
Being on the front lines of poverty has allowed lawyers to 
identify systemic injustices that prey upon the poor and to 
educate the public about entrenched problems that demand 
broader solutions. Path-breaking legislation and innovative 
court projects, such as Pennsylvania’s Protection From Abuse 
Act, and Philadelphia’s Mortgage Foreclosure Diversion 
Program, are the tangible results of successful partnerships 
between lawyers for the poor and public officials, to the 
benefit of everyone.  

We have also learned much about the vital role that lawyers 
play in our civil justice system. Ethical rules urge all lawyers 
to perform pro bono legal assistance, and legal aid programs 
have worked closely with bar associations, law firms, non-
profits and law schools to build innovative pro bono projects 
that deliver high-quality representation. All lawyers have much 
to contribute regardless of career path or substantive expertise 
and the legal profession is stronger because of the voluntary 
contributions of diverse segments of the bar. As business-

driven decisions increasingly dominate 
legal practice, pro bono legal assistance 
keeps the profession centered on core 
values like equal justice under law and 
the fair administration of justice that the 
Conference of Chief Justices calls the 
“cornerstones of our democracy.” 

LEGAL NEEDS STUDIES

Unfortunately, we have also learned 
during the past several decades that the 
legal needs of the poor are substantial 
and largely unmet. As The New York 
Times noted just last year, “most low-
income Americans cannot afford a 
lawyer to defend their legal interests, 

no matter how urgent the issue.” Sustained cuts in federal 
funding, reductions in legal-aid staffing, and a recession that 
has swelled the ranks of the poor, have all contributed to 
pushing access to legal help beyond reach for most in need. 
The alarming gulf between client need and availability of 
legal help is descriptively called the justice gap.

Legal needs studies in Pennsylvania have generally found 
that only one in five low-income people who experience a 
legal problem are able to get legal help from any source. In 
2009, the Legal Services Corporation conducted a study of all 
federally funded legal services programs and found that for 
every client served another person who seeks help is turned 
away because of insufficient resources.  Over the past five 
years, at least nine states have conducted comprehensive legal 
needs studies to document the extent of the justice gap. These 
studies affirm that only a small amount of legal problems are 
handled by an attorney (less than one in five) and that even 
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among the most serious legal problems, 
most are not addressed by any legal 
help. Even more troubling, the poor 
who seek legal help represent only a 
fraction of those who actually need 
civil legal assistance.   

Today, with ample documentation 
provided by legal needs studies, no one 
reasonably questions the existence of a 
serious justice gap. Judges must cope 
with this gap as they are called upon 
to make fundamental decisions about 
the best interests of children or the 
fate of family homes without having 
the benefit of legal counsel in the 
courtroom. 

While the findings of legal needs 
studies are disturbing, the studies 
themselves have proven vital to helping 
us better understand the justice gap 
and to identify tangible solutions. One 
response has been to find new ways 
to fund civil legal assistance through 
statewide IOLTA programs, filing fee 
surcharges, cy pres awards, and pro 
hac vice and attorney registration fees. 
The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania 
is a national leader in expanding 
access to justice through these types of 
innovations. Another response has been 
to foster innovation in legal services 
delivery systems through telephone 
hotlines, self-help materials on the 
Internet, help centers in court houses, 
law student projects and unbundled 
legal assistance at points of contact in 
low-income communities. The studies 
have also helped legal aid programs 
set priorities for the most efficient and 
effective use of limited resources. And, 
without question, the alarming size 
of the justice gap has fueled growing 
demand for a right to counsel at public 
expense in adversarial civil proceedings 
where basic human needs of the poor 
are at stake.  

An overarching lesson from legal 
needs studies is that empirical research 
plays an important role in enhancing 
access to justice. Our society relies 
heavily upon empirical data to assess 
the efficacy of public initiatives and 
to chart future directions. Law is no 
exception. While empirical research has 
given us reliable data about unmet legal 
needs, we have only recently begun to 
quantify the economic impact that our 
investment in civil legal assistance has 
upon states and local communities.

