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Project Background

In the medical context, the definition of triage 

pertains to the sorting of patients and allocation of 

treatment as related to the urgency of their need 

for care and according to a system of priorities. 

In the legal context, triage most often means 

a “process to diagnose/understand a person’s 

situation/problem(s) and to provide early education, 

information, guidance, services and referral that best 

meet that person’s situation and needs (sorting) 

within the resources available (allocation).”1  

Several states’ access-to-justice communities 

are beginning to incorporate online triage into their 

existing legal information portals to help better 

connect people directly with the legal resources that 

best suit their specific needs.

1 Boyle, Kari D., Triage – a Vital Tool to Increase Access to Justice 
http://www.slaw.ca/2013/07/11/triage-a-vital-tool-to-increase-access-to-
justice  July, 2013.

Legal Triage 
and Access to Justice

http://www.slaw.ca/2013/07/11/triage-a-vital-tool-to-increase-access-to-justice
http://www.slaw.ca/2013/07/11/triage-a-vital-tool-to-increase-access-to-justice
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Project Background

Minnesota was one of seven states awarded Justice 

for All (JFA) grant funding from the National Center 

for State Courts intended to assist states in moving 

toward “100 percent access to effective assistance 

for essential civil legal needs.”2

The grant applicants—the judicial branch, Minnesota 

Legal Services Coalition, and the Minnesota State 

Bar Association (MSBA)—have been working with 

the courts, private bar, legal aid, and other partners 

for several months, looking at key parts of the justice 

system. As a result, Minnesota is integrating a triage 

tool into the LawHelpMN statewide portal.3  

2 Conference Of Chief Justices/Conference Of State Court Ad-
ministrators (CCJ/COSCA) Resolution 5 Reaffirming The Commitment To 
Meaningful Access To Justice For All, 2015 http://www.ncsc.org/~/media/
Microsites/Files/access/5%20Meaningful%20Access%20to%20Justice%20
for%20All_final.ashx. 

3 Parrell, Betsy, Innovations for Clients: Online Triage System on the 
New LawHelpMN.org, 
http://www.mnlegalservices.org/legal-services-in-the-news/2018/4/30/
innovations-for-clients-online-triage-system-on-the-new-lawhelpmnorg, 
April 30, 2018. 

The Minnesota 
Legal Triage Pilot

https://www.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/access/5%20Meaningful%20Access%20to%20Justice%20for%20All_final.ashx
https://www.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/access/5%20Meaningful%20Access%20to%20Justice%20for%20All_final.ashx
https://www.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/access/5%20Meaningful%20Access%20to%20Justice%20for%20All_final.ashx
http://www.mnlegalservices.org/legal-services-in-the-news/2018/4/30/innovations-for-clients-online-triage-system-on-the-new-lawhelpmnorg
http://www.mnlegalservices.org/legal-services-in-the-news/2018/4/30/innovations-for-clients-online-triage-system-on-the-new-lawhelpmnorg
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However, recent studies4 show that most low-income people who need legal 

help never call an attorney or visit a legal aid office or court self-help center.  

“Low-income Americans rarely seek professional help for the legal problems 

they most commonly experience—those resulting from health issues and con-

sumer and financial disputes—either because they think they can manage with-

out lawyers, or don’t see the problems as legal ones.” Rebecca Sandefur, who 

advised LSC about its justice-gap survey, says this pattern “suggests we need to 

completely re-think our outreach strategies—to radically re-think how we 

connect people to services.”5   

In order to get legal help to those who may not know they have a legal problem, 

we hope to create a gateway to legal information and services through 

domestic violence and homeless shelters, schools, churches, public libraries, 

healthcare, and social service providers. Librarians, shelter advocates, school 

counselors, and social workers would then themselves become user/facilitators 

of the LawHelpMN triage system.  We call these “trusted intermediaries.”

4 Legal Services Corporation, The 2017 Justice Gap Report, Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of 
Low Income Americans, https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/images/TheJusticeGap-FullReport.pdf June 2017 
and Sandefur, Rebecca L., Accessing Justice in the Contemporary USA, Findings from the Community Needs and 
Services Study, http://www.americanbarfoundation.org/uploads/cms/documents/sandefur_accessing_justice_in_
the_contemporary_usa._aug._2014.pdf August, 2014  American Bar Foundation.

