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This report presents findings from a study undertaken by Community 
Legal WA (CLWA) to measure the scale and nature of unmet demand 
for community legal services in Western Australia. Over a one-week 
reference period in September 2025, participating community legal 
services recorded 938 instances where people sought help but could not 
receive a service. This equates to an estimated 48,450 instances annually 
in which individuals are turned away from community legal services 
(turnaways). Of these, an estimated 16,450 occur solely because services 
lack the capacity to assist people who are otherwise eligible and present 
with issues within their usual scope of services. In most instances, people 
who were turned away were referred to another service. 
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This report presents findings from a study 

undertaken by Community Legal WA (CLWA) to 

measure the scale and nature of unmet demand 

for community legal services1 in Western Australia. 

Over a one-week reference period in September 

2025, participating community legal services 

recorded 938 instances where people sought help 

but could not receive a service. This equates to 

an estimated 48,450 instances annually in which 

individuals are turned away from community legal 

services (turnaways). Of these, an estimated 16,450 

occur solely because services lack the capacity to 

assist people who are otherwise eligible and present 

with issues within their usual scope of services. In 

most instances, people who were turned away were 

referred to another service. 

The study found that people were turned away for 

four main reasons. Over a third of turnaways were 

due to a lack of service capacity (34 percent).  

A further 46.2 percent occurred because the issue 

fell outside the service’s scope, with people typically 

referred elsewhere. Eligibility constraints accounted 

for 10.9 percent2 of turnaways, and 8.8 percent 

were the result of conflicts of interest. In addition, a 

supplementary survey of community legal service 

lawyers and advocates found that approximately 

29.5 percent of clients seen during the reference 

period required more support than services had 

the capacity to provide. This points to a secondary 

layer of unmet legal need occurring beyond initial 

turnaways at enquiry. Together, these findings reveal 

a significant gap between demand for community 

legal services and the resources available to meet it.

1 Community Legal WA (CLWA) is the peak body for community legal services in Western Australia. We support our members, campaign for better laws and work 
for a fair WA, where everybody has access to justice. CLWA has 25 members, 22 community legal centres and three Family Violence Prevention Legal Services 
(specialist Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations focused on family safety) – collectively known as community legal services.
2 Not including conflicts of interest.

While community legal services are responding 

to increased demand through person centred 

innovations, such as tiered intake models and 

strengthened front desk coordination to improve 

referrals, these measures operate within constrained 

resources. Reducing turnaways and improving 

system navigation will require significant increased 

investment as well as continued service innovation 

to ensure that legal assistance is accessible, 

proportionate, and responsive to community need.

Importantly, the study measures demand, that is, the 

number of times people seek help from a service 

provider, rather than legal need, noting that many 

people experiencing legal problems do not seek 

help at all. Evidence from lived experience research 

and broader legal needs studies indicates that 

being turned away can compound disadvantage by 

discouraging future help seeking and undermining 

confidence in the legal system. 

Executive Summary
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3 These figures include services delivered by Aboriginal Family Legal Services WA, Circle Green Community Legal, Citizens Advice Bureau WA, Consumer Credit 
Legal Service (WA), Fremantle Community Legal Centre, Goldfields Community Legal Centre, Great Southern Community Legal Services, Kimberley Community 
Legal Service, Marninwarntikura Women’s Resource Centre, Ruah Legal Services, Midland Information, Debt and Legal Advocacy Service (MIDLAS), Encompass 
Legal and Community Services, Peel Community Legal Service, Pilbara Community Legal Service, Redgum Justice, Regional Alliance West, SCALES Community 
Legal Centre, Southern Aboriginal Corporation, South West Community Legal Centre, Street Law Centre WA, Sussex Street Community Law Service, Welfare 
Rights and Advocacy Service, Wheatbelt Community Legal Centre, Women’s Legal Service WA, and Youth Legal Service. This does not include service delivery 
by CLWA’s associate members: Environmental Defenders Office, Knowmore Legal Services and Law Access.
4 See generally Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)/Open Society Foundations, Legal Needs Surveys and Access to Justice 
(Guide, 2019) 32-33.
5 ACIL Allen, Assessment on the Current Legal Needs in Western Australia (Final Report, 2022).
6 Christine Coumarelos et al, ‘Legal Australia-Wide Survey: Legal Need in Western Australia’ (Report, Law and Justice Foundation of NSW, August 2012) 57.