ECONOMIC IMPACT STUDIES

The maturation of legal aid programs 
has made possible a new frontier of 
empirical studies designed to measure 
economic impact. With improved 
tracking of legal aid outcomes, 
researchers are beginning to quantify 
the overall economic benefit derived 
from civil legal assistance. These studies 
are at an early stage of development 
and rely on assumptions that merit 
continued study and refinement.  With 
more experience in tracking advocacy 
outcomes and increased rigor applied 
to financial models, the studies will 
sharpen. Still, important findings are 
rapidly emerging from economic impact 
studies around the nation, including 
a recent study in Pennsylvania that 
deserves our close attention.  
ThE PENNSyLVANIA ECONOMIC 

IMPACT STUDy

The Pennsylvania Interest on Lawyer 
Trust Accounts program (IOLTA) is 
the Pennsylvania Supreme Court-
designated fiduciary for IOLTA and 
state Access to Justice Act (AJA) funds. 
The IOLTA program is entrusted with 
collecting and managing funds from 
several sources and awarding grants 
to programs that provide civil legal 
assistance to persons who cannot afford 
to engage private legal counsel.  In 
2002, Pennsylvania enacted the Access 
to Justice Act to provide supplemental 
funding for legal aid programs through 
a modest filing-fee surcharge on users 
of Pennsylvania’s civil justice system. 
Originally slated to sunset five years 
after passage, the General Assembly 
extended the Act and required the 
Pennsylvania Legislative Budget 
and Finance Committee to conduct a 
performance audit of AJA funds and the 
statewide civil legal aid network. 

Conducted in 2011, the performance 
audit found that case outcomes were 
generally positive and the large 
majority of clients appeared satisfied 
with the services of legal aid. The audit 
recommended that the Pennsylvania 
Legislature consider making the AJA 
fee and surcharge for legal services 
permanent. In anticipation of the state 
audit, the Pennsylvania IOLTA program 
commissioned a five-year report to 
examine the accomplishments achieved 

with filing-fee funds, and to report on 
the overall economic impact resulting 
from the provision of free legal help in 
civil matters. They chose The Resource 
for Great Programs, a Michigan-based 
corporation with experience in legal 
services management and research, to 
conduct this study.   

The results were illuminating. In a 
report dated April 11, 2012, researchers 
found that for each dollar spent on legal 
aid, “$11 of quantifiable economic 
outcomes and savings were realized for 
all residents of the Commonwealth.” 
According to the study, a total of $53.6 
million from all sources was spent 
in 2011 on Pennsylvania’s civil legal 
services programs that, in turn, yielded 
$594 million in income and savings for 
Pennsylvanians and supported 2,643 
jobs for Pennsylvania workers.  

With an 11-fold return to the local 
economy from monies spent on legal 
aid, the Pennsylvania study suggests 
timely questions about lost opportunity. 
By not providing adequate funding to 
meet client need, is Pennsylvania losing 
out on tens of millions of dollars each 
year as unrepresented Pennsylvanians 
are unable to assert rightful claims to 
federal benefits? Are Pennsylvania 
taxpayers incurring large safety-net 
expenditures that could be avoided if 
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legal help was made available in the 
first instance? These are important 
questions yet to be answered.   

ThE METhODOLOGy AND 

SPECIFIC FINDINGS OF ThE 

PENNSyLVANIA STUDy

The Pennsylvania study, which is 
available on Pennsylvania IOLTA’s 
website, first reviewed all sources of 
funding for civil legal services in 2011 
to get an accurate fix on the total number 
of dollars spent on legal aid. Second, it 
quantified the amount of direct benefits 
flowing to state and local communities 
from successful legal advocacy and 
from federal grants received by legal 
aid programs. To compute direct 
benefits, the study utilized outcome 
rates in legal aid cases and applied 
a standard economic multiplier that 
captured economic activity generated 
from the circulation of federal benefits 
in the state and local economy. Third, 
the study computed cost savings to 
taxpayers by totaling the amount of 
public expenditures for safety-net 
items, such as emergency shelter 
or assistance to domestic violence 
victims, which were avoided because 
of legal intervention. Finally, the report 
identified other potential savings from 
legal aid representation that were not 
quantified at this time.   

