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We all know the number of people who qualify 
for free legal services far outnumbers those who can 
be served exceeds resources. We also know telephone 

intake, advice and referral hotlines 
have historically struggled to serve 
all of those individuals seeking 
assistance, some connecting to less 
than half of those individuals asking 
for help. As such, these hotlines 
have continued to search for meth-
ods in which to serve more people 
with fewer resources—to locate and 

create efficiencies to serve those most in need. 
Thankfully, technology continues to evolve at rates 

formerly unknown. When employed, these technolo-
gies provide flexibility, create conveniences, and, they 
make our jobs easier. Most importantly, they provide 
far greater services to clients. 

This article addresses the use of online intake—aka 
advanced computer technology — that more effi-
ciently and effectively serves clients through the tele-
phone intake, advice and referral hotline. It compares 
and contrasts two Legal Services Corporation (LSC) 
programs: Colorado Legal Services (CLS) and Legal 
Aid of Nebraska (LAN). While both programs employ 
an online intake system, the technologies and platform 
used are not the same. This article also explores the 
efficiencies gained by leveraging technology to deliver 
legal services. 

Where We Have Been
For many years, legal services, and other simi-

lar legal programs have employed telephone intake, 
advice and referral systems to provide clients access 
to services, as it is widely recognized that this system 
is the most efficient and effective method of providing 
legal services to the overwhelming majority of clients. 
Indeed, approximately 80% of all applicants for services 

by LSC programs receive legal advice, brief services or 
referrals through a telephone intake system.

Soon after telephone intake became all the 
rage, programs began to feel the pinch on advocate 
resources. Programs quickly realized the more advo-
cate resources spent on telephone intake and advice 
systems, the fewer resources were available to serve 
clients whose cases required litigation. 

Thus, in 1996, LSC and Legal Counsel for the 
Elderly/AARP, in conjunction with the National Legal 
Aid and Defender Association, the Management Infor-
mation Exchange and the ABA SPAN Project, sought 
efficient and effective resource allocation, sponsoring a 
series of conferences on Centralized Telephone Intake 
and Delivery. They hypothesized that a fully integrated 
and efficient centralized telephone intake advice and 
referral system would provide more time for advo-
cates to handle extended service cases by removing 
the repetitive intake function from them and placing 
it with a cadre of experts who are facile at determining 
the proper course of action for a client to obtain help 
with the legal issue. 

Many legal services programs, including LAN, 
bought into the theory and followed suit. In 2000, 
LAN launched the AccessLine®, a statewide central-
ized intake unit conducting intake for its seven offices. 
Nearly immediately, LAN realized a savings of 25% of 
advocates’ time, allowing for more clients to be repre-
sented in court. However, LAN also quickly suffered 
the widely-shared shortcoming of offering a telephone 
intake, advice and referral hotline: intake paralegals 
were drowning in requests for assistance, while clients 
were waiting an unreasonable amount of time on hold 
— sometimes up to forty minutes — to receive help. 
CLS, in the process of implementing a coordinated 
intake system among their fourteen offices, noted the 
same drawback: too many requests and not enough 
staff to answer their calls.
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Something’s Got to Give 
It is no surprise these programs would be inun-

dated with calls for help. In both states, these programs 
are the law firm for at least one-sixth of their state’s 
population. In Colorado, that’s roughly 800,000 people; 
in Nebraska, it is more than 300,000 people. With 
twenty intake staff members, CLS processes more than 
18,000 applications for assistance per year; annually, 
ten LAN staff members process more than 15,000 
applications. In both states, the volume of people 
assisted falls short of the cry for help. 

To top it off, the economic downturn has led 
to more people qualifying for free legal services. 
However, with the economic downturn comes dwin-
dling resources; the demand for help increases while 
resources decrease. Now, more than ever, we need to be 
more efficient with the limited resources at hand. 

Feeling the pinch, both programs turned to inter-
net technology to realize efficiencies. Eighty-seven 
percent of U.S. citizens between the ages of eighteen 
and sixty-five access the web and/or use email on a 
regular basis; more than 90% will use the web and/or 
email by 2014. People prefer web and email communi-
cation two to one over all other forms of communica-
tion. Additionally, access to services via mobile devices, 
the most popular being smartphones, is increasing. 

Where We’ve Gone
The strain on resources has driven legal service 

providers to leverage advances in technology to deliver 
services via the internet. For more than a decade, 
many programs have explored offering an online appli-
cation for services to maximize efficiency and expand 
access to the growing number of people in need. For 
these reasons, today, more than 50% of the states in the 
U.S. have at least one legal aid program using online 
intake.  Many of these programs are boasting positive 
results.

LAN and CLS jumped on that bandwagon in 2012. 
LAN launched four online applications for assistance, 
including one in Spanish, in January 2012, while CLS 
implemented their online intake system in March of 
that year. With just more than a year under their belts, 
both programs are noting success. For both, it has been 
one of the most successful projects deployed.