Community legal services provide free assistance 

to people experiencing disadvantage to help 

resolve legal issues that affect their daily lives. In 

the 2024-25 financial year, Western Australian 

community legal services assisted 29,272 individuals 

experiencing legal need. They delivered 40,060 

discrete legal services and managed 9,093 case 

files across key areas of demand, including family 

law, residential tenancy, family violence restraining 

orders, and employment law.3 

Legal issues frequently co-occur with, and 

contribute to, social, health, and economic problems. 

A substantial body of evidence demonstrates that 

unresolved legal problems can have significant and 

compounding impacts on people’s wellbeing and 

life outcomes.4 Addressing legal issues early and 

effectively generates positive flow on effects for 

individuals, and reduces pressure on related social, 

health, and economic service systems. A journey 

map illustrating the impact of access to legal 

assistance is provided at Appendix A. 

Understanding the scale and nature of legal need is 

critical to effective service planning for community 

legal services and other legal assistance providers, 

yet robust population level data on legal need is 

limited in Western Australia. A 2022 report by ACIL 

Allen offers some insights into patterns of legal 

assistance provision and relative unmet need in WA,5 

but does not estimate population level prevalence 

of legal need.

The most recent survey-based research capable 

of informing need estimates remains the Legal 

Australia-Wide Survey conducted in 2008 by the 

Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales. 

That survey found that 52.1 percent of Western 

Australian respondents experienced at least one 

legal issue in the preceding year and 32.8 percent 

experienced multiple legal issues.6 In the absence of 

more recent survey data, these findings continue to 

underpin assumptions about the scale and intensity 

of legal need in the state.

Background
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7 Community Legal Centres Australia, State of the Sector 2022-23 survey report: A sector in crisis (Report, 2024) 11-12; Community Legal Centres Australia, 
State of the Sector 2023-24 survey report: More than legal services: Preventing crises, strengthening communities (Report, 2024) 34-36.
8 In the 2022-23 financial year, community legal services assisted 24,584 people, having 14,490 estimated turnaways, and in the 2023-24 financial year, 
community legal services assisted 26,148 people, having 38,000 estimated turnaways. 
9 For the purposes of this study, referrals and the provision of information sheets and resources are not considered services.

Community legal services have historically been 

unable to meet community demand within available 

resources and, in recent years, have reported an 

increase in the number of people who could not 

be assisted due to capacity constraints.7 This is 

corroborated by analysis undertaken by the national 

community legal centres peak body, Community 

Legal Centres Australia, which drew on member 

survey data to estimate that 14,490 and 38,000 

Western Australians in the 2022-23 and 2023-24 

financial years respectively sought help from 

a community legal service but did not receive 

the assistance they needed (hereafter referred to 

as a ‘turnaway’).

Community legal services funding has increased 

over time and so has the number of people 

supported by them. The increase in the number 

of turnaways has outpaced the number of people 

helped despite this.8 The reported escalation in 

turnaways prompted CLWA to design and undertake 

the following study of unmet demand for community 

legal assistance in WA. This study aims to support 

evidence-informed policy development and service 

planning to improve access to justice through 

deeper understanding of the nature and extent of 

unmet legal demand.

The study was conducted in September 2025 

with Community Legal WA member organisations 

to examine demand for community legal assistance 

in Western Australia. 

Most data were collected during a one-week 

reference period from Monday 8 September to 

Friday 12 September 2025. This period was selected 

in consultation with participating community legal 

services as broadly representative of typical service 

demand, and to avoid known periods of atypical 

activity such as end of year service closures, major 

sporting events, and school holiday periods. 

Definition and classification of turnaways

Each person during the reference period who 

presented to a community legal service requesting 

help but could not be seen or booked for an 

appointment, was considered to be a ‘turnaway’. 