The first step of the study revealed 
that Pennsylvania’s legal aid programs 
received $53.6 million during 2011 
from all public and private sources. 
In the second step, researchers 
examined case outcomes achieved 
with legal assistance.  For example, 
lawyers for the poor assist low-income 
individuals obtain Social Security 
and Supplemental Security Income 
benefits. When they are successful, 
clients receive ongoing monthly federal 
benefits and are often entitled to back 
payment awards. Successful outcomes 
direct substantial federal benefits to the 
state and local economy.  

Pennsylvania researchers borrowed 
case outcome results from a standard 
linear regression analysis conducted 
on data obtained from 15 general 
civil legal aid programs in New York 
State and Virginia. Applying average 
success rates from the regression 
analysis to the number of Pennsylvania 
cases completed in this practice area, 

the study was able to quantify the 
total revenues obtained by legal aid 
clients from monthly awards and back 
payments when standard averages for 
benefits and back awards as reported 
by the Social Security Administration 
were adopted. This step of the study 
concluded that legal aid representation 
generated $118 million during 2011 
in Social Security and Supplemental 
Security Income benefits for low-
income Pennsylvanians.

The economic impact of these 
federal benefits is actually magnified 
since recipients of Social Security 
Disability and Supplemental Security 
Income benefits are automatically 
eligible for Medicaid coverage, and 
the health-care coverage they receive 
qualifies the commonwealth to receive 
millions of additional federal dollars 
under the Federal Medical Assistance 
Percentage. Utilizing annual Medicaid 
reimbursement statistics compiled by 
the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services, the study found that for each 
dollar in Medicaid reimbursements 
made on behalf of legal aid clients, 
there was a flow of 57 cents in federal 
revenue to Pennsylvania. Applying 
successful outcome rates, researchers 
calculated that Pennsylvania received 
an additional direct economic impact of 
$59 million in 2011.  

In short, Social Security and 
Supplemental Security Income benefits, 
Medicaid reimbursements and federal 
grants obtained by Pennsylvania’s legal 
aid programs collectively yielded a 
total of $191 million in federal funds to 

the Commonwealth in 2011. According 
to the study, this flow of federal funds 
produces an even greater economic 
impact when the government’s standard 
“economic multiplier effect” is taken 
into account. 

The U.S. Department of Commerce’s 
Bureau of Economic Analysis has 
developed an Input-Output Model that 
has determined that each federal dollar 
coming into a state circulates 1.86 
times in state and local communities 
before leaving the state. Applying 
this economic multiplier effect, the 
Pennsylvania study found that $191 
million in direct federal revenues to 
Pennsylvania attributable to legal 
aid produced $355 million for local 
communities before it left the state.  
Additionally, the Input-Output Model 
calculates that 13.84 jobs are produced 
for each $1 million of federal dollars 
coming into low-income households 
in the state.  Applying this standard, 
researchers concluded that civil legal 
services supported 2,643 jobs for 
working Pennsylvanians in 2011.

In the third step of the study, 
researchers examined cost savings to 
the public from legal aid representation. 
Here, they determined that Pennsylvania 
taxpayers obtained an additional $48 
million in cost savings from successful 
representation in cases involving 
domestic violence and housing.  

In 2011, Pennsylvania legal services 
programs helped 6,658 families to 
secure civil protection from abuse. 
Based on a 2006 economic study that 
found that each incident of domestic 
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violence carried with it attendant costs 
of $3,201 in quantifiable items, such as 
medical care for injured victims, special 
education and counseling for affected 
children, police resources and prison 
for perpetrators, the study concluded 
that successful representation to 
victims of domestic violence resulted 
in savings of $23 million during 2011. 
According to the study, this figure likely 
underestimates savings because it does 
not take into account reasonable cost 
savings for items that are more difficult 
to quantify, such as time lost from work 
or school or longer-term trauma costs 
resulting from domestic violence. 

Similarly, legal aid programs provide 
a high volume of housing representation 
intended to help low-income families 
preserve their homes or apartments 
and thereby avoid homelessness. 
Pennsylvania legal aid programs 
completed 22,174 housing cases in 
2011. With a representational success 
rate of 18.7 percent, the Pennsylvania 
study concluded that legal aid helped 
4,147 low-income households to avoid 
eviction or foreclosure. Applying 
economic data from a New York 
study that found that 41 percent 
of households removed from their 
homes due to eviction or foreclosure 
ultimately require emergency shelter at 
a public cost of $14,794 per household, 
researchers concluded that legal aid 
representation in housing saved the 
public approximately $25 million in 
2011.

