes); 

• Many participants talked about the impact of their legal issue on their mental health 
(discussed below under impacts); 

• For some, dealing with legal professionals and the legal process added to their 
stress and anxiety. 

The evidence review suggested digital exclusion can exacerbate vulnerability in 
legal services. However, for participants in this research, digital exclusion/ low 
confidence online had less of an impact than other factors. Participants recruited as 
having low confidence online did not have a greater need for legal support due to this 
factor, and their ability to access and receive legal support was not materially affected. 
Some expressed a preference for face-to-face contact and did not like having to use 
email and video conferencing to deal with their legal professionals, but this was also 
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true of participants who were more confident online3. We expand on participants’ 
responses to digital and remote delivery here.  

‘Market-specific’ vulnerability  
This research supports some of the existing literature that raised the possibility that 
the legal services market, along with the actions (and omissions) of legal professionals 
themselves, could make people vulnerable to disadvantage when they have a legal 
need.  

Many participants shared feelings of vulnerability linked specifically to using a legal 
professional and going through a legal process. Even those with no apparent 
vulnerability risk factors can experience vulnerability when they need to use a legal 
professional. There are various reasons for this. Some of these relate to the behaviour 
of legal businesses but others (such as people’s inexperience with legal services) are 
not within the control of legal professionals or legal businesses. These are discussed 
below. 

Facing the unknown 
Participants across the sample talked about how daunting it was to have to embark 
on a totally unfamiliar process, with unknown outcomes, and unknown costs. This 
continued throughout the process for many participants. There were concerns that, 
even if it looks as though your case is watertight, something might jeopardise it (but 
you don’t know what). Several said they also did not know how to judge which legal 
professional would do a good job for them. 

"I think for me it was just sort of the unknown. I didn’t really know what 
made a good solicitor and what didn’t."  

Woman aged 25-34 in 'situational vulnerability', Midlands 

"I think everybody feels… it is confusing, it is a bit daunting. There’s that 
fear of because it’s legal what are the risks, what are the consequences 
of getting something wrong or things not going to plan." 

Support organisation 
Trust 
Several participants worried about whether they would be able to trust a legal 
professional with their case. Again, this includes participants from across the sample, 
including those without additional vulnerability risk factors. Concerns over trust were 
particularly apparent where the stakes were high; where participants had doubts 
about the legal professional’s expertise and effectiveness; where participants needed 

 
3 It should be noted that the research did not include anyone who was entirely digitally excluded (i.e. 
no access to internet or devices), although some participants were specifically recruited to have limited 
online access or confidence. More detail on this is included in the methodology overview. 
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to share personal details; and where stories were highly sensitive or difficult (such as 
revisiting traumatic experiences like car accidents and domestic and sexual abuse).  

“You are sort of thinking, am I going to be believed? Because I’m sure 
there are lots of chancers in life, and will my story stack up? I thought it 
was rock solid, but you read of countless cases where things get thrown 
out when the plaintiff thought they had a pretty air-tight case.  So, there 
was still that element [of doubt]." 

Man aged 35-54 in 'situational vulnerability', Personal injury, South England 
In some cases, people’s previous experiences of legal professionals (and the legal 
system and authority figures more generally) meant they found it hard to trust legal 
professionals. As a result, they were more nervous about approaching legal 
professionals and working with them. Those working in support organisations with 
clients with multiple and complex needs echoed this finding. They said that this implicit 
mistrust can affect how potential clients present and conduct themselves – that they 
might be more withdrawn, or more likely to become angry and frustrated. 

“We’re working with a client group whose experiences of life and 
experiences of authority… or ‘the system’ have not been good... So, 
often [they] either don’t expect much, or think there’s no point, or are 
sometimes quite angry or damaged by that process, and so trying to 
engage with those services on behalf of people who have had those 
experiences can be very, very, yes, can be a hard slog for all sorts of 
reasons.” 

Support organisation 

“Fifty per cent of the time I’ve always felt that [legal professionals have] 
taken… the police officer’s side and they’re basically with them, they’re 
a team with the police… So I’d say fifty per cent of the time I’ve felt not 
to the full trust in them.” 

Man aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Wills, Trusts & Probate, North 
England 

(Fear of) judgement 
Participants across the sample reported concerns over how they would be perceived 
by legal professionals, particularly in first meetings. This concern was voiced even by 
assured and confident participants (including those who deal with legal professionals 
in their work lives), who worried whether they would be deemed as ‘genuine’ or 
‘untrustworthy’. However, concern over judgement and assumptions was particularly 
prevalent amongst those with ‘additional risk factors’, and included concerns about 
legal professionals judging them based on their history, assuming them to be ‘thick’ 
or incapable of making sensible decisions or seeing them as being to blame for what 
had happened to them. 
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"She just looked at me and made her decisions about me already... she 
already pre-assumed, made assumptions about me already before she’d 
even read the file... She wasn’t impartial." 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, South England 
Implicit power imbalance 
Many participants talked about feeling daunted and intimidated at the thought of 
meeting a legal professional. This was primarily because of their status, their 
presumed intelligence, and their knowledge. This put participants in a position of 
perceived inferiority from the start. Some participants also talked about finding it 
difficult to hand over control, especially if they were used to making critical decisions 
in work and home life. 

The approach of the legal professional, the language, the handling of a case and the 
legal business’s environment can all work to either reinforce this power imbalance or 
to reduce it. Mostly, participants had better experiences where legal professionals took 
steps to empower them or reduce the gaps in status, knowledge and understanding. 
Where they did not, participants reported greater anxiety and lack of agency. At the 
extreme end, this power dynamic led participants to feel completely powerless to 
exercise any choice or to raise challenges. In part, this links to a lack of understanding 
of the client-legal professional relationship (that the legal professional advises, and 
the client instructs). However, in one case, a participant believed her disabled son’s 
legal professional to be acting improperly but felt totally powerless to challenge his 
actions because she feared his power to reduce her access to her son. 

“I never understood that actually no, they are there to take instructions 
off me, not the other way round.  It’s only when I got my current 
solicitor…[that] they were like ‘No, we are here to advise, we are here 
to support, but ultimately we take instructions off you’.” 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, Wales 
The issue of a power imbalance – and its contribution to vulnerability – also came up 
in most interviews with intermediaries. This disconnect was seen as particularly 
difficult for some of the clients they support, who live entirely different lives: 

“These people have the least agency, the least power, the least voice, 
the least anything, any money, anything, and yet they are often subject 
to and engaging with the most powerful in terms of the courts, or the 
police, or the local authority or a firm of solicitors. And that power 
imbalance is just staggering really." 

Support organisation 
Interviewees in intermediary organisations said that this gap between client and legal 
professional can lead to clients disengaging completely: 
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"The clients tend to feel fearful as well. You’re the authority figure as the 
lawyer, you know all of this stuff, and they often feel stupid for asking 
things so... sometimes they will just go away, and they’ll never come 
back to you." 

Legal support organisation 
The role of legal professionals in managing the power dynamic is discussed in detail 
in the section on experiences of using legal professionals.    

The cost-quality link 
In some interviews, particularly those with people with additional risk factors and 
those on low incomes, there was a perception that those with deeper pockets have 
access to better legal advice. In short, the experiences of some participants suggested 
market forces can create vulnerability by restricting access to high quality legal advice, 
especially for those on low incomes.  

Although the topic of legal aid was outside the scope of this research, limited access 
to legal funding came up frequently in interviews. There was a sense that those in 
greatest need often have to make do with low quality legal support or go without. This 
often linked to the kinds of legal issues more commonly faced by the more vulnerable 
in society – welfare, domestic abuse, child custody – where there was little access to 
affordable legal advice. In addition, some of these issues were seen as being highly 
complicated, and yet the quality of some of the legal support available to people was 
considered poor (sometimes because there was too little provision, and providers were 
stretched too thin). 

"I think [the solicitor] just takes on too much. He can’t possibly keep up 
with every single case... he’s not giving quality to the cases.” 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, Wales 
The research included three interviews with survivors of domestic abuse who had let 
their solicitor go, either because they could no longer afford the fees, or because of 
poor quality work, or both. All three went on to self-represent in their cases. 