While the individuals who were turned away were 

not seen by a worker like a lawyer or advocate, 

they may have received a referral to another 

service or been provided with simple information 

about the law.9

Study design
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Our study counted instances when people were 

turned away, rather than tracking unique individuals. 

This means that if a person was turned away 

multiple times during the study period, each 

turnaway was recorded separately.

Our study sought to quantify turnaways and to 

better understand the reasons services are not able 

to provide help. For each turnaway recorded during 

the reference period, staff identified the factors that 

prevented the service from assisting the person. 

These factors were categorised as capacity, scope, 

or eligibility. Where eligibility criteria prevented 

assistance, the specific limitation was also recorded.

1.	 Capacity: The service did not have capacity 

to assist the person within relevant timeframes, 

including before any critical dates in their 

legal matter. 

2.	 Scope: The person’s problem was outside the 

scope of help the community legal service 

provides. Community legal services focus on 

particular areas of law and cannot provide help 

with every type of problem. For example, a 

service may not provide assistance with criminal 

charges, migration issues, or commercial 

disputes. In some cases this reflects a gap, in 

other cases it is because a different service 

exists that is better placed to assist the person, 

for example a specialist community legal centre. 

3.	 Eligibility: The person did not meet the service’s 

eligibility criteria for the requested assistance. 

Community legal services apply criteria such 

as financial, demographic and geographic 

thresholds to prioritise people experiencing 

the greatest vulnerability and need who would 

otherwise struggle to access legal help. 

Where a person did not meet these criteria, 

staff recorded the specific eligibility limitation, 

namely whether the person:

	 a. did not meet financial eligibility thresholds;

	 b. did not live within the service’s geographic 

	     catchment area; 

	 c. was not part of a priority client group; or

	 d. was ineligible due to a conflict of interest*.

*Conflicts of interest arise due to lawyers’ 

ethical obligations to avoid situations where 

confidential information obtained from a 

current or former client could compromise 

their ability to act in the best interests 

of another person seeking assistance. In 

such circumstances, a service is ethically 

required to decline assistance, even where 

the person seeking help would otherwise be 

eligible and the legal issue falls within the 

service’s scope of practice.

Conflicts of interest present particular 

challenges for community legal services, 

especially in areas with limited alternative 

providers. In some regional, rural, and 

remote locations referral options may 

be limited or unavailable. This issue is 

particularly acute in matters involving two 

disadvantaged parties who are both unable 

to afford private legal representation. 
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10 Lawyers and advocates were provided guidance for a conservative assessment of ‘requiring ongoing support’ to mean the individual had limited capability to 
resolve their issue, not that they would have merely benefitted from the additional support.

Records of turnaways by 
administrative staff

Organisations’ administrative staff recorded 

turnaways using one of three methods: a webform, 

their existing case management systems, or an Excel 

spreadsheet. Each method captured the same data 

fields. Data from all sources were aggregated to 

determine the study findings. 

For each turnaway recorded during the reference 

period, staff identified whether the turnaway was 

due to capacity, scope or eligibility reasons. 

For analytical purposes, where capacity, eligibility, 

and scope were not limiting factors, service 

provision was assumed and the matter was not 

classified as a turnaway. In practice, where an issue 

fell outside a service’s scope, administrative staff 

were not expected to assess eligibility for their 

organisation, and capacity was not relevant. 

Administrative staff were asked to also collect 

information about:

•	 whether the individual had sought assistance 

from another service;

•	 what types of issues they were seeking 

help for; and

•	 whether the individual:  

	 º    was referred to another service (usually 	

	       referred to as a warm referral),  

	 º    was provided with contact details for 	

	       another service (a cold referral),  

	 º    was given simple information only, and/or 

	 º    had reached a point where no referral or 

	       assistance was available within the 

	       service system.

This information was collected as an extension of 

the turnaways dataset and captured using the same 

method i.e. webform, case management system, or 

Excel spreadsheet.

Twenty-three of CLWA’s twenty-five members 

provided turnaway data, representing a broad 

geographic and service model spread. 