The bottom line of the Pennsylvania 
study is that $53.6 million invested in 
legal aid yielded $594 million in direct 
economic benefits and cost savings to 
the state and local economy in 2011. 
The total economic impact is likely to 
be even greater when cost savings in 
other areas of legal aid representation, 

such as health care, disability and 
community development, are quantified 
in future studies.
ECONOMIC IMPACT STUDIES IN 

OThER STATES AND LOCALITIES

The results of the Pennsylvania study 
are largely consistent with that of other 
economic studies conducted around 
the country. In a 2009 Texas study, 
researchers found that for every dollar 
spent on providing indigent civil legal 
services, the Texas economy gained 
$7.42 in total spending, $3.56 in gross 
output and $2.20 in personal income. 
For only $4.8 million in state and local 
funds expended on legal aid, Texas state 
and local governments benefited from 
approximately $30.5 million in yearly 
fiscal revenues. Similarly, a 2011 study 
commissioned by the Massachusetts 
Legal Assistance Corporation found 
that Massachusetts received an 
economic boost of $53.2 million from 
the state’s appropriation of $9.5 million 
for legal aid.

New York State’s Task Force to 
Expand Access to Civil Legal Services 
concluded that civil legal assistance 
brings substantial federal funds to 
clients and to the New York economy, 
with significant cost savings to the 
state and local governments. The New 
York study completed last year found 
that civil legal assistance produced 
an overall economic impact of $980 
million to New York state.  Based 
upon an investment of $216 million in 
funding to legal aid from all sources, 
this represented an almost five-fold 
return to the state on each dollar spent 
on legal aid.

In 2010, a Florida Bar Foundation 
study found that civil legal assistance 
had a significant impact on the Florida 
economy by creating more than 3,300 

jobs, producing $250 million of output 
in the state economy and providing 
$297 million of disposable income. 
The Florida study concluded that for 
every dollar spent on legal aid, the state 
received an economic impact of $4.78.      

Finally, a 2012 economic study 
by the Chicago Bar Foundation and 
the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation 
examined 8,000 closed cases from 
seven legal aid providers in Illinois 
and found that legal aid representation 
produced substantial economic benefit 
to the state. Karen Hasara, president of 
the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation, 
called legal aid a “good investment 
of government and private dollars” in 
which the economic data demonstrates 
“the good that legal aid organizations 
do for their low-income clients as well 
as the community at large.”

BEyOND ECONOMIC BENEFITS 

Over the past five decades, the 
delivery of legal services to the poor 
has produced many tangible benefits 
to the legal profession and to our civil 
justice system. Until recently, however, 
there has been little attempt to measure 
the economic impact to state and 
local communities from such work. 
Economic impact studies are now 
underway in many jurisdictions and 
though at an early stage of development 
their research findings are significant. 
They point to highly favorable 
economic returns to local economies 
from each dollar spent on legal aid.  

It is possible that these early studies 
slightly overstate the amount of 
economic impact. However, many 
believe that they more likely understate 
economic impact because they do not yet 
capture all costs savings.  Future studies 
will provide more complete answers, 
but available empirical evidence from 

The bottom line of the Pennsylvania study is that $53.6 
million invested in legal aid yielded $594 million in direct 

economic benefits and cost savings to the state and local 
economy in 2011.
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current studies documents the value 
of legal aid’s role in fostering equal 
access to justice that, as Georgia Chief 
Justice Carol Hunstein recently wrote 
in a leading newspaper, “contributes 
to healthy communities and a vibrant 
economy.”  

The Pennsylvania study is an 
important addition to this growing 
body of knowledge. It presents a 
convincing case that legal aid to the 
poor helps everyone’s pocketbook and 
that underfunding does economic harm 
to all Pennsylvanians.  Many agree in 
principle with the call for a right to 
counsel in important civil cases, but ask 
how the public can afford additional 
legal help in such difficult economic 
times. However, economic studies that 
document such strong financial benefit 
to state and local economies from legal 
aid representation suggest a better 
question:  How can we not afford to pay 
for additional legal help?