In the first year, LAN went from immediately 
receiving 25% of all applications via the online portal 
to now receiving nearly 50% of all applications online. 

CLS currently receives 33% of all applications online, 
with telephone remaining their main portal in which to 
receive applications. Both programs currently receive 
approximately 500 online applications per month. 
At LAN, we expect the online portal to become the 
preferred access point in 2013, lending credence to the 
previously noted internet usage figures.

How We Got There
As you might expect, there exists a plethora of 

technologies in which to provide an online application 
for services. Perhaps the most difficult decision to make 
regarding the provision of such access is determining 
which technology to use. They vary vastly in cost and 
degree of complexity. LAN and CLS use different tech-
nologies but are realizing similar results.

Both CLS and LAN offer their online applications 
through their respective websites. From these websites, 
applicants access the application process with a click of 
a mouse—or the tap of the finger. 

CLS applicants are guided through the online 
application via an avatar, an animated, cartoon-like 
character, deployed in A2J Author® software. The 
friendly avatar asks applicants questions, to which they 
provide a written response. The information gathered 
from the interview is automatically collected by CLS’s 
Case Management System (CMS) Kemps, through a 
custom written piece of code called XSL transform. The 
data is held in the Kemps staging table for review by 
intake staff. Once reviewed, if appropriate, the informa-
tion is seamlessly transferred by the click of a button 
into the proper fields in the CMS, creating an electronic 
file. This technology provides immediate efficiencies by 
eliminating data entry. The average time spent by the 
applicant completing the application is approximately 
ten minutes. The average time spent by CLS intake 
workers processing the application is less than seven 
minutes, considerably faster than processing an appli-
cation via telephone.

LAN applicants, on the other hand, provide written 
responses to questions posed on a fillable HTML form 
using Word. Once submitted, the application is routed 
by Form Router, a form hosting and retrieval service, to 
LAN intake staff. LAN staff access the completed appli-
cation, in PDF form, via Microsoft Outlook and manu-
ally enter the data into PIKA, their CMS. The average 
time spent by the applicant completing an application 
for services is less than 10 minutes. The average time 
spent by LAN intake workers processing an application 
is seven minutes, approximately three minutes faster 
than processing an application via telephone.
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CLS offers a more technologically complex online 
application which nets their program some efficien-
cies not yet attainable by LAN. The most notable is the 
decrease in time spent by intake workers processing 
the online applications. Additionally, use of the A2J 
Author “logic tree” software can net more accurate 
data provided by clients, decreasing the amount of 
time following up with applicants to confirm eligibility 
for services. However, this technology does not come 
cheap. And, programming takes time. The price of 
CLS’ online intake system, which took sixteen months 
to build, was in excess of $30,000. Conversely, LAN’s 
online intake system, which now includes five separate 
applications, one of which is in Spanish, cost less than 
$5,000 and launched in six months.

Regardless of the technologies used, both programs 
realized their goals for implementing such systems; 
they have gained efficiencies and expanded access to 
accommodate the growing number of those in need.

What We Found (aka Measurable Outcomes)
Programs utilizing an online intake system gener-

ally aspire to accomplish three things: increase access 
to individuals seeking assistance, create efficiencies 
to conserve precious resources, and provide excellent 
client services. Both programs have celebrated such 
accomplishments.

Increased Access
 ■ Through the online application system, LAN and 

CLS are open 24/7. Indeed, applicants may apply 
for services anytime, day or night, weekends and 
holidays included. Not a day goes by that we do not 
receive an application for assistance. For example, 
at LAN, we average ten applications on the week-
ends and two on widely recognized holidays, such 
as the 4th of July and Christmas. 

 ■ Prior to offering an online application for services, 
LAN completed applications for about two-thirds 
of the people who sought its help. With this addi-
tional portal, 89% of all applicants attempting to 
reach the AccessLine® in an effort to complete an 
application for services are able to do so.

 ■ Both programs have increased access geographi-
cally to reach the rural population and those 
temporarily out of the country. The current 
geographic demographics of clients served through 
LAN’s online portal is 58% urban, 42% rural. For 
all other applications, 60% reside in urban areas 
while 40% are rural. 

 ■ LAN has also noticed a 25% increase in requests 

for services from limited English proficiency (LEP) 
applicants and those who are hearing impaired.

Creating Efficiencies to Conserve Resources
 ■ Perhaps the most noteworthy efficiency of provid-

ing an online application for services is the conser-
vation of staff resources, permitting an increase in 
services. At LAN, launching the online application 
system has netted us the savings of nearly one FTE 
(full-time employee). In 2012, we processed nearly 
same number of applications as in 2011 with essen-
tially one less staff member. CLS commented they 
process online applications much quicker than any 
other applications, meaning more applicants can 
receive assistance.