In contrast, in other areas of law, there were alternative pricing models that gave 
participants access to higher quality legal support, such as insurance claims (e.g. 
personal injury), No-Win, No Fee models (for personal injury and employment cases), 
and percentage of proceeds models (e.g. probate, some divorce cases).  
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3.3 Impact of vulnerability  

Existing evidence and thinking (taken from evidence review): 
• Many current definitions of vulnerability talk about risk factors increasing 

people’s susceptibility to harm, loss, detriment or disadvantage. 
• More specifically, the literature suggests that vulnerability can lead to: 

• Exclusion from markets (i.e. people are unable to access services); 
• Financial impacts; 
• Poor experiences; 
• Reduced ability to make decisions (including in navigating markets, choosing 

providers, making informed decisions on options, dealing with paperwork). 

This research echoes some of these themes, with these impacts apparent in interviews 
(either ‘situational’ or due to ‘additional risk factors’). We expand on these below: 

Stress and anxiety 
In almost all cases, participants’ vulnerability (whether due to their situational or wider 
factors) caused stress and anxiety in the process. In some cases, participants talked 
about the negative impact of going through legal proceedings on their mental health. 

"It caused me so much grief.  I was having sleepless nights. I couldn’t 
eat." 

Man aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Conveyancing and property, 
North England 

Exclusion from the legal services market 
Some participants had ‘dropped out’ of the legal services market, mostly because they 
could not afford the advice and representation they needed. Some ended up 
representing themselves in court, but others reluctantly decided that they could not 
assert their legal rights. Some also said that they had been put off using legal 
professionals in the future. 

Most support organisations said that the majority of very vulnerable clients they 
support do not go onto to access professional legal support. We expand on this in the 
next section on ‘accessing legal support’. 

Financial impacts 
Many participants felt they had spent considerable sums on accessing legal support. 
Some had taken out loans to be able to afford legal support and were now in debt as 
a result (especially some participants who had fled abusive relationships). 
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Poor experiences 
Experiences of receiving legal support were mixed, but there were many examples of 
legal professionals’ behaviour both exacerbating vulnerabilities and reducing them (as 
discussed in the section on experiences).  

However, it is notable that poor experiences of legal support amongst those with 
‘additional risk factors’ tended to have more detrimental effects. Amongst those with 
fewer risk factors, poor experiences led to delayed and/ or frustrating experiences 
(especially in conveyancing). In contrast, amongst those with multiple risk factors, 
participants described some more severe consequences of poor experiences with legal 
professionals, including: 

• Poor financial outcomes4 such as: unsatisfactory divorce settlements (for example, 
through ex-husband managing to hide assets, but solicitor not identifying or 
challenging this), lower levels of compensation for life-changing injuries (due to 
solicitors losing evidence); 

• Loss of children, either in custody proceedings or to the care system4; 
• Compromised safety (e.g. through delays in putting non-molestation and 

occupation orders in place); 
• Unresolved cases, and participants not asserting their legal rights (e.g. in property 

disputes and employment cases). 

Reduced ability to make decisions 
Intermediary organisations and people from across the sample discussed the impact 
of situations and wider vulnerability on decision-making abilities. This could be due to: 

• The legal process: participants talked about being faced with many difficult 
decisions on unfamiliar issues. For some, this felt as though it was relentless and 
over a long period of time. Some described this as ‘draining’; 

• Their situation or experiences: some said their self-confidence had been 
knocked, and they no longer trusted their own judgement, or the stress or trauma 
of their experiences had led to ‘brain fog’ or stultification;  

• The legal professional-client power dynamic: some participants felt they had 
reduced agency or power to make their own choices or decisions because of a 
sense of inferiority or powerlessness. Several participants said that they did not 
know at the time that they had the power to make a decision (or go against their 
legal professional’s advice). 

 
4 It should be noted that – in these cases were the outcome was unfavourable to participants, they 
attributed it to the poor quality of their legal representation. This is in contrast to some cases where 
participants experienced unfavourable outcomes, but still felt their lawyer had done a good job (see 
the section on outcomes for more on this). 
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“I didn’t understand what power I had. But I actually had the power to 
say ‘no, I don’t want to use you, I want to think about other options’. I 
just felt… that I wasn’t given a choice." 

Man aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Conveyancing and property, 
North England 

Intermediary organisations also referenced lower capacity for decision making 
amongst some of the most vulnerable clients they see. This is partly down to a history 
of being ‘done-to’ by authority figures and agencies, and partly down to the impact of 
multiple adverse experiences on people’s ability to think clearly and act decisively. 

“Their experiences of statutory services or legal services, or the Criminal 
Justice system, is having things done to them, being told what they can 
and can’t do, and being told what services they can and can’t have, and 
often their agency is either nil or very, very low in those scenarios.” 

Support organisation 
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4. The customer journey 
This chapter describes how situational, market-specific and additional vulnerability 
affected participants’ experiences when they had a legal need. It covers the journey 
they took through legal services, from recognising that need, to seeking and accessing 
legal support, to receiving legal services. This section includes insights from interviews 
with intermediary organisations where they arise. 

4.1 Recognising legal need 
Recognising that a situation has a legal component – that you have rights that you 
can assert – was the first step of the journey for participants we spoke with. 
Participants involved in this research were selected because they had used a regulated 
legal professional in the last eighteen months to help with their issue.  

Recognising a need for legal support was more obvious for some participants than 
others, often determined by the area of law: 

• Some knew from the start that they wanted a legal professional involved, 
especially those who were writing a will or buying/ selling property;  

• Some participants were prompted by a formal letter, either from an employer 
(in the case of employment issues such as redundancy or disciplinaries); a legal 
professional (for example, with probate); or an insurance company (e.g. with an 
accident or injury); 

• Some were prompted by others (friends and family; unions; outside agencies) 
before they recognised there was a legal component to their issues and that they 
might be able to assert their rights. This was particularly the case for those 
experiencing domestic abuse; benefits issues; some people with employment 
issues; and some participants needing to arrange Lasting Power of Attorney.  

People’s ability to recognise they have a legal need affects – and is affected by – their 
vulnerability. Intermediary organisations pointed out that many of the people they see 
(frequently the most vulnerable in society) do not recognise there is a legal component 
to their difficulties5. 

“They will present problems which we will know has a legal component. 
But they don’t see it like that, they will see it as they’ve got a problem 
with their landlord or they’ve got a problem… with child contact or 
something. They don’t necessarily see it framed within that legal 
framework." 

Advice organisation 
 

5 This aligns with findings from the 2019 report on Legal needs of Individuals in England and Wales, 
which suggests that many, including those not seen as obviously vulnerable, do not primarily see their 
issue as legal in nature (see fig.3 p.13 and fig. 18 p.39. https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/Legal-Needs-of-Individuals-Technical-Report-Final-January-2020.pdf). 

https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Legal-Needs-of-Individuals-Technical-Report-Final-January-2020.pdf
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Notably, in many of the cases where participants did not readily recognise they had a 
legal need, they were often in challenging situations and/ or had additional risk factors, 
such as: 

• Precarious employment situations, often in insecure and/or low-paid jobs; 
• Experience of domestic abuse and post-separation abuse, which had usually gone 

on for a long time before the participant sought help; 
• Seeking support following a young child receiving life-changing injuries and brain 

damage after being hit by a car. 
Those in intermediary organisations also talked about how difficult it is for people with 
multiple issues and complex needs to recognise the legal aspects of their situations. 
People's issues do not present in a way that readily maps onto defined legal areas. 
Instead, individuals with multiple legal needs require assistance across a variety of 
legal areas:   

"It’s the systems that make people vulnerable... A way that a lot of the 
systems have been designed is not around… how people actually think 
and behave."   

Advice organisation 
Intermediary organisations said that the way law is broken down into silos means that 
there is no ‘one-stop shop’ to assist with the clustering of issues that vulnerable people 
often experience.  

"[Solicitors] might be in one particular area of law and actually the 
queries are about a completely different area of law, and whereas we 
cover a huge area, solicitors tend… to specialise down into one area." 

