Update on the Minnesota Client Access and Barriers Study – September 17, 2010

The MN-CABS project has been progressing steadily since its start in April. It is now about to enter the primary information gathering stage.

The researchers have been examining all available data on Minnesota’s poverty population and the legal services available to it. In June, they conducted four focus groups around Minnesota with staff at legal services providers. Those focus groups developed information about the characteristics or circumstances of people who are and who are not being served, including the factors that are not captured by program statistics, such as mental illness, literacy, lack of reliable transportation, homelessness, institutionalization, geographic isolation, employment‐related constraints (including employer intimidation and exploitation), social stigma (including victims of trafficking, domestic violence, sexual assault or employment as sex workers), lack of affordable day care, undocumented immigrant status and other barriers. Program staff also provided insights about the extent to which lack of knowledge about the problems a legal services program could address, or distrust of the legal system, deters potential clients from seeking services. The focus groups helped to identify recurrent problems that plague low‐income individuals and families, including those that legal services programs may not be handling.

The research team, together with the project advisory committee, has also selected the geographic areas that will receive in-depth analysis. The regions are:

·             Twin Cities (Hennepin and Ramsey counties)

·            South-Central Minnesota (Blue Earth, Watowan, Cottonwood, Murray, Nobles, Jackson, Martin counties)
·            Northwest Minnesota and Indian Country (Becker, Hubbard, Clearwater, Mahnomen, southern Beltrami, and northwestern Cass counties, including all or part of the Leech Lake, Red Lake and White Earth reservations)
·            The Northeast/Ex‐Urban Counties (Aitkin, Kanabec, Pine, Isanti, Chisago)
This following map shows the regions and the location of program offices around the State.
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In late September and early October, the University of Minnesota’s Center for Survey Research will train legal services program staff in interviewing techniques. Staff will then work with the Center to conduct interviews and facilitate focus groups of potential clients and 3rd party providers around the state. The Center will also develop an online survey to collect more information from social service and other similar providers.

The interviewing and data collection phase of the project will be finished by late November. The research team will then analyze the data and develop recommendations for addressing the identified barriers.

The MN-CABS Study Advisory Committee is comprised of Peter Knapp, Jean Lastine, Sue Pontinen and Nick Slade, with staff assistance from Steve Hirsh and Bridget Gernander.  This website will be updated regularly as the study progresses.  If you have questions or would like to provide input on the project, please contact Steve Hirsh at shirsh@statebar.gen.mn.us.