Surveys of lawyers and advocates

To assess the extent to which legal need was met 

for people who were not turned away, we distributed 

surveys to nominated lawyers and advocates at 

each organisation. Respondents were asked to 

assess clients seen for initial appointments during 

the reference period and indicate whether, at that 

first appointment, the client:

•	 received all the assistance they required;

•	 was offered ongoing support for their matter; or

•	 required ongoing support but could not be 

offered it due to service capacity constraints.10

This information was provided by twenty-one 

lawyers and advocates from eleven different 

community legal services.

Additional data

We also collected additional information to provide 

further insight into service provision during 

the reference period, including telephone logs 

of unanswered phone calls (provided by eight 

organisations), and aggregate administrative and 

service data (provided by seventeen organisations). 
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Turnaways data key findings

•	 Capacity constraints are a major driver of 

unmet demand for community legal services. 

An estimated 34.0 percent of all turnaways 

relate to people who were eligible for assistance 

and presented with issues the organisation 

was ordinarily capable of addressing, but who 

could not be assisted due to a lack of available 

capacity. This equates to an estimated 16,450 

turnaways per year attributable solely to 

insufficient resourcing. 

•	 People who were turned away presented with 

a wide range of legal issues, many of which 

were serious. Among turnaways attributable to 

capacity constraints, an estimated 18.8 percent 

involved family and domestic violence related 

legal issues, 29.1 percent involved family law 

issues, and an estimated 8.5 percent were for 

employment law issues.

•	 People were turned away in an estimated 10.9 

percent of instances because they did not meet 

service eligibility criteria, such as catchment 

boundaries, priority client group requirements, or 

financial thresholds. This equates to approximately 

5,269 instances per year. Breaking down these 

eligibility limitations, 7.4 percent of all turnaways 

were where another service provider was in the 

person’s local area that was better placed to 

provide the required support, or where a specialist 

service provider exists that exclusively services 

the relevant client cohort, with 3.5 percent of all 

turnaways being for people assessed to have the 

means to pay for legal help themselves.

•	 People were turned away in an estimated 8.8 

percent of cases due to conflicts of interest, 

equating to approximately 4,250 instances per 

year. Conflicts of interest were more prevalent 

among rural, regional and remote services, 

where they accounted for 13.9 percent of 

turnaways, compared with 10.4 percent for place 

based metropolitan services and 0.9 percent for 

statewide specialist services. 

•	 In 46.2 percent of turnaways, the issue 

presented fell outside the service’s scope, 

equating to an estimated 22,400 instances each 

year. Within this group, 51.8% of people were 

provided with contact details of an appropriate 

service provider and 34.6% of people were 

provided with information or resources about 

their legal issue. In 9.47% of cases community 

legal services were unable to identify an 

appropriate referral pathway, representing an 

estimated 2,221 instances annually where the 

service system had no identifiable service to 

offer to people seeking legal assistance.

•	 People were turned away an estimated 

total of 48,450 times by Western Australian 

community legal services in 2025. This estimate 

is calculated from the 938 turnaways recorded 

during the one-week study period, scaled to all 

Western Australian community legal services 

and annualised.11 Nearly half of these turnaways, 

48.4 percent, were people who had previously 

sought help, including from services outside the 

community legal sector.

Key findings

11 To estimate annual turnaways, we scaled the reference week turnaway figures recorded by the 23 participating member organisations to represent all 25 
Western Australian community legal services. The scaling factor was based on 2024-25 financial year service data, using the proportion of total clients assisted 
by the participating organisations relative to all 25 organisations. The scaled weekly estimate was then multiplied by fifty to reflect the standard number of 
service weeks in a year. 
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12 Participation in the lawyer and advocate survey was limited relative to the total number of lawyers and advocates employed across Western Australian community 
legal services. The extent of unmet demand for ongoing assistance identified through this survey therefore warrants further investigation through a larger scale study.
13 Nigel J. Balmer et al, ‘The Public Understanding of Law Survey (PULS) Volume 1: Everyday Problems and Legal Need’ (Report, Victoria Law Foundation, 2023) 158 
(‘PULS Vol 1’).