Advice organisation 

4.2 Accessing legal support 
Intermediary organisations reported that only a minority of the clients with legal needs 
they see, end up accessing legal professionals. Others attempt to use advisory services 
to sort out their legal issues, or do not assert their legal rights. Some interviewees in 
advice organisations also felt that, beyond those they see, there is a large number of 
people with issues and legal needs who do not seek any support at all.  

"A real concern in the sector at the moment about a hidden population 
of people who are not currently accessing advice services."   

Advice organisation 
This low access to legal support amongst their (highly vulnerable) clients was often 
attributed to limited availability of affordable legal professionals working in social 
welfare law.  
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"In terms of solicitors and barristers... we’re generally saying to people 
they’re available but by definition, a lot of the people we’re dealing with 
don’t have the money to pay for them... you don’t really get professional 
lawyers doing welfare benefits work... we would generally be trying to 
tell people how to resolve the problem without needing to make use of 
those services simply because we know it’s not a realistic option in terms 
of solicitors or barristers, unfortunately, [down to] their income." 

Support organisation 
However, interviewees in support organisations said that low confidence also played 
a role in stopping people from seeking legal support, as well as people feeling 
paralysed or trapped by their circumstances, so not taking action until issues reached 
crisis point. 

“People just think 'sod it', that’s when you get the problems because 
they’ve decided to do something and then think, ‘This is all too arduous 
so maybe if I just ignore it, it will go away,' and the next time it pops up 
it’s really at the crisis point." 

Support organisation 
Amongst the members of the public in the research (who had been specifically 
recruited because they had seen a registered legal professional), there was a range 
of experiences in accessing legal professionals. Some found it easy – they used a legal 
professional they knew and/ or had previously used (some talked about the ‘family 
solicitor’, for example). 

Some relied on recommendations and referrals, either from friends and family or from 
organisations such as a union, domestic abuse charities or the police. Most participants 
who went on recommendations and referrals took these on trust and did not shop 
around or check the credentials of the recommended legal professionals.  

Interviewees in support and advice organisations emphasised the importance of 
informal conversations and networks in vulnerable people accessing and using 
professional legal services. Although these conversations may not always result in 
accurate information, they can help people recognise there may be a legal component 
to an individual’s issue, for which they could access support. 

"The informal sources of advice can kind of sometimes muddy the water, 
'A family members told me this’ or, ‘A bloke down the pub has said that'. 
But at least in those instances, it’s prompted them to do something, 
that’s the thing. It’s trying to get those triggers to make someone realise 
that there is someone you could and should talk to, to at least 
understand that there’s a problem and what you can do to try and solve 
it." 

Support organisation 
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Some participants with ‘additional risk factors’ felt they had very limited alternative 
options, either because their need was urgent, because the decision was made for 
them6 or because their capacity for shopping around was so limited at that point. 
Where they felt they had little choice over their legal professional, participants started 
the journey with an even greater sense of powerlessness and loss of agency. Some 
felt angry and frustrated from the start as a result. 

"I was quite numb so I was just being told, ‘This is what you've got to 
do, this is the situation, you’ve got to do this quickly,’ because the 
window is quite small and then I don’t have any protection… I could have 
just done my own research.  Normally I probably would of, [but] in that 
circumstance [fleeing domestic abuse] I don’t think I had the capacity to 
even think about doing stuff for reasonable priced lawyers or solicitors 
that could support me... So the fact that I wasn’t able to do that for 
myself... it definitely made me feel that I had no control and that I was 
losing the battle, if you like. It made me question my abilities."   

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', South England 
A few participants did find a solicitor themselves from scratch. Echoing existing 
research7, they found this difficult, which contributed to the stress of their situation. 
They also said they found it hard to know what to look for and hard to find comparable 
pricing information.  

Some participants later regretted not paying closer attention to their choices and said 
they wished they had known more about what to look for. 

"I think we know that most people [will] choose either somebody 
recommended by a family member or friend, or somebody in the High 
Street. They won’t actually realise that you can look at a solicitor’s 
website and find what they specialise in.” 

Legal support organisation 

"I know my wife was very, very annoyed with the solicitors… We went 
on the reviews on the solicitor [after we had used them] and the reviews 
were terrible. I would not have used them if I’d read the reviews first." 

Man aged 55-74 in 'situational vulnerability', Conveyancing and property, 
Wales 

 
6 Examples include a woman who was walked into a solicitors office by a friend to initiate divorce 
proceedings, and a man whose brother chose the solicitors to process their parents’ probate without 
his involvement. 
7 Quality indicators in legal services, The Legal Services Board, 2021 

https://legalservicesboard.org.uk/research/quality-indicators
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4.3 Experiences of receiving services 
Participants’ experiences of using legal services were somewhat binary. Some people 
said their experiences had been mixed or okay, but most described them as either 
‘good’ or ‘bad’, with a fairly even split between the two. The word clouds below show 
the words chosen by those who described their experiences as generally good, and 
those whose experiences were generally poor.  

 
Figure 2: Words chosen to sum up 'good' experiences8 (size of word relates to how often it came up) 

 
Figure 3: Words chosen to sum up ‘poor’ experiences (size of word relates to how often it came up) 

 
8 NB even for those who had good experiences there are still some more negative words, but these 
relate to participants’ experiences of the issue, rather than the legal support they received. 
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Notably, the quality of experiences was not necessarily determined by either 
participants’ level of vulnerability or the outcome of their case. All participants brought 
‘market-specific’ and ‘situational’ vulnerabilities to their first appointments with legal 
professionals, characterised by: 

• A power imbalance between legal professional and client, including in knowledge 
(of the law; of legal processes) and language and terminology; 

• Fear of the unknown regarding the legal professional themselves, the legal 
process, and the outcomes of their case; 

• Anxiety and stress caused by their situation, the legal process itself, and lack of 
agency/ control (often due to the power imbalance and fear of the unknown). 

Instead, the quality of experience (whether it was ‘good’ or ‘bad’) was often 
determined by how legal professionals responded to participants’ vulnerability 
(whether situational, market-related or due to additional risk factors). To expand, 
experiences were more likely to be governed by what legal professionals did to 
reassure participants; how they demonstrated understanding and empathy; and the 
steps they took to help their clients understand their legal issues and options. 

Participants talked about several aspects that affected their experiences of using legal 
professionals (and contributed to or reduced their vulnerability), including: 

• First impressions; 
• Expectation management (regarding roles, process, costs and timeframes); 
• Empathy, understanding and compassion; 
• Language and jargon; 
• Paperwork; 
• Communication and client care;  
• Costs, fees and charges; and 
• Digital and remote delivery.  
These are discussed in greater detail below. 

First impressions 
As explained above, most participants had preconceptions about legal professionals 
and felt they were on the back foot prior to even meeting a legal professional (unless 
they knew them well and trusted them). As a result, they were highly sensitive to the 
first impressions from the legal professional’s environment (offices, furniture, 
cleanliness, access) and approach (how welcoming they/ their team were). These 
served to reassure participants or could reinforce a sense of disconnect or power 
imbalance (which is something some support organisations also mentioned).  

"It was quite a relaxing atmosphere.  I remember the office looking 
clean... and I remember sitting on a quite comfy chair as well.  So that 
probably helps… the furniture would make a big difference to how 
relaxed you are...  Because if you walk into an office and it’s say dirty, 
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noisy, then it would kind of make you feel a bit more stressed out than 
normal." 

Woman aged 25-34 with 'additional risk factors', Wills, Trusts and Probate, Midlands 

"The further they are from the street level, as it were, the tougher it gets 
sometimes, the more jargony, the more systemic, the more nice suits 
and nice offices. Having a nice suit and nice office is great, but it’s more 
intimidating as well. Walking into somewhere where everyone is dressed 
really smartly and is super clever and they are at the High Court of 
Justice tomorrow doing a big case... that’s quite scary for people to walk 
into who are literally sleeping on the streets." 

Support organisation 
In some cases, participants inferred something of the legal professional’s capability 
and professionalism based on their surroundings, for example, a legal professional 
with a messy office with piles of files all over the floor did not give confidence. This 
added to their anxiety about their cases. 

Expectation management  
The management of expectations came up frequently when participants talked about 
their experiences of legal professionals. It was often a key factor in whether legal 
professionals contributed to or reduced participants’ vulnerability, especially as most 
people were facing an issue for the first time, and the law and legal processes were 
anathema to them. 