 ■ One method in which to obtain the result above 
is by implementing an application that allows for 
prompt eligibility screening. Both programs had 
this goal in mind when creating their applications. 
At LAN, 20% of all online applicants do not qualify 
for services, either because there is a conflict of 
interest in serving the applicant or he is not income 
eligible for services. At CLS, 33% of all online appli-
cants do not qualify for assistance, mainly due to 
income eligibility guidelines. For both programs, 
eligibility screening via the online portal is gener-
ally completed in less than five minutes, roughly 
half the time it takes to screen applicants via tele-
phone. At LAN, 15% of all telephone applicants 
do not qualify for services, whereas at CLS, 33% 
of all other applicants are not eligible for services. 
Clearly, the more applicants that apply online, the 
more resources saved.

 ■ Noted previously, CLS experiences an additional 
efficiency as a result of integrating their online 
application with their CMS. Staff resources 
conserved by not engaging in data entry is capa-
cious. Within the next year, LAN plans to integrate 
their online applications with the CMS to realize 
the additional efficiencies.

 ■ Providing access to the online intake system from 
the programs’ websites also creates efficiencies, 
as it can build awareness of the overall organiza-
tion, including types of cases handled, along with 
providing a general education about various areas 
of the law, such that the applicant gains relevant, 
useful information before completing the applica-
tion. At LAN, we have found this often decreases 
the amount of time spent interviewing and advis-
ing clients because they have educated them-
selves about their legal issue(s) prior to applying 



 Management Information Exchange Journal

for services. It also allows for self-screening; for 
example, applicants who are needing assistance 
with a criminal or immigration issue learn from a 
quick view of the website LAN cannot assist them; 
so, they do not apply for services. Those who do 
not apply or qualify for assistance may also acquire 
relevant referrals to organizations that may be able 
to assist them via our website.

Increased Excellence in Client Services
 ■ The most widely touted benefit to offering an 

online application for services is the decreased 
wait times on hold for telephone applicants. LAN 
and CLS boast this particular finding. At LAN, we 
significantly reduced the average wait time from 
thirty to forty minutes to less than ten minutes. 
CLS noted the same finding; but, not quite to the 
same degree. Overwhelmingly, applicants have 
noticed the vast difference and are very apprecia-
tive, creating a much more positive telephone inter-
view experience, which can also conserve staff time.

 ■ With the surge in mobile device usage, as noted 
above, we expect more and more of our clients are 
turning to smart phones to access the internet. In 
fact, research has concluded that “smart phone 
owners under the age of thirty, non-white smart 
phone users, and smart phone owners with rela-
tively low income and education levels are particu-
larly likely to say that they would mostly go online 
using their phones.”      
    With this trend in mind, LAN recently upgraded 
its online applications from fillable PDF forms 
to fillable HTML, to make them compatible with 
such mobile devices, accommodating applicants 
by allowing them to access the applications and 
apply for services from their smartphones. CLS 
applicants cannot access the online application via 
smartphone. However, CLS noted the A2J Author 
technology for mobile users is being developed for 
smartphones and will be deployed this year.

 ■ Both programs survey applicants using online 
intake. CLS uses Survey Monkey, an online 
surveying tool that prompts applicants to answer 
four questions once they have submitted their 
online applications. LAN’s survey is comprised 
of five questions placed directly on the applica-
tion form, at the very end of the application. 
Neither program requires applicants to complete 

the survey; however, both have attained stunning 
responses. The CLS online application survey has 
a 74% response rate, while the LAN survey has a 
100% response rate. Both programs inquire as to 
the ease of use and whether the applicant would 
recommend the online application to friends and 
family. Responses to all questions were overwhelm-
ingly positive. Ninety-four percent of applicants 
completing the LAN survey found the applica-
tion easy to use; and, 89% would recommend it to 
friends and family. Ninety-six percent of online 
applicants completing the CLS survey thought the 
online application was easy to use; and, 86% would 
recommend it to family and friends.   
       LAN continued the client satisfaction survey 
for one year, at which time, after continually receiv-
ing positive feedback, removed the survey ques-
tions and began measuring other data to be used 
in routinely assessing the needs of clients. The 
client satisfaction survey, however, can be added 
to the application at any time to help monitor our 
progress in offering an efficient, flexible method in 
which to apply for services.

Conclusion
For years, telephone intake, advice and referral 

hotlines were the most popular method to provide 
effective legal services to the expanding number of 
people most in need. When that system became taxed, 
programs began searching for alternative means, most 
often leaning on advanced technology to bridge the 
gap in providing equal justice for all. Programs such 
as CLS and LAN have launched online applications 
for assistance to provide greater, more flexible access 
to those who seek our help. While the technologies 
vary, programs offering online applications are finding 
similar results: increased access, increased efficiencies 
and increased excellence in client services. Significantly 
positive outcomes. Reminiscent of telephone intake in 
the 1990s? Perhaps. And, if history is any indicator, we 
know one thing: we have built it; they will come. 
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dedicated to serving self-represented litigants through 
projects like Legal Aid’s Pro Se Task Froce and Nebraska 
Nebraska State Bar Association’s Self-Help Desk. Laurel 
received her JD from Creighton University and her BA 
from Mount Mercy College. Laurel may be reached at 
lheerdale@legalaidofnebraska.com.
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