Lawyer and advocate survey key findings

The survey of lawyers and advocates demonstrated 

that a substantial proportion of people who access 

community legal services require more support 

than services have the capacity to provide. During 

the reference period, the 21 lawyers and advocates 

surveyed collectively saw 105 clients for initial 

appointments.12 Of these, 29.5 percent, equating 

to 31 individuals, required ongoing assistance that 

could not be offered due to capacity constraints. 

As a result, their legal needs remained only partially 

addressed despite receiving an initial service. 

Another 29.5 percent of clients could be offered the 

ongoing support they required, and the remaining 

41 percent of clients were deemed to not require 

additional support beyond the initial appointment. 

People aren't getting help for the 
following reasons:

While our sample was small, these findings are 

supported by the much larger Public Understanding 

of Law Survey which found that of survey 

respondents who obtained legal advice, but whose 

legal need was still categorised as unmet, just over 

60 percent indicated that the support they received 

was inadequate.13

When considered in the context of overall service 

delivery, these findings indicate that a substantial 

proportion of people who access community legal 

services require more intensive assistance, like 

ongoing casework and support, than services are 

resourced to provide. Applied to 2024-25 financial 

year service data, in which community legal services 

delivered 40,060 discrete legal assistance services, 

these proportions suggest that up to 11,800 

individuals may have required additional resources 

to adequately meet their legal need. In comparison, 

sector data show that only 4,456 files were opened 

to provide ongoing casework and support that year.

Telephone records key findings

Telephone records collected during the reference 

period from eight community legal services 

showed that, of the 2,241 incoming calls received, 

988 went unanswered. This equates to an estimated 

49,400 unanswered calls annually for these eight 

services alone.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate 

that a substantial proportion of unmet demand 

for community legal services in Western Australia 

arise from capacity constraints and gaps in 

service scope. 

Conflict of Interest 
83 (8.8%)

Capacity 
319 (34.0%)

Out of Scope 
434 (46.3%)

Ineligible 
102 (10.9%)

Figure 1: Reasons for turnaway
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Our study findings highlight a significant disparity 

between the demand for community legal services 

in Western Australia and the availability of services 

to meet that demand. Importantly, these findings 

relate to demand, that is, people who actively seek 

help from a service provider, rather than the full 

extent of legal need in the community. Research 

shows that many people experiencing significant 

legal problems do not seek formal advice or 

assistance, often because they fail to recognise 

their issue as a legal matter, do not know where 

to get help, or assume nothing can be done. For 

example, the Public Understanding of Law Survey in 

Victoria found that only about one third of people 

experiencing a justiciable issue identified it as a 

legal problem,14 and those who did not perceive 

their problem as legal were far less likely to seek 

advice from a lawyer.15 These findings indicate that, 

beyond the unmet demand identified as turnaways 

in this study, a considerable proportion of legal 

need in the community likely remains hidden and 

therefore unaddressed.

Turnaways and past experience as a 
barrier to future problem resolution

Being turned away can have significant impacts on 

people, and these impacts can be immediate as well 

as long term (see examples of the difference getting 

help makes in Appendix A). Research indicates that 

past experience of addressing legal issues informs 

behaviours and attitudes towards resolving future 

legal issues,16 where the experience may make 

people less likely to seek help in the future. In a 

survey of forty-two people undertaken as part of 

Community Legal WA’s lived experience research, 

more than half of respondents agreed that their 

experience of being turned away in the past was a 

contributing factor for why they had not sought help 

for a recent legal issue. Overall, respondents to that 

survey reported experiencing one or two legal issues 

on average in the past two years, and the majority 

indicated they had been turned away between 

one and five times in total. Whether any of the 

938 turnaways captured in this study were due to 

capacity constraints, conflicts of interest, or service 

scope limitations, the cumulative effect of being 

turned away for whatever reason may undermine 

confidence in the legal assistance system and 

negatively affect future problem solving behaviour.