Some legal professionals had managed participants’ expectations from the start and 
throughout the process, and this considerably reduced participants’ anxiety and helped 
them feel in control of the situation. Their legal professionals: 

• Crystallised their client’s issues, and the legal implications of these issues; 
• Explained the roles of both the legal professional and the client, and of anyone else 

involved in the case; 
• Explained processes and timeframes, including regarding communication and 

contact: when and how often the client would hear from their legal professional; 
• Explained costs and charging. 

“I liked the, what I call, the next steps, the expectations management. 
Which again, is really important.  What he said to me is, ‘This is how I 
think it’s going to go, we’re going to exchange letters and, having 
established how I like to be contacted, as soon as I’ve got something 
that’s of note and relevant I will be in touch, if I don’t have anything 
that’s of note and relevant within the next 14 days’ I’ll still be in touch 
to tell you that. And if there’s something I need to ask you that might 
change the direction of travel again, I’ll be in touch on that’.” 

Man aged 35-54 in 'situational vulnerability', Personal injury, South England 
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Participants felt more vulnerable when legal professionals did not explain and keep 
them informed on: 

• What was happening; 
• How long it would take; 
• How much they would be charged or for what;  
• What the procedures were (for example, what a hearing would entail); or  
• What their rights were.  
Participants said some legal professionals assumed they knew this, and others did not 
take care to check. Where their legal professionals did not manage their expectations 
and keep them informed, participants were left feeling out-of-control and 
disenfranchised, and it added considerably to their stress and anxiety.  

“I think if someone had told me it was going to take 6 months it would 
have made my life a lot easier, and I could have planned accordingly. 
But because it was ’OK, we’re going to get this next week, or that next 
week, or it’s delayed by 2 weeks’, that really made it a stressful process.” 

Man aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Conveyancing and property, 
South England 

"There wasn’t really… an easy guide, like when you get a new product 
you get like a ‘Getting started’ guide almost. When buying a house, you 
don’t really get that. It’s like you should understand what you’re doing. 
Because when you’re looking online… it almost becomes an information 
overload... there was like 15 different things, and they were all like 
contradicting each other.” 

Man aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Conveyancing and property, 
South England 

Empathy, understanding and compassion 
One aspect of participants’ vulnerability was the stress and uncertainty they 
experienced when they had a legal issue. Many felt emotionally fragile. All said that 
they wanted their legal professional to show empathy, understanding and compassion. 
There were many examples in the research of legal professionals who were empathetic 
and understanding, but some were  not, and participants’ experiences show that a 
legal professional’s approach can have a considerable impact on reducing or 
exacerbating vulnerability. 

"[The legal professional] was very much, ‘Leave it with me, I will solve 
your problem for you,’ and I felt good about that.  It was like a lawyer 
version of therapy in a sense… I felt that, after that session, [there was] 
nothing to worry about, this is going to be ok.  You know, I can carry on 
putting this [car accident] behind me and getting on with my life." 

Man aged 35-54 in 'situational vulnerability', Personal injury, South England 
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Nearly all participants talked about the importance of legal professionals having 
empathy and understanding. All participants had come to legal professionals feeling 
vulnerable and nervous about their situation, with concerns for how things would turn 
out for them.  

Many participants said that their legal professionals had been friendly, and several 
talked about the value of legal professionals who made an effort to reassure their 
clients from early on. This really helped reduce participants’ anxiety and helped them 
have greater trust in their legal team. 

"You are very unsure and uncertain about how they work, how much it’s 
going to cost, are you going to win, are you not going to win… you just 
don’t know what to expect.  They made it very easy for me, it was like 
a big hug around me… it was like they scooped me up and said, ‘Come 
on, we’re going to look after you and this is what we’re going to do.’” 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Employment, Wales 
In contrast, however, several participants said that their legal professionals had been 
unrelatable at best, but at worst, uncaring, unsympathetic and judgemental. Amongst 
these participants, even when the legal professional’s advice had been technically 
sound, they were left feeling more vulnerable. 

"It’s normally a really personal situation or circumstance [when you] 
need that legal support.  And I guess it doesn’t feel like support, I keep 
using the word support, I don’t think it feels like it is support, it just feels 
like 'we’re providing a service and this is how much it costs and this is 
what needs to be done, goodbye'… It can’t be an emotional relationship, 
but you would want them to have a little bit of compassion, just a little 
bit." 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, South England 
Empathy and understanding were particularly important to those who had experienced 
difficult and traumatic issues, such as relationship breakdowns, employment issues, 
accidents, injury or domestic abuse. For them, it was important that their legal 
professional had a good understanding of the issues they had experienced (as well as 
the legal implications), but also that their story had been heard. Several participants 
said that their legal professional had excelled in listening and letting them tell their 
story. 

“He really reassured me, he was a really, really nice man.  He didn’t 
judge me at all.  Because I had awful trouble to bury dad… he looked at 
my problem on an individual basis.  He looked at the problem I had, not 
at me… He was dealing with the facts. So, he didn’t make any 
judgement. Because it’s easy to judge people when they come in. 
Especially when I told him there’s no money to bury him.” 



Vulnerability in legal services: research report | March 2022 

 36 

Man aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Wills, Trusts and probate, 
Wales  

“They just make you feel like your case is important and that you’re 
important and it doesn’t matter who you are in life and what you do in 
life, your case is important to them.” 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, South England 
However, others did not feel they were ‘heard’ by their legal professionals. This 
included participants who felt their legal professionals: 

• Did not fully appreciate their lives or circumstances (such as caring responsibilities, 
illnesses and disabilities, family relationships); 

• Did not understand the urgency of their need (for example, to progress a house 
sale/ purchase; to establish a Lasting Power of Attorney for a family member with 
weeks to live; to settle probate because they had a life-limiting illness; to take out 
occupation and non-molestation orders for a woman fleeing an abusive husband 
with her children); 

• Dismissed or ignored what was important to them (for examples, details of abuse 
or asset-hiding in divorce proceedings);  

• Saw them as low-priority, and that other clients were more important. 

"At the beginning [I contacted solicitors] just obviously to see how long 
it was going to take because my mum didn’t have long.  So it was more 
of a case of, 'How long is this going to take? It needs to be done super 
quick really' and they were just like, 'No, the timescale is like six to eight 
weeks and that’s that', you know.  They weren’t very helpful to me.  It 
should be prioritised if someone hasn’t got long to live, you shouldn’t 
have to wait the same as everyone else... they didn’t take in my 
individual case." 

Woman aged 35-54 in 'situational vulnerability', Wills, Trusts and Probate, 
Wales 

"We couldn’t speak to anybody, we couldn’t get an answer. There 
seemed to be no urgency at all in what they were doing. And I think that 
was the problem." 

Man aged 55-74 in 'situational vulnerability', Conveyancing and property, 
Wales 

This was more common amongst participants on lower incomes, and those with 
disabilities and poor mental health.  

Some participants with ‘additional risk factors’ had extra and specific needs arising 
from disabilities and long-term conditions (including sight impairment, cognitive 
impairment, fibromyalgia and MS) and/ or experiences of domestic abuse. However, 
many participants with additional needs said that their legal professionals had not 
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sufficiently understood or met these needs or ensured that others met them. This was 
echoed in some interviews with support organisations. Examples include: 

• Survivors of domestic abuse (and domestic abuse agencies) who felt that legal 
professionals had not properly understood their situations, how they were affected, 
and their needs as they went through the legal system. As a result, these 
participants felt their legal professionals had contributed to them experiencing 
ongoing abuse and being re-traumatised; 

• Some participants needed legal professionals to advocate on their behalf; educate 
others in the legal process about their client’s needs; and challenge behaviour that 
harmed or disadvantaged their clients.  

"She [solicitor] didn’t fully understand fibromyalgia... [and] I feel the 
court didn’t understand the illness and because in court you’re not 
allowed to say anything, the solicitor is the one that says it, she didn’t 
really stand up for me the way she should have done." 