5 Caplan, Lincoln, The Justice Gap - America’s Unfulfilled Promise Of “Equal Justice Under Law” https://
harvardmagazine.com/2017/11/unequal-justice-america Harvard Magazine, November-December 2017.

https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/images/TheJusticeGap-FullReport.pdf
http://www.americanbarfoundation.org/uploads/cms/documents/sandefur_accessing_justice_in_the_contemporary_usa._aug._2014.pdf
http://www.americanbarfoundation.org/uploads/cms/documents/sandefur_accessing_justice_in_the_contemporary_usa._aug._2014.pdf
https://harvardmagazine.com/2017/11/unequal-justice-america
https://harvardmagazine.com/2017/11/unequal-justice-america
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Project Background

The goals of the project are to determine:

  − Whether The LawHelpMN triage tool could be  

 used in the community work of the 

 stakeholders (the “trusted intermediaries”).

 − How the stakeholders could use the    

 LawHelpMN triage tool most effectively in their  

 community work.

 − What gaps stakeholders see in the LawHelpMN  

 triage tool that would make it more useful for   

 them and/or the community.

 − How the LawHelpMN triage tool could be 

 adopted most broadly across each stakeholder  

 sector.

Primary Objectives
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Volunteer Roles

You will be helping us test how the stake-

holders/trusted intermediaries respond to the 

LawHelpMN triage tool. As a volunteer, you may 

have one or more of these roles:

− Live Observer: you will take notes on your  

 observations as the trusted intermediary  

 tests the triage tool. After the session, you  

 will use one of the computers onsite to 

 record your notes into Google Forms.

− Live Moderator and Exit Interviewer: you  

 will interact with the trusted intermediary  

 and draw out their real-time, spoken 

 reactions as they use the triage tool. After  

 the session, you will conduct an exit 

 interview with a trusted intermediary, 

 preferably not the same person from the  

 moderating session. 

- Group-Discussion Scribe: you will take   

 notes as the participants are led in a group  

 discussion about their testing experience. 

Volunteer Information
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Volunteer Information

Noise and Distraction

It is critical that we do not disturb or distract the 

participants. In that light, please keep the following 

in mind while volunteering:

− Bathrooms and hallways are especially 

 hazardous for discussions. Even during a 

 session, the next trusted intermediary may be  

 waiting nearby.

− Please avoid laughing or shouting during 

 sessions. Rooms are not completely

 soundproof.

− Turn computer notifications and phone ringers  

 off. If you must take a call, please do so where  

 you can’t be overheard or accidentally 

 recorded.

− Please don’t distract anyone by talking during  

 the session. If you must make a comment to   

 someone, pass a note.

Sh
hhh

hhhh!
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Volunteer Information

Live Observer Directions

− Please sit out of the trusted intermediary’s

 line of sight (behind them) and try to be 

 completely silent.

− Smile in a friendly way and watch carefully   

 while taking notes.

− During and before the sessions, don’t engage  

 participants in conversation, offer advice, 

 correct them, or answer their questions, 

 because introducing new information or giving  

 unintentional clues can bias the results. 

− Answer only a question if the moderator asks   

 you directly.  It’s very common for 

 moderators to ask participants questions   

 that they already know the answers to, 

 questions to help the user relax, and questions  

 to find out what the participant understands.   

 Don’t answer those questions either. It’s 

 important to understand what the participant 

 believes to be true, even when that’s not 

 technically correct.

As the observer, you want to 
be unnoticed, like the plant 
in the corner. 

Observer
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Volunteer Information

− Be careful not to distract anyone. 

 Your fidgeting, sighing, posture, facial 

expressions, noise from phones or clothing,  

and so on, can easily change the trusted 

intermediary’s behavior and comfort level. 

If you need to, please leave the room quietly. 

No in and out.

− It’s okay to laugh if the trusted intermediary   

 makes a joke, but not at any other time.

Observer
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Volunteer Information

Live Observer Notetaking

The moderator will be following a scripted set of 

questions and actions. As the trusted intermediary 

responds to the questions, please fill in the 

responses in the spreadsheet, which is organized 

by task.

At the same time as you track the responses to the 

moderator’s questions, take notes of all your 

observations on the same spreadsheet. Write about 

everything because you don’t know what might 

prove valuable during data analysis. 

After the moderating session, you will enter your 

notes and the responses to the moderator’s 

questions into a Google Forms document. We will 

have designated time and space available for you to 

do this after the moderated session. 

Observer
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Volunteer Information

Write one observation 
per line, so that it is 
easier to digitize. 
If you run out of space, 
use the back or a spare 
sheet of paper. 

Include the session 
number/scenario letter 
on your spreadsheet 
notes.

Add your initials and 
the first name of the 
trusted intermediary, 
so that we can 
organize the
 responses. 

Don’t write paragraphs 
with several ideas; 
just keep notes in 
sequence when they 
go together. 

Live Observer Notetaking

For each task, take notes on 
the spreadsheet designated 
for that task. If you run out 
of space, write them on the 
back or elsewhere, as long 
as you track which task the 
note is attached to. 