As important as these economic 
impact studies are, the value of civil 
legal assistance should never be 
measured solely in economic terms. 

We must not lose sight of fundamental 
values fostered by civil legal assistance 
that are essential to the well-being 
of our society, even if they cannot be 
measured in dollars. For example, 
helping homeowners save their homes 
from mortgage foreclosure does much 
more than achieve cost savings; it 
provides families with needed stability, 
avoids educational disruption, prevents 
families from plunging deeper into 
poverty and helps communities remain 
intact. Helping domestic violence 
victims obtain legal protection saves 
lives, protects safety and gives children 
a healthy environment in which to 
nurture and grow. Helping senior 
citizens or disabled persons obtain 
public benefits promotes independence 
and restores dignity to vulnerable 
citizens. Financial benefits are certainly 
gained in each of these legal aid 
practice areas but, more importantly, 
vital interests are advanced that define 
the type of society we value.

Perhaps the most important lesson 
about the value of civil legal assistance 
is that it bolsters the poor’s view of our 

justice system and holds government 
accountable to make sure that everyone 
is treated with respect and fairness. 
This guiding principle fosters trust and 
hope that keeps low-income families 
connected to mainstream society and 
enhances their ability to move out 
of poverty. In the final analysis, the 
relationship between ordinary citizens 
and their government is much more 
important to the long-term success 
of our democracy than any short-
term economic gains. As we quantify 
economic benefits derived from civil 
legal assistance, we must be careful not 
to undervalue those enduring qualities 
that are not measureable in dollars, 
but that are the bedrock of a just legal 
system and a humane society that 
remain a beacon of hope around the 
globe.  

Louis S. Rulli (lrulli@law.upenn.
edu) is Practice Professor of Law 
and Director of Clinical Programs at 
University of Pennsylvania Law School.

28   the philadelphia lawyer   Fall 2012



— NEW FROM PBI PRESS —

Pennsylvania Employment Law Deskbook
Get the book you have been waiting for
At last—a comprehensive deskbook for PA employment lawyers. Here you will find 
analysis of key state and federal statutes and pivotal Third Circuit and Pennsylvania 
decisions—over 2,000 cases cited.

Gain practice tips from lawyers who represent both 
employers and employees
This book features handy tools, including tips for handling workplace investigations 
(and 6 ways to attack the investigation), sample interrogatories and document 
requests, and a checklist for employers to avoid discrimination and other claims.

• 3 indexes: case names, statutory, 
and subject matter

• Detailed table of contents enabling 
you to find what you need quickly

• Searchable CD-ROM of entire book 
included with hard copy

• Statutory Discrimination (EEO) 
Protections

• Theories of Discrimination

• Other Sources of Statutory 
Employment Claims

• Common-Law Rights and Protections

• Interviewing and Hiring

• Terms and Conditions of 
Employment

• Termination of Employment, 
Reductions  in Force

• Employer Defenses

• Retaliatory Discharge & 
Whistleblowers

• Post-employment Restrictions

• Remedies

• Avoiding Discrimination & Other  
Employment-Related Claims

• Unemployment Compensation

Include $6.00 shipping and 6% sales tax on all book 
orders—see order form.

This book is included in PBI’s automatic update service. 
PBI will publish new editions as appropriate to keep the 
book up to date. Everyone who purchases the book will 
receive each update at a reduced price with an invoice and 
an option to return it with no further obligation.

NOTE: If you do not want to be enrolled in this service, 
simply check the box so indicating on the order form. 

Pennsylvania Employment 
Law Deskbook 
8.5" x 11" looseleaf binder, 622 pages 
Published 2012 (#6519)

$169.00

800-247-4724  |  www.pbi.org

 

Peter J. Ennis
Editor

PBI No. 6519

Pennsylvania

Employment 
Law Deskbook

Purchase of this CD-ROM 
entitles the owner to use it on a 

single computer only. It may not 
be copied or used over a 

network without express written 
license from PBI. 

CR – 6519 © 2012
Pennsylvania Bar Institute

All Rights Reserved

Requires Adobe Reader 
8.0 or higher (available free)

See readme file.

Pennsylvania

Employment Law
Deskbook

Save time with PBI Press’s professional research tools

Every critical issue analyzed