Woman aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, North England 

"She didn’t understand my specific needs because of my sight loss.  She 
didn’t understand the severity of the abuse that I received from my 
perpetrator because of my sight loss… I don’t think she had a lot of 
experience of domestic abuse, but most certainly she didn’t have any 
experience in my experience about dealing with people with disabilities." 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, Wales 

"Women often feel that their lawyers maybe don’t believe them or think 
they are being difficult or think they are exaggerating, and they don’t 
quite understand the full gravity of what’s going on… But I would say 
that the majority of times we are hearing from people who say, ‘My 
lawyer doesn’t understand, they are trying to pressure me to get in 
contact with the abuser, in fact everyone is’." 

Domestic abuse organisation 

Language and jargon 
Inaccessible language was a major contributor to participants’ vulnerability. Where 
legal professionals were skilled at helping participants understand, they felt reassured 
and more in control. However, inaccessible language further exacerbated the power 
imbalance between them and their legal professional and left participants feeling as 
though they had limited agency and control over decisions. This point was also raised 
by some support organisations. 

Many participants had difficulty understanding what legal professionals were saying, 
and what was written down. They talked about it as a ‘blur’, words ‘going in one ear 
and out the other’, and legal professionals ‘harping on and on’. In some cases, their 
legal professionals did not check to see if they had understood, and participants said 
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they did not feel they could ask for explanations or clarifications: they were made to 
feel as if they should know.  

“I met with the solicitor guy and… I found him knowledgeable but not 
relatable.  So I was reassured that he knew his stuff… but he didn’t have 
the personal skills to be able to relay the thoughts to me…  [He] didn’t 
really have the skills to interact with me, to make me understand.  I think 
he saw his role of me meeting [my employer] so that he could 
understand, not trying to help me understand.” 

Man aged 35-54 in 'situational vulnerability', Employment, North England 
In some cases, participants’ ability to challenge and ask questions was affected by 
their situational vulnerability (the stress of their circumstances) and by additional risk 
factors. Some participants said their life experiences had stripped them of confidence 
or energy to ask questions. In another case, a participant said that, as they weren’t 
paying full rates for their legal services, they did not feel they could ask questions. 

"Sometimes I don’t want to feel so stupid... I think, ‘Just speak plain 
English,’... I’d probably feel so small sat there and wouldn’t know what 
to do.  It makes you feel inadequate sometimes because you think well, 
I should know this but I can’t remember what it means... when they do 
give me stuff like that out, I pretend to know because I don’t want to 
seem to be stupid. So I look up the word then so I know what he’s talking 
about." 

Woman aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Welfare law, Wales 

"There’s a ton of jargon, there’s a lot of very strict rules and cliff edges 
in terms of, like you said, deadlines, but also in filling in forms correctly 
and getting them back. I often think that the legal advice that some of 
my members receive is not necessarily comprehensible to them.  They 
don’t really understand what is happening or what it’s about. Some of 
them do, some of them don’t. I don’t think they necessarily read the 
advice that they get from agencies." 

Support organisation 

“Because I wasn’t paying a lot to the solicitor, I couldn’t push it really.” 
Woman aged 55-74  with 'additional risk factors', Family law, North England 

However, the research also provided examples of good practice, demonstrating how 
this can reduce vulnerability. Some participants said that their legal professionals had 
been very good at explaining processes and terms, taking time to check that their 
client had understood, and making themselves approachable.  

"We had to talk about legal words.  So sometimes that was a struggle to 
understand... he wanted to make sure I always understood what he was 
saying.  So, I would say out of 100% of his words, I understood 60%.  
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He took two hours – he wrote down the words, I check on Google 
translator. He had to help me with Google translator because I’m not 
good with internet." 

Man aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors' (English as an additional 
language), Employment, South England 

Paperwork 
Several participants struggled with the paperwork associated with a legal case. For 
many, this was due to the unfamiliar and complex terms and phrasing, but many also 
found the volume and frequency of paperwork overwhelming. Some also talked about 
the stress of having to read, understand, sign and return volumes of paperwork to 
meet strict deadlines.  

This was particularly difficult for those who were not confident in reading (in English), 
and for some who had to try and fit it in with work. Even those who saw themselves 
as generally confident people, with professional jobs found that the paperwork was 
challenging for them. 

"Trying to get bits of paperwork and things over to them and getting 
contact with them was quite difficult.  Because obviously, they are only 
really open the same time as I was at work. So, that was a bit of a 
problem, but I just had to phone on my break or get my mum to scan 
things over if I needed anything." 

Woman aged 25-34 in 'situational vulnerability', Conveyancing and property, 
Midlands 

"It wasn’t until later in life that I found that I [am dyslexic] and that’s 
why I can’t take any proper information in or remember things. It’s 
terrible… Could you imagine me taking home a book of rubbish [legal 
paperwork] and reading it all? I can’t take it in.  I can’t read more than 
two lines. I can’t remember what I’ve just read." 

Man aged 55-74 in 'situational vulnerability', Wills, Trusts and Probate, South 
England 

Communication & client care 
Case management played a role in exacerbating or reducing vulnerability because it 
affected: 

• Participants’ stress levels; 
• Their sense of agency, control and certainty/ uncertainty; 
• Their ‘cognitive load’ and weight of responsibility – how much they had to manage 

and think about day-to-day while their case was ongoing. 
Many participants from across the sample talked about issues relating to case 
management, especially timeliness, coordinating activities and communication. 
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Participants had hoped and expected that legal professionals would take control of 
these processes for their clients, particularly as participants were often dealing with 
complex and stressful life circumstances alongside their legal issue, and because they 
were often in the dark about processes. 

Participants with good experiences of how their legal professionals managed their case 
said their legal professionals were responsive, quick, and gave regular progress 
updates.  

Where participants said their experiences of using legal professionals had been poor, 
case management was often a key factor. This made it hard for participants to feel in 
control of their legal issues. Some of their key frustrations included: 

• Legal professionals being hard to get hold of; 
• Not meeting deadlines, but expecting clients to meet tight deadlines; 
• Not acknowledging documents; 
• Not responding to emails; 
• No updates no progress. 
For some, needing to chase their legal professional and ask questions added to their 
anxiety over the costs (covered in detail below), as they knew that their legal 
professional would charge for emails and phone calls (although not all participants 
realised this, or at least not until they were billed).  

Some participants also felt they had to take on tasks and responsibilities they had 
assumed the legal professional would (or should) do. In particular, this included 
coordinating different agencies and organisations. One example included a woman 
who had recently fled an abusive relationship, who described herself pacing the streets 
on the phone trying to coordinate the police, social workers and the legal 
professionals. She felt out of her depth and having to take on this role added to her 
stress, in amongst thinking of her own safety and trying to support her children. 

“The police had called me to say where’s my non-molestation order and 
I said, ‘As far as I know the solicitors are dealing with it’.  Then I had to 
phone solicitors and they were saying, ‘We didn’t know about it’… Oh, it 
was really confusing and so I was phoning all these different people… I 
remember me walking kind of worrying and panicking and having to 
speak to three different people about the same thing and just thinking, 
‘I don’t even know what I’m talking about, I don’t even know if what I’m 
talking about is making sense”. But A doesn’t know what B is doing, B 
doesn’t know what C is doing and I felt like I was kind of putting them 
all together, and I didn’t know what my role was.  I just didn’t think that 
that should be my role because you’re paying for a service so why am I 
then having a part of this? …It did feel like I was doing the job of the 
solicitor and the social workers and the police and everyone else… It was 
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really stressful. I definitely felt like pulling my hair out and knowing I’ve 
got to deal with the children later on.” 

Woman aged 35-54 with 'additional risk factors', Family Law, South England 

Costs, fees and charges 
Costs and affordability related to vulnerability in a number of ways: 

Nearly all participants said that the costs of using a legal professional added to their 
concerns and anxiety about their circumstances, and most anticipated costs would 
be high. 

Certainty over pricing reduced anxiety and helped participants to plan and feel in 
control. Some were comforted that the legal professionals’ fees would be paid for out 
of settlements, insurance, or legal aid. There was also less anxiety around costs for 
one-off needs, such as wills, conveyancing and Lasting Power of Attorney. 

"When lawyers are mentioned you start thinking, ‘Wow, that is going to 
be a big financial thing'. They were able to reassure me and I never paid, 
in the end I never paid anything. I say I never paid anything, I may well 
have done from my final settlement, but I didn’t have to pay anything… 
from my own pocket.” 

