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Summary 
Findings from the needs assessment completed in 2014 were quite similar to those reported in 2003.  

The following summary highlights the key findings of the survey completed with 1,184 individuals from 

the Low-Income and Extremely Low-Income populations in Tennessee; focus groups conducted with 

especially vulnerable populations; and a survey completed with the homeless community in Knoxville.  

Approximately four out of ten (38.8%) respondents to the large survey were classified as Extremely Low-

Income.  As compared to those respondents who were defined as Low-Income, Extremely Low-Income 

respondents were more likely to be: 

 slightly younger (average of 54.6 compared to 61.2). 

 less educated (29.2% with less than a high school diploma compared to 24.9%). 

There were substantial differences in household composition between Low-Income households and  

Extremely Low-Income households.  Households with Extremely Low-Income reported were more likely 

to have: 

 larger families  (average size of 2.3 compared to 1.8). 

 children under age 18 (25.6% compared to 20.9%). 

 only one adult in the family (45.1% compared to 39.8%). 

 experienced homelessness in the past year (8.4% compared to 4.5%). 

 an income source from employment (34.4% compared to 29.9%). 

Approximately 6 out of 10 households (61.5%) reported experiencing one or more civil legal problem in 

the past year.  There were significant differences in the number of problems reported that were 

dependent upon demographic characteristics of the survey respondent.   

 Younger respondents reported more civil legal problems than older respondents.  The average 

number of problems for those under 30 was 4.6 and 1.24 for those 69 and over. 

 Black and Latino respondents reported higher numbers of legal problems than White 

respondents. 

 Households identified as “working poor” were more likely to have experienced a legal problem 

than those not working. 

The types of legal problems experienced in the past year were comparable to those reported in 2003. 

The five civil legal problems most frequently reported in 2014 were: 

 medical bill or health insurance (26.3%), 

 government benefits (22.0%), 

 conflicts with creditors (21.8%), 

 utilities (21.6%), and 

 health care (18.0%). 
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The civil legal problems most commonly identified as the “biggest” problem experienced by the 

household were not rated as causing “a lot of trouble” for the household.  Civil legal problems most 

frequently selected as the “biggest” problem by the 676 households who experienced a legal problem in 

the past year were 

 medical bill or health insurance (16.0%), 

 utilities (13.5%), 

 healthcare (10.2%), 

 government benefits (9.5%), and 

 conflicts with creditors (8.7%). 

However, the “biggest” problems reported to cause “a lot of trouble” for households were 

 immigration (100% of 8 respondents), 

 removal of a child from the home (100% of 4 respondents), 

 arrangements for a child after the breakup of a relationship (100% of 1 respondent). 

Of the 676 respondents that identified a single biggest civil legal problem, 61.5% indicated that they 

took no action to resolve their problem.  The two most prevalent reasons cited for not taking action 

were 

 Did not see the situation as a problem but as “just the way things are” (30.8%) and 

 Did not believe anything could done that would help (20.4%). 

Similar reasons for not pursuing legal advice were also reported in the focus groups.  The reasons most 

commonly discussed by participants were  

 lack of financial resources,  

 lack of trust in the judicial system and legal professionals, and 

 it is better to leave things along because legal action might make things worse,  

 difficulty in communicating with legal professionals, and 

 feelings of intimidation by the legal system. 

Of the 676 respondents that identified a single biggest civil legal problem, 37.1% indicated that they 

took some step to resolve their problem.  The most common types of action taken were 

 protesting, refusing to pay, or writing letters (34.2%), 

 seeking assistance from legal aid organizations or legal clinics (16.5%),  

 sought help from friends, family or coworkers (13.5%), and  

 contacting a private attorney (11.6%). 

Members of the homeless community in Knoxville were more likely to report seeking help from an 

attorney or legal aid organization.  Of the 236 people who participated in that survey, 64.4% reported 

seeking help from a legal professional. 
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Sixty-nine 69 households turned to a legal aid organization or clinic for assistance.  The most common 

actions taken were 

 not helping or being able to help (40.6%), 

 provided legal advice (15.9%), 

 prepared for or represented the household in the hearing (14.5%), and 

 negotiated to resolve the problem without formal legal action (13.0%). 

Fifty households turned to a private attorney for help resolving their legal problem.  The most common 

actions taken were 

 provided legal advice (30.0%), 

 prepared for or represented the household in the hearing (30.0%), and 

 negotiated to resolve the problem without formal legal action (26.0%). 

Respondents’ awareness and access to legal help continued to be low in 2014.  

 Slightly more than 1 out of 4 (26.6%) reported knowing of a place that helps people find an 

attorney, and 

 Slightly more than 1 out of 5 (22.0%) reported knowing of a place that provides free legal help 

for people who can’t afford an attorney 

The digital divide reported in 2003 has shrunk significantly.   

 In 2003, less than half of the respondents (43.0%) had access to the internet.  In 2014, 6 out of 

10 (60.1%) reported having access to the internet. 

 Almost half of the respondents in 2014 (47.7%) indicated that they had an email account. 

Overall, there is a general willingness reported to use alternative methods for accessing legal help. 

 Over half of the respondents indicated they would be willing to talk with an attorney on the 

telephone (53.5%) or use a legal services website to describe their problem (54.4%). 

 About half of the participants in the focus groups indicated a willingness to seek help from 

alternative methods. 

A number of concerns were raised in the focus groups about using the alternative methods.  The most 

common concerns raised were issues with trust.  However these concerns could be overcome by 

 using a secure website, 

 displaying the credentials and legal experience of the person responding to the legal problem, 

and 

 advertising the web site through trusted sources.  These sources could include Tennessee’s 

official website (TN.gov), communication from the Department of Human Services, and 

information distributed by case managers and other service providers. 
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Conclusion 
 

Even in a litigious society, the majority of Low-Income and Extremely-Low Income households choose 

not to take any type of action to rectify their legal problems.  The types of legal problems experienced 

were either not considered severe enough to take action or fear was expressed that taking action might 

make things worse.  Furthermore, households without financial resources did not report high levels of 

empowerment in addressing their legal problems or confidence in their ability to navigate the legal 

system.  However, there was general willingness to explore alternative methods for resolving their legal 

problems.  A website that explained the legal process and allowed people the opportunity explore their 

legal options in a non-invasive manner would greatly improve their knowledge of the legal system and 

their access to legal assistance. 

 