Discussion

14 ‘PULS Vol 1’ (n 13) 114.
15 Ibid 115.
16 See generally Hugh McDonald, ‘Assessing Access to Justice: How Much “Legal” Do People Need and How Can We Know?’ (2021) 11(3) UC Irvine Law Review 
693, 727-8; Rebecca Sandefur, ‘The importance of doing nothing: everyday problems and responses of inaction’ in Pascoe Pleasence, Alexy Buck and Nigel J. 
Balmer (eds), Transforming lives: law and social process (Legal Services Commission, 2007) 112, 125-126.
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Case study: South West Community 
Legal Centre intake model

In the context of constrained resources and high 

demand, South West Community Legal Centre 

tailored its intake process to target services to 

community need. This has involved a deliberate 

strategic shift to prioritise resources to people 

experiencing family and domestic violence, 

criminal injuries compensation, and family law.

People seeking assistance from South West 

Community Legal Centre undergo an intake 

assessment. The assessment considers a broad 

range of vulnerability indicators to determine 

the appropriate level of service. These indicators 

include the person’s capacity to self-advocate, 

the impact of the legal issue on their safety 

and wellbeing, and the prospects of success in 

the matter.

Service responses are calibrated according to 

assessed need. Assistance may range from 

referral to another service, through to the 

provision of targeted legal information and advice 

that equips the person to progress their matter 

independently, with access to ongoing support 

for updated advice, if required, as they progress 

their matter. For clients with higher vulnerability 

and more complex or higher impact legal matters, 

the Centre may provide extended casework or 

full legal representation. Between these points 

sits a graduated spectrum of assistance, with 

incremental increases in the scope and intensity 

of work undertaken.

This tiered model does not solve the issue of 

limited capacity, but it enables South West 

Community Legal Centre to deliver proportionate 

person-centred assistance while preserving 

capacity to support the greatest number of 

vulnerable people across the region.

Tackling the issue: 
Person-centred service innovation

Case study: Front desk capacity and the 
effect on system navigation

A significant contributor to high turnaways is the 

number of people who seek help from services that 

are not able to assist with their issue. While many 

of these enquiries originate outside the community 

legal services sector (e.g. Legal Aid, community 

service providers, family and domestic violence 

workers), there is also scope to improve referral 

pathways within the sector itself. Strengthening 

coordination between community legal services 

can reduce avoidable turnaways and improve the 

likelihood that people are connected with the right 

service at the right time in a trauma informed way. 

Recent initiatives, including the establishment of a 

Community Legal Services Administrators Network, 

are beginning to improve shared understanding 

of service capacity, eligibility settings, and the 

types of assistance each service can offer. This 

growing collaboration has the potential to support 

more accurate referrals and smoother system 

navigation. However, the ability of front-desk staff 

to participate in these initiatives is sometimes 

constrained by the high volume of enquiries they 

manage each day. In some services, the pressure 

of responding to people seeking help at the front 

desk can limit opportunities for staff to engage in 

sector coordination activities that would ultimately 

improve the system.

However, increasing front desk capacity is 

challenging in a resource constrained environment, 

where services must prioritise limited funding and 

staff time across competing demands. 
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Understanding how often people seeking help 

are being turned away, and the reasons for those 

turnaways, is essential to identifying appropriate 

responses to unmet demand. Our study provides 

important insights, estimating 48,450 instances 

each year when people seek help from Western 

Australian community legal services but are 

unable to receive it, including an estimated 16,450 

turnaways attributable solely to insufficient 

organisational capacity. We also found that 29.5 

percent of people who do receive some assistance 

require additional support that services lack the 

resources to provide.

Together, these findings highlight a significant 

disparity between the scale of legal demand in 

Western Australia and the availability of community 

legal assistance. They contribute to a growing 

evidence base that demonstrates that unmet legal 

demand is not confined to initial access barriers, but 

also arises where people receive limited assistance, 

as a result of limited resources, that is insufficient to 

resolve their legal issues.

The findings of this study are intended to inform 

service and system planning, as well as policy and 

systemic advocacy to improve access to justice. 

When considered alongside the voices of people 

with lived experience of legal need and broader legal 

need research, the findings suggest that turnaways 

can contribute to a compounding cycle of unmet 

legal need. Investment to reduce turnaways, through 

increased service capacity and stronger supports 

for people navigating their legal issues, represents 

a strategic investment in system effectiveness and 

access to justice, which innovation alone cannot 

achieve.