Man aged 35-54 in ‘situational vulnerability’, Employment, North England 
In contrast, lack of certainty or clarity over costs and pricing increased participants’ 
anxiety. In some cases, concerns over costs affected participants’ ability to ask 
questions and engage with their case. Many said they did not know how much they 
would be charged. Some said they did not feel able to challenge or ask questions over 
fees. Others did not feel able to take the costs in, at a point when they were feeling 
overwhelmed by other information and their situation. Several talked about hidden 
costs (that appeared as a surprise on their final bill) or knowing that interactions such 
as emails and phone calls with legal professionals cost money, but they did not know 
how much. 

“It goes over your head. You’re told how much an hour and you think, 
‘Gosh, that’s a lot of money’, but at the end of the day you don’t know 
how much you’re going to pay, you don’t know how far you’re going to 
go, it’s just like a spiral… couldn’t have gone in and said 'how much is 
that going to cost me?' Because I didn’t feel confident enough to do it.”   

Woman aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, North England 

“I didn’t realise that every time you see her you pay and every time she 
sends an email…you didn’t know they charged for it.”   

Woman aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, North England 
Intermediary organisations reported that the legal needs faced by their (mostly 
vulnerable) clients tend to be in areas of law where there is greater uncertainty in 
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costs and few affordable pricing models. This was echoed amongst participants 
with additional risk factors who were experiencing issues in family law, employment 
disputes and welfare law. Some participants dropped their cases because they could 
not afford to pay legal professionals to take them further. Several participants were 
on low incomes and could not afford legal support, so ended up taking out loans and 
accruing debt to cover costs.  

“I feel let down but it’s just something I can’t pursue any further because 
I had to pay for something if I wanted to fight the case and I can’t afford 
it.” 

Man aged 55-74 with ‘additional risk factors’, Employment, Midlands 

“I had no idea what it was going to cost. I had no income coming in 
because I wasn’t working and I was on benefits, I couldn’t get legal aid 
and so I had no option really.  I think my mum paid £50 a month… You 
don’t know how much you’re going to get at the end, whether you’re 
going to be able to pay somebody back.  And I did pay my mum back in 
the end, but I wouldn’t have been able to borrow it off a friend… So the 
money issue is a big aspect of it.” 

Woman aged 55-74 with 'additional risk factors', Family law, North England 

Digital and remote delivery 
The research showed some interplay between vulnerability and the delivery of service 
remotely or via digital platforms. Where delivery did not match individuals’ needs or 
preferences, it could make them more vulnerable. 

Some examples show how the mode of delivery reduced participants’ vulnerability by 
helping them feel more confident, in control and updated: 

• In one case, the online portal used by a conveyancer helped a participant track 
progress and easily submit forms and paperwork; 

• One participant (in a child custody case) preferred meeting her legal professional 
over WhatsApp than face-to-face, at her legal professionals’ offices. She felt 
intimidated by legal professionals and their offices and felt more comfortable 
holding meetings in the familiarity of her own home. She was also disabled, so 
being able to meet without leaving her house suited her better;  
• This echoed a couple of interviewees with intermediary organisations who said 

that remote delivery and digital tools can help some of the more vulnerable to 
access legal support. 

• There was also appetite for e-signatures and online exchange in conveyancing in 
some interviews to reduce the stress of waiting. 

“[With] remote service delivery… [there] is building evidence it actually 
does have the potential to reach more vulnerable people. Because for 
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example, in our tribunal project where tribunals are being held remotely, 
the feedback from a lot of the clients is that actually they prefer that.”   

Legal support organisation 
In contrast, some (usually older) participants felt at some disadvantage due to remote 
delivery9. This affected their understanding and sense of control over matters and 
added to their stress. For example: 

• Some found it more difficult doing everything by phone or email and never meeting 
their legal professionals. They felt it made it harder to contact their legal 
professionals and harder to be able to ask questions and understand what they 
were being told; 

• One participant had to rely on her daughter for help with all the digital submissions 
and online documents she was asked to complete;  

• Some were also distrustful of online alternatives, such as will-writing software. 

“I think the lack of personal contact.  Because I haven’t been able to go 
and see him, it’s only ever been over the phone because of Covid.  
Sometimes I like to look at people and sometimes you can tell by when 
you see a person if they’re genuine or not… because I never met this 
man before.” 

Woman aged 55-74 with ‘additional risk factors’, Welfare law, Wales 

“[If didn’t have daughter helping] I’d be stuck, because I’d have to either 
get them photocopied and post them and they want originals so I 
wouldn’t be able to send copies, and then I wouldn’t be happy because 
I’m sending original forms… It was stressful...with the internet and that, 
I’m always worried that I’m going to be hacked or something and it’s not 
as safe. That’s why I’d rather go in and see somebody, sign the forms 
there and then, then I know it’s done.” 

Woman aged 55-74 with ‘additional risk factors’, Welfare law, Wales 

4.4 Role of other organisations and agencies 
Several participants had contact with other agencies before or alongside using legal 
professionals, including unions (in employment disputes); specialist charities and 
agencies (including domestic abuse agencies and charities like Macmillan); the police; 
and Citizens Advice. 

These agencies often played a role in reducing participants’ vulnerability by providing 
practical and emotional support with their issues; guiding and explaining 
processes; and referring them on to more specialist support (including legal 

 
9 Research took place in Autumn 2021, so many participants were talking about experiences of using 
legal professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic, which required remote, rather than in-person, 
delivery. 
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professionals). However, there were several examples where intermediary 
organisations referred or recommended legal professionals where this put participants 
at a disadvantage because the legal professionals could not meet their needs. 

Support and advice organisations also said that their clients come to them as an 
alternative to seeking advice from legal professionals because they cannot afford legal 
advice and representation.  

These roles of other organisations are explained further below. 

Emotional and practical support 
Many participants who had used other agencies said they valued the emotional 
support they received. Their issues were complicated and stressful, and talking with 
union representatives, Citizens Advice and specialist charity advisors provided 
reassurance. Several said that they appreciated the compassion of these agencies 
(sometimes in contrast to a less compassionate approach of their legal professionals). 
Some said they felt that their representative was ‘in their corner’ and fighting their 
cause. This helped them feel ‘heard’, more empowered and better understood.  

“My [union] representative during the consultations she was a real 
aggressor, and she was able to articulate her points across very well to 
the Directors... She was an independent so she could be quite feisty and 
get her point across. And she was very experienced in the laws and 
regulations behind redundancies, whereas for me, it was my first time.  
So, it was, I needed that help, I needed someone to be there to support. 
She was very good... the legal team they also knew their stuff.” 

Man aged 35-54 with ‘additional risk factors’, Employment, South England 
Some interviewees in support organisations said that their clients need practical (as 
well as emotional) support throughout any legal process, from the initial administrative 
tasks, sign-posting and accompaniment at appointments with legal professionals 
through to being provided an advocate in court. However, the capacity of 
intermediaries versus the level of demand often means that level of support is not 
possible from start to finish, and demand often outstrips supply:   

“We can help with paperwork, so we can help with any court forms. We 
do go on some of our funded projects and we go to court with people if 
they are being evicted. When we had employment specialists, they would 
go to tribunal, we don’t have any at the moment because they are all 
volunteers.” 

Advice organisation 

Explaining and educating 
A key role of these other organisations was helping participants untangle their issues 
and navigate legal – and other – systems. They also helped participants to understand 
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legal processes and terms that were unfamiliar to them, which helped reduce their 
anxiety and increase their sense of control and agency. 

“[I had] a union involved who were just there to guide me through the 
process.  Even from basic things to tell me like what terminology meant 
and things like that was just really, really helpful and I was really thankful 
that I was with a union.… They were able to interject and ask questions, 
what things meant… They were able to just understand it and decipher 
a lot of the chat that was ongoing during that process that, to me, was 
just a blur and all quite scary.” 