Observer

Volunteer Initials:

Session #:

Intermediary First Name:

Task 5: Legal topic is selected (which one?), easy to use, do 

they understand, etc.?

Observations:
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Volunteer Information

Click Paths and
Navigation

Home > New Car > 
Vehicle Type > Back > 

Model > Back (looking for 
“vans”)

Searched “ford truck” > 
Ford.com > Trucks & Vans 

> F-150 > Models

Body Language

She looked confused at 
the very beginning, but 

not later.

She seemed very 
comfortable with the 

third page.

Anything Else!

Anything that seems 
overlooked, misunder-
stood, ambiguous, or 

confusing.

Suggestions, questions, 
and comments (including 

your own).

Quotes

“I expected this to work 
like Amazon.”

“This is great!”

Mistakes

She didn’t click Save 
before closing the window. 

He skipped the City field 
on the address form.

System Errors

The menu didn’t drop 
down the first time she 

clicked it. 

Observers: Examples of Effective Notes

Observer
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Volunteer Information

Live Moderator
As the moderator, you will ask the trusted 

intermediary leading questions as you guide them 

through the site. The observer will record the 

responses. Please stick to the following format:

DO THIS ASK THIS

Moderator

“Where would you or a client start if you wanted help?” 

And then, based on what they indicate, ask: 

“What do you think you will find there?” 

“Why did you select that option?”

 
“What was your first impression when you entered the site?”

 
 
“How do you find these questions?” 

“Is there anything here that is confusing?”

 
“Is this page: 

a. Easy to understand for you?”

b. Easy to understand for a client/community    
 member?”

c. Easy to use for you?”

d. Easy to use for a client or community member?”

“How would you make this page easier to use?”

1. Take participant to the 
home page:

2. Have them click the  
“Get Legal Help” or  
“Start Here” button  
(the entry point for Triage), 
and stop at 1st Page of 
Triage:

 
3. Have them go through 
the first three questions, 
which are “screening” 
questions:

 
4. Stop at fourth Page:
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Volunteer Information

DO THIS ASK THIS

“Is this easy for you to understand?”

“Would it be easy for your client? 

“Is it easy for you to use?“

“How would you make it easier?” 

 
 
“What are your impressions here?” 

 
 
“What do you think about the outcome?” 

“Is this what you expected?”  
 
“What did you expect?”

 
“Why would you select this?”

“Would you ever not select this option?”

“When or why would you not?”

“What do you think about the questions it asks next?”

“Is it easy to understand for you? For a client or 
community”member? Easy to use?” 

“Is the referral information clear and helpful? Do you want more 
options?” 

“Do you understand how or why you received this information?” 

“Would a client or community member understand?”

5. After Selecting a legal 
topic, pause them on 
Question 1:

 
 
6. Allow them to click 
through, and for each 
additional question until 
they reach the end, ask:  

7. At the final page:

 
 

 
8. Have them click “Find a 
Lawyer”:

Moderator
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Volunteer Information

Live Moderator

When you are moderating, please keep in mind that 

you want the trusted intermediary to be comfortable 

so that they will respond candidly and provide 

helpful feedback. At the beginning of the session, 

you can put them at ease by starting with an informal 

conversation, introducing yourself, and explaining 

the goals of the session. Approach the questions 

with curiosity and conversationally, but also neutrally 

(do your best to avoid becoming defensive if they 

voice criticism). 

If you get stuck during the moderating session and 

need help, do not fret! Emily Good from MN Legal 

Services State Support will be onsite as the 

designated facilitator.  She will be available to 

answer questions that may come up. 

Moderator
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Volunteer Information Moderator/Exit Interviewer

Exit Interviews by Moderator

After moderating a session, you will also conduct an 

exit interview with a trusted intermediary, preferably 

not the same one from the moderating session.

The exit interview consists of ten questions, which we 

will provide for you in a worksheet form. The goal of 

these questions is to gather impressions about the 

triage tool immediately after its use. Please fill out 

the worksheet with the participant’s answers as they 

respond to the questions.  
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Volunteer Information

Help us improve our interviews at our next session or 

pilot. When you think of a question you would have liked 

to have asked the participant, please write it down. Near 

the end of the session, the facilitator will collect these.

Please review the notetaking instructions and materials. 

(You may also access other useful resources at this link 

to project resources.) It is critical that you follow these 

instructions during the moderating session and that you 

help us digitize your notes by filling them into the 

Google Forms that we have created. 

Please arrive on time and ask questions.  

Other Instructions

Thank you for your help!

http://www.mnlegalservices.org/upcoming-training-materials
http://www.mnlegalservices.org/upcoming-training-materials