CLWA plans to work with community legal 

services to refine and repeat this study over time. 

This will enable CLWA to track changes in unmet 

demand, support continuous improvement across 

the sector, and contribute to a more robust long-

term understanding of unmet legal need in 

Western Australia. 

For more information about this study or its findings, 

please contact Joshua Marks (jmarks@clwa.org.au).

Conclusion



The Difference Getting Help Makes: Unfair Dismissal
In our Insight Report: Unmet demand for community legal services in Western Australia, among those turnaways attributable to capacity constraints, 8.5 
percent were for employment law issues. An estimated 1,394 people annually. Below are the stories of four real Western Australians, who all had the same 
issue: they lost their job. Some were able to get legal help from a community legal service, but one was not. Western Australia's employment law specialist 
community legal service, Circle Green Community Legal Centre, assisted the three people who did get help in the stories below.

Unresolved legal matters can have compounding effects on people's wellbeing and life outcomes. In the stories below, when people got the help they 
needed it let them find closure, have positive financial outomes, and have confidence moving forward in the workforce. One story tells of a person who was 
not able to get the help they needed. This meant their issue got worse as they were drawin into a vicious cycle, from which they could not easily recover.

Community legal services help with a variety of different legal issues. We have chosen to use the examples of people who have unfair dismissal issues 
as it is just one situation which highlights the difference getting help makes. While receiving representation features in two of the stories, the reality 
is that community legal services' resourcing does not permit ongoing services to be provided to all clients. Sometimes initial advice is all that can be 
regularly offered and delivered within available resources, with representation only being offered to people presenting with critical vulnerability.

For an overview of research regarding the specific impacts losing one's job has on individuals, the community, and the economy at large see the 
'Broader Impacts for People and Society' box to the right of this page.

Community legal services

Community legal services provide different levels of support, tailoring the service to best meet 
the person's need within available resources and having regard to the merit of their matter.

Broader Impacts for People and Society

Legal issues, like unfairly losing one's job, frequently co-
occur with social, health, and economic issues. Unresolved 
legal matters can have significant and compounding 
impacts on people's wellbeing and life outcomes.1

Australian research2 shows the impact on people who 
are long-term unemployed: "The longer a person is 
unemployed, the harder it may be for them to find a job. 
This could be because they lose skills and networks, there 
is a stigma associated with being long-term unemployed, 
or because people become discouraged and leave 
the labour force. Long periods of unemployment are 
associated with lower incomes and financial stress."

The same research shows that long term unemployment 
also has flow on effects to society and the economy at 
large including reducing the effective pool of workers and 
increasing the cost of welfare support.

Further, the international research finds a relationship 
between legal problems and poverty. Unaddressed legal 
problems can drive vulnerable persons into poverty. 
Whether that is losing your job or debt, it can cause 
vulnerable people to fall into poverty, and also prevent 
people in poverty from escaping it.3

The following diagram shows how any one socioeconomic 
problem can cascade into any other.4

People

*Names have 
been changed.

The Issue

Courtney, Elle, Clare and 
Sebastian each lost their 
jobs in circumstances 
that didn't feel right to 
them, whether that was 
an unfair dismissal or 
redundancy.

The Context

Legal issues regularly 
occur in the context of 
other social, economic, 
and personal issues 
which affect a person's 
ability to self advocate 
and risk a cascade of 
negative outcomes if 
left unaddressed.

While not all 
circumstances are 
included here, these 
stories reflect the 
diversity of people who 
access community 
legal services and the 
complex challenges 
these people were 
also navigating, 
including workplace 
sexual harrassment, 
discrimination, 
financial disadvantage, 
homelessness, and poor 
mental wellbeing.

Couldn't get the help needed

Getting Info

Community legal 
services can publish 
legal information 
like infosheets for 
people to access 
themselves online.

Getting Advice

Community legal 
services can provide 
free tailored legal 
advice so people 
know their rights 
and options.

When Sebastian was asked about how his 
wellbeing was affected by being turned away he 
replied: "Severe Depression and Anxiety."