Man aged 35-54 in ‘situational vulnerability’, Employment, North England 
Interviewees from support and advice organisations also felt that much of their work 
with clients with a legal need is to unpick and understand the client’s issues and explain 
how these map onto areas of law and processes. Several suggested a real gap in 
public legal education. This includes understanding of (even the most basic) legal 
terminology, but also when people could use a legal professional, and how they should 
use a legal professional to get the best value for money. Their clients’ lack of 
understanding can be problematic for support organisations because of how much 
time it can take to facilitate these conversations and basic actions such as filling in 
forms.  

“We used words like ‘lawyer’, and some women said, ‘Oh no I just had 
a solicitor’, or ‘I just had a barrister’. These are basics.” 

Domestic Abuse organisation 

“People talk a lot about public legal education, but I don’t think anybody’s 
really come up with a generic holistic solution, but it relates to people’s 
ability to understand what type of support, what type of remedies could 
be available to them.” 

Legal support organisation 

Referrals and recommendations 
As described in the section on accessing legal support, several participants used legal 
professionals that they had been referred to or had been recommended by 
organisations including estate agents/ property developers, domestic abuse agencies, 
the police, Citizens Advice and unions. 

In several cases where organisations had given them a shortlist to choose from, 
participants said that the legal professionals had not met their needs or expectations. 
This was particularly the case with recommendations or referrals from the police and 
domestic abuse agencies, but also from estate agents, developers and – in one case 
– a union. Some participants reported that agencies had very few firms to choose 
from, and that the solicitors did not always have the right skills or knowledge or had 
too many cases to give a good service. In many cases, participants had not scrutinised 
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the referrals, partly because they trusted the organisations who provided the 
recommendations, and partly because they did not have the strength or confidence to 
find their own legal professional.  

“Initially when [the domestic abuse agency] gave me the list of solicitors, 
like there wasn’t many that they recommended and the first one they 
recommended… is where my ex-husband’s solicitors is and that’s the one 
he uses… They were like, ‘Oh well, the only other option is this one’, but 
yet they didn’t actually explore or give me any assistance to see whether 
there was any other options like locally that could support, you know.” 

Woman aged 35-54 with ‘additional risk factors’, Family law, Wales 
A few participants had been recommended conveyancers (or a shortlist to choose 
from) by an estate agent or property developer. Some of these regretted their choices, 
especially a couple who said they went with the cheapest option, who they later found 
to be slow, hard to get hold of, and – in one case – did not flag ongoing ground rent 
with a new property. 

“[The developer] gave me a list of solicitors. So, being a quantity 
surveyor, I did the usual trick and asked them all for quotes and we 
picked [the conveyancer] who was the cheapest by quite a long, long 
way... I would suggest that [others] do a lot more research into who 
they are going to use than we did.” 

Man aged 55-74 in ‘situational vulnerability’, Conveyancing and property, 
Wales 

Advice on legal issues 
Some participants also mentioned that other organisations provided some advice on 
legal issues. For some, other organisations had flagged that there was a legal 
component to their issue and/ or crystallising what these issues were. This was 
particularly the case with domestic abuse charities (e.g. advising on obtaining non-
molestation and occupation orders) and with unions (e.g. advising on unfair dismissal 
and redundancy cases). 

In interviews with support and advice organisations, interviewees said that although 
many of their clients have issues with legal components, few of them go on to use 
legal professionals. Instead they – the organisations – regularly deal with a lot of their 
clients’ legal needs. Some organisations had advisors and teams with specialist 
knowledge in some administrative and legal issues, especially regarding welfare 
support. Some also said that they had access to pro-bono legal support, where legal 
professionals held clinics in their offices, and clients could be referred to a legal 
professional. However, many said that a lot of social welfare law and procedures are 
highly complex. While their advisors may be very knowledgeable, they are not legally 
trained. However, several said that there was limited access to professional social 
welfare legal advice, both because there are fewer legal professionals practising that 
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in the past, and because legal professionals offering pro bono advice may be either 
generalists, fairly junior, or specialists in another area. 

“Sometimes the [pro bono] solicitor that was sent actually had less [of 
an] idea about the issues they were going to be talking about than we 
did, just because they are sending along their students or something like 
that… They might be in one particular area of law and actually the 
queries are about a completely different area of law.”  

Advice organisation 
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5. Redesigning the journey  
One of the key research objectives was to explore how the customer journey could 
become inclusive for people with a legal need; that is, how it could work well for 
everyone. This is based on ‘inclusive design’ principles, which suggest that – by basing 
the design of services on the needs of ‘vulnerable, non-standard’ people – everyone 
benefits10.  

In contrast, many services (including legal services) are designed and delivered with 
the ‘standard’ person in mind, on the assumption that they are operating at their best. 
However, participants in this research were rarely operating at their best when they 
used legal services. Their situations, market forces and additional risk factors caused 
them stress and anxiety and affected their ability to interact with the market, make 
decisions, and feel in control of matters. The structure of the market played some role 
in exacerbating difficulties, for example, people found it hard both to recognise the 
legal aspects of many ‘life’ issues, and to understand how they can resolve their legal 
issues. However, the approach of legal businesses and individual legal professionals 
also had a material effect in either exacerbating or reducing participants’ vulnerability. 

This section includes suggestions from participants (including interviewees from 
support and advice organisations) on how to reduce vulnerability at each stage of the 
journey, from first recognising a legal need, to accessing legal support, to 
interactions with legal professionals, to closing a case.  

Recognising legal need 
As participants – and many clients of support and advice organisations – did not 
recognise there is a legal component to their issues, they wanted to see a system 
where: 

• People have a greater awareness of their legal rights and how to assert them, for 
example through public legal education to raise awareness of legal rights and how 
to assert them; 

• Their early points of contact can identify legal issues. Some intermediary 
organisations suggested training for community-based organisations to recognise 
legal needs and routes for redress; 

• Legal professionals are more accessible and visible in places where people 
spend time (particularly where they first go for help), for example via  co-location 

 
10 The principles of inclusive design are explained further in the initial evidence review [link to evidence 
review to be inserted here] that informed the design of this research. 
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schemes where legal professionals are sited in community-based organisations, 
such as health centres/ GP surgeries, advice centres, and Jobcentres11.  

Accessing legal support 
Some participants and intermediary organisations reported difficulties in finding, 
accessing, and/ or affording legal professionals (or those with the right skills to meet 
their needs). To ensure good access to skilled legal advice and representation for all, 
participants suggested: 

• Recognised and trustworthy tools to facilitate choice, making it easier to 
search for, compare and choose legal professionals.  

• Alternative models of service delivery that improve visibility and affordability, 
such as: 
• Greater use of other professionals (e.g. paralegals) and/or organisations for 

early stages, administrative tasks or tasks that do not need a qualified legal 
professional (similar, for example, to nurses taking on more responsibility/ tasks 
previously only done by doctors); 
• An unbundled approach in family law was provided as an example12, and 

suggested to improve access to support in family law and employment law. 
• Greater use of user-friendly technology to help people understand and assert 

their legal rights. 
• ‘Co-location’ of legal professionals in community organisations and 

settings where people tend to go for support with their issues (such as support and 
advice organisations, healthcare settings). 

“I really believe that legal advice is a really important part of helping 
vulnerable people, but it is only a part, and I think it needs to become a 
more integrated part… [There are] a lot of really good examples of when 
this works really well… of advice providers sitting in healthcare settings, 
right, so sitting in GP surgeries, once a week you’ll have a benefits 
adviser who will be there.” 

Legal support organisation 

First meetings and ongoing interactions 
Participants reported feeling anxious and uncertain when using legal professionals 
(especially at first meetings). Some legal professionals made assumptions about 
participants’ circumstances, needs and their level of knowledge. In addition, language 

 
11 This suggestion exists in the Health Justice Partnerships model and based on models elsewhere, 
where debt advisors are co-located in GP surgeries, or are part of a social-prescribing programme. The 
premise of the model is that life issues (including debt and legal issues) affect people’s health, and their 
health can only improve if their issues are dealt with. 
12 Law for Life’s Affordable Advice Service, which offers a service to people with divorce or child 
arrangements difficulties. It includes a blend of step-by-step guidance from Advicenow with fixed fee, 
unbundled legal advice from Resolution family lawyers at the most crucial points in the process. 
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and jargon were repeatedly raised as factors increasing client’s vulnerability in legal 
services. 

Improvements suggested by participants imply there needs to be greater consistency 
and standardisation in approach across legal professionals. They suggested that, in 
inclusive services:  

• Clients should know what to expect in terms of the legal professional’s role, 
processes and costs. Suggested improvements included: 
• Standardised information and guides building on existing initiatives to help 

people understand different areas of law, and routine processes and timelines;  
• Better and more accessible information on what legal professionals do and how 

they work (e.g. acting on client’s instruction based on their advice; likely 
charging protocols); 

• Intermediary organisations playing more of a role before first meetings to 
assess needs and explain roles, terms and processes; 

• Legal professionals providing an explicit explanation in first meetings of: 
• The role of the legal professional (to advise) and of the client (to instruct); 
• Who else the client may come across over the course of their case, and their 

role (e.g. legal executives, paralegals, barristers, judges); 
• Layperson’s explanation of key legal principles and terms involved; 
• Likely timescales and key points; 
• Likely costs, how legal professionals charge, and how clients can save on 

costs. Could also include options for funding legal fees, e.g. via insurance, 
percentage of settlement; 

• Their rights to advocacy/ to have someone to accompany them to meetings 
and hearings and to record meetings to review later. 

• Legal professionals identify, understand and accommodate their clients’ 
needs, and do not make assumptions about their circumstances or level of 
understanding. Participants suggested this could be achieved by: 
• A structured needs assessment in all first meetings with clients, assessing needs 

and preferences regarding communication, life circumstances and disabilities; 

• Legal professionals are trained to understand clients’ needs and can identify 
and accommodate them. This includes understanding the impacts of situational 
vulnerability, but also risk factors such as poverty, homelessness, domestic 
abuse and trauma (for example, through adopting a ‘trauma-informed’ 
approach); 

• Legal businesses working in partnership with intermediary organisations to 
support clients with complex and sensitive needs issues. 

• Clients feel reassured and at ease, which can be achieved through: 
• A comfortable and welcoming environment; 
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• Legal professionals showing empathy and compassion for clients through 
listening to and believing them.  

• People understand what is happening in their cases throughout, including what 
is required of them and how much they are being charged (and what for); 
Suggestions for inclusive practice included: 
• Communicating in layperson’s language; explaining legal jargon and processes. 
• High standards of client care regarding updates, response to contact, and 

acknowledging clients’ submissions. 
• Clarity about costs, pricing plans and charges throughout the process; 
• Legal professionals ensure proper handovers to other legal professionals/ 

professionals, explaining who they are and what their role is. 

Closing a case 
Some participants were left feeling vulnerable after their cases had been closed. To 
ensure all clients feel informed and in control of their issues after the legal professional 
has closed a case, participants suggested that: 

• Legal professionals routinely explain next steps, possible consequences and 
clients’ options if they arise when they close cases; 

• Customer feedback is routinely collected, and results are used to identify and 
address quality issues and to drive improvement. 
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6. Conclusions 
This research echoes the existing evidence that people find the legal services market 
hard: it can be difficult for them to recognise a legal need and access legal support, 
and difficult to use legal services. People are inherently vulnerable when they approach 
a legal professional, both due to their situation and because it is hard for a layperson 
to understand and navigate the law and legal system.  

The research provides further evidence that – while it is difficult for anyone with a 
legal need – working with legal professionals is particularly hard for people with certain 
circumstances and/ or characteristics. These ‘additional risk factors’ make them 
especially susceptible to harm and loss in the legal services market if their needs are 
not recognised and met by legal professionals. 

Vulnerability – whether due to their situation, the market, or additional risk factors – 
affects people’s ability to feel agency and control over their situation. Vulnerability also 
brings stress and anxiety, which – as well as being a negative impact in itself – further 
affects people’s ability to engage with their legal issues.  

The report shows there are issues in the wider system that contribute to vulnerability 
– lack of join-up between agencies; poor understanding (across the system and wider 
society) of some experiences, needs and social issues; and demand outstripping 
(affordable) supply. 

However, the examples here also show how much influence legal professionals hold 
over people’s vulnerability. There are many examples in this report of legal 
professionals who reduced participants’ vulnerability. However, there are also plenty 
of examples of practice that exacerbated vulnerability.  

In the improvements suggested by participants and intermediary organisations, the 
overarching themes are: 

• A need for greater consistency and standardisation in practice across the 
profession;  

• Opportunity for an inclusive design approach, whereby the standard approach is 
based on the needs of people when they are at their most vulnerable. The standard 
approach should ensure that, whenever someone uses legal services: 
• They feel heard and understood; 
• They can understand the legal implications of their issues, the language and 

terms used, and what is happening with their case; 
• They can exercise informed choice and feel in control of how their legal issue is 

managed. 
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7.1 Acknowledgements 

This research would not have been possible without the involvement of the ten 
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research and for sharing their experiences and valuable perspectives on vulnerability 
in legal services. We are also grateful to Welsh Women’s Aid who put us in touch with 
two survivors of domestic abuse so that they could participate in the research. 
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7.2 Detailed sample information 
The table below shows the characteristics of participants with ‘situational vulnerability’ 
and participants with ‘additional vulnerability risk factors’. Please note, that some 
individuals had multiple ‘additional risk factors’ (i.e. the criteria are not exclusive). 

 Criteria 
‘Situational 

vulnerability’ 
sample 

‘Additional risk 
factors’ sample 

Total  11 19 
Gender Male 6 7 

Female 5 12 
Age group 18 to 34 3 1 

35 to 54 4 12 
55 to 74 4 6 

Region North of England 2 5 
Midlands 4 2 
South of England 3 6 
Wales 2 6 

Social grade AB 5 N/A 
C1C2 6 N/A 
DE - N/A 

Ethnicity Minority ethnic background 1 913 
Income Household income under 

£21,000 N/A 13 

Literacy in 
English 

Have English as an 
additional language and 
find it hard to read/ write 
in English 

N/A 2 

Disabilities/ 
long-term 
conditions 

Has a disability or long-
term condition N/A 1414, of whom… 

Long-standing mental 
health problems, including 
diagnosed disorders  

N/A …10 

Neurodiverse conditions 
(e.g. autism; Asperger) or 
mild learning disability 

N/A …1 

 
13 Minority ethnicities included: Asian; Black British; Black British Caribbean; Black Caribbean; British 
Asian; Italian; Pakistani. 
14 Defined as: physical or mental health conditions or illnesses that have lasted or are expected to last 
12 months or more reduce ability to carry-out day-to-day activities. Disabilities and long-term conditions 
participants experienced included: anxiety, brain injury, depression, fibromyalgia, multiple sclerosis, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, sight impairment, spinal injury, and stroke. 
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 Criteria 
‘Situational 

vulnerability’ 
sample 

‘Additional risk 
factors’ sample 

Caring status Carers N/A 1 
Digital/ 
online 
confidence 

People who are digitally 
excluded/ low internet 
users/ low/ limited use or 
confidence online 

N/A 4 

Domestic 
abuse 

Experience of domestic 
abuse N/A 4 
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7.3 Words used to describe good and poor experiences 
In summing up their experiences, participants were asked to choose three words. 
These are included in word clouds in the report, but for accessibility purposes, all the 
words are summed up below: 

Good experience Poor experience 
Comforting 
Confidence 
Easier 
Easy 
Easy-going 
Efficient 
Engaging 
Flexible communication 
Friendly (2 mentions) 
Frustrating 
Good 
Gratification 
Helpful (2 mentions) 
Human 
Knowledgeable 
Non-judgemental 
Organised 
Painless 
Pleasant 
Polite 
Proactive 
Professional (3 mentions) 
Refreshing 
Relationship-focused 
Resilience 
Safe 
Satisfied 
Secure 
Simple 
Stressful (2 mentions) 
Sympathetic 
Transparent 
Worried 

Alone 
Angry (2 mentions) 
Apprehensive 
A sh*t show 
Cold 
Confusing (3 mentions) 
Conman 
Daunting (2 mentions) 
Deflated 
Disheartening 
Fast 
Frustrating (2 mentions) 
Hassle 
Inefficient 
Lack of understanding 
Sickness 
Stressful 
Tedious 
Total utter devastation 
Unfair 
Unforgettable 
Unprofessional 
Upset 
Useless 
Worried 
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