"I am living in a van fighting an unfair dismissal case 
and feeling scared at night because I have NO HOME." 1 See generally Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD)/Open Society Foundations, Legal Needs 
Surveys and Access to Justice (Guide, 2019) 32-33 (‘OECD’).
2 Natasha Cassidy et al, ‘Long-term Unemployment in Australia’ 
[2020] (December) Reserve Bank of Australia Bulletin 45, 45.
3 Paul Prettitore, ‘Poverty and Legal Problems in Jordan: Defining the 
Relationship’ (Quick Notes No 150, World Bank, September 2015) 1. 
4 Tobin Tyler et al, Poverty, Health and Law: Readings and Cases for 
Medical-Legal Partnership (Carolina Academic Press, 2011), adapted 
in ‘OECD’ (n 1) 33.  

"We did get monetary compensation, which I thought 
wasn't even possible. [Staff] helped my family, let me 
get back on my feet, and regain my confidence to 
work again. [Key worker] helped me as well with my 
mental wellbeing and I really enjoyed that she was 
streamlined into my workplace [matter]."

Sebastian's mental 
health and wellbeing 
was impacted.

Sebastian became 
homeless.

Sebastian's 
circumstances 
made it difficult for 
him to find a new 
job, putting him at 
risk of long term 
unemployment.

Sebastian did not get the help he needed, 
so he had to do his own research.

Sebastian had to 
pay for help with 
his issue.

Sebastian could 
not resolve the 
issue on his own.

Getting Help 

with Process

Community legal 
services can 
assist with court 
applications, drafting 
affidavits, letters, and 
other discrete work.

Representation

Community legal 
services can provide 
representation 
to WA's most 
disadvantaged 
people in court and 
other tribunals.

Outcome

When people get 
legal help from 
community legal 
services there are 
broad positive 
outcomes.

Quotes

Sebastian

Health 
problems

Non-payment 
of rent

Eviction
Loss of 
Income

Disruption 
to work

Homelessness

Vicious cycle involving justiciable 

and wider socioeconomic problems

"I had [negative] feelings in the beginning, but 
afterwards I felt like I can do something with this, 
but I don't need to.

"I just seem to, with every bit of information, grow 
as a person and grow out of the feelings of being 
like a nobody, because that's how it felt at the 
beginning to somebody that actually, hey, wait a 
minute, this happens in society and I can actually 
fight it if I wanted to."

"I really wouldn't have taken any action without 
Circle Green's assistance. They helped me regain my 
confidence after a traumatic time.

Courtney

Courtney settled 
with financial 
compensation and 
the outcome restored 
her confidence to 
work again.

Courtney received 
advice on her 
options from 
a lawyer.

Courtney then 
got help enacting 
options.

Circle Green 
represented 
Courtney at 
conciliation.

Elle

Elle settled 
with significant 
positive 
financial and 
non-financial 
outcomes.

Elle received 
advice on her 
options from 
a lawyer.

Circle Green 
reviewed her court 
application form.

Circle Green 
represented 
Elle at court.

Clare

Clare decided not to 
pursue her claim but 
the knowledge she 
obtained made her 
confident she could 
better address 
legal problems in 
the future.

Clare received 
advice on her 
options from 
a lawyer.

Clare accessed 
online resources.

Not all clients need more help than 
advice, just knowing their options and 
if they've got a claim can be enough.

"I just spent like an hour going over 
workplace information [...] I was like, oh, 
I'm taking back some of the power."

"Constantly forking out for 
lawyers when I do not have  
 job! IT IS A DISGRACE!!"

"[I was] constantly trying 
to research legal matters."

Appendix A



Community Legal Centres Association (WA) Inc

communitylegalwa.org.au

LinkedIn

Facebook

We acknowledge and pay respect to the Whadjuk people of the Noongar Nation and their Elders 

past and present as the Traditional Custodians of the unceded Country (Boodja) on which we work. 

We extend this respect to Traditional Custodians of Country throughout Western Australia.

We acknowledge and thank everyone with lived and living experience of legal need who 

shared their stories, insights, and courage to shape this work.
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