
  

Clicklaw and Beyond: 
Public Legal Education and Information 

Materials in BC  

  

  

  

Funded by the Law Foundation of BC  

in support of Public Legal Education and Information in BC 

 

 

 

 

Gayla Reid with Drew Jackson and Carol McEown 

 

May 2009  



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
© Courthouse Libraries BC, 2009 

The use of all or part of this report, with credit, is encouraged. 

 

Copies 

This report is available on the internet at www.clicklaw.bc.ca/resource/1921.  

To order print copies of this report, please contact: 

Courthouse Libraries BC 

800 Smithe St 

Vancouver, BC  V6Z 2E1 

Tel:   604-660-2841  

Fax:  604-660-2821 

Email:  editor@clicklaw.bc.ca 

 

 

Acknowledgments  

We thank the 24 organizations formally participating in the Clicklaw project (listed at the end 

of this report) for their time and commitment in participating in Clicklaw. 

We thank the Law Foundation of BC for funding the Clicklaw project.   

 

 



Clicklaw and Beyond: Public Legal Education and Information Materials in BC  

Page 2 of 70 

  

TTaabbllee  ooff  CCoonntteennttss  

List of Figures ................................................................................................................... 3 

Executive Summary  .............................................................................................4 

1.  Introduction  ...................................................................................................10 

1.1 Purpose ................................................................................................................ 10 

1.3 Approach  ............................................................................................................. 11 

1.4 Context ................................................................................................................. 14 

2.  Overview .........................................................................................................19 

2.1 Clicklaw organization  ....................................................................................... 19 

2.2  Clicklaw components  ....................................................................................... 24 

3.  Analysis of PLEI content  .............................................................................29 

3.1  Comparison of Clicklaw with other websites  ................................................ 30 

3.2  Comparison with relevant surveys and needs assessments ........................ 36 

3.3 Comparison wit h relevant data about client usage....................................... 43 

3.4 Comparison with data about online usage  .................................................... 43 

4.  Analysis of PLEI resource types and formats  ..........................................46 

4.1 Resource types .................................................................................................... 46 

4.2 Print & web formats  ........................................................................................... 47 

4.3 Audiovisual & multimedia formats  ................................................................ 49 

4.4 Expanding opportunities for enhanced formats  ............................................ 51 

5.  Identification of gaps and overlaps  ...........................................................52 

5.1  Approach to gaps and overlaps ....................................................................... 52 

5.2  Matrix identifying gaps by content  ................................................................. 53 

5.3  Overlaps .............................................................................................................. 62 

Recommendations ..............................................................................................64 

References............................................................................................................67 

Appendix A:  Public Legal Education and Information Network  .......................... 69 

    



Clicklaw and Beyond: Public Legal Education and Information Materials in BC  

Page 3 of 70 

  

LLii sstt   ooff   FFii gguurreess  

Figure 1: Criteria for inclusion of PLEI materials on Clicklaw ......................................................... 20 

Figure 2: Clicklaw sources, May 2009 ............................................................................................ 22 

Figure 3: Sources for PLEI content ................................................................................................. 22 

Figure 4: Sections for PLEI content on Clicklaw ............................................................................. 22 

Figure 5: Clicklaw sections, May 2009 ........................................................................................... 23 

Figure 6: Clicklaw resources organized by categories and topics, May 2009 ................................ 24 

Figure 7: Clicklaw resource types ................................................................................................... 25 

Figure 8: Distribution of resource types in Clicklaw, May 2009 .................................................... 26 

Figure 9: Distribution of media formats in Clicklaw, May 2009..................................................... 26 

Figure 10: Clicklaw media formats ................................................................................................. 27 

Figure 11: Numbers of Clicklaw resources in languages other than English, May 2009 ............... 27 

Figure 12: Presence of non-English languages on Clicklaw, May 2009 ......................................... 28 

Figure 13: Clicklaw resource entries by topic, May 2009 .............................................................. 29 

Figure 14: Legal Information Access Centre (New South Wales) topics ........................................ 30 

Figure 15: LawHelp Oregon topics, by percentage of entries........................................................ 32 

Figure 16: CleoNet topics by percentage of entries ...................................................................... 33 

Figure 17: Citizens Advice Bureau Adviceguide topics, with entries by percentage of total ........ 35 

Figure 18: Select problem types by incidence, disruption, and importance to resolve: ranked in 
descending order by percentage ................................................................................................... 37 

Figure 19: Clicklaw inventory: selected topics ranked by prevalence, February 2009 .................. 38 

Figure 20: Comparison of topics in the Clicklaw inventory with the rankings from the Justice 
Legal Needs Survey 2006 ............................................................................................................... 40 

Figure 21: Incidence of problem types in descending order, Legal Problems Faced in the 
Everyday Lives of British Columbians ............................................................................................ 41 

Figure 22: Pressing problems of poverty law, ranked in order of importance .............................. 42 

Figure 23: LSLAP topics .................................................................................................................. 43 

Figure 24: LawLINE topics .............................................................................................................. 43 

 
  



Clicklaw and Beyond: Public Legal Education and Information Materials in BC  

Page 4 of 70 

 
Executive Summary 

This paper presents an overview of the public legal education and information (PLEI) 

resources currently available in British Columbia in order to identify and analyze gaps 

and overlaps.  The research was commissioned to serve as a planning tool for PLEI 

providers in BC.   

The Clicklaw project, which is funded by the Law Foundation of BC , is being led by 

Courthouse Libraries BC.  All members of the Public Legal Education and Information 

Network (òthe PLEI networkó) are participating in the Clicklaw initiative . For a list of 

who is involved in the PLEI network, see Appendix A  

The paper begins with a summary review of current research on how people seek to 

solve their legal problems.  It then presents an overview of PLEI resources identified for 

inclusion on Clicklaw, a new website launched in April 2009 as a window into diverse 

sources of legal information, education and help in British Columbia .  Following that, it 

compares the resources identified for Clicklaw with findings of relevant legal needs 

studies.  The paper goes on to examine BC PLEI resources in terms of format and 

resource types as they appear on Clicklaw.  The paper concludes by identifying where 

the gaps exist in BC PLEI, and makes suggestions about the way forward. 

Overview of Clicklaw  

Clicklaw content must relate to the legal rights of British Columbians, enhance public 

understanding of the laws and legal system, or provide law -related assistance, 

information, and/or education.  Current content breaks down as follows: PLEI network 

57%; other BC non profits 15%; other BC government 13%; other provinces and federal 

sources: 15%. 

The three major Clicklaw sections are: Solve Problem; Learn and Teach; and Reform 

and Research.  Solve Problems (79% of total) contains basic overview items and also 

more detailed guides & manuals.  Learn and Teach (5%) houses the items designed for 

use by learners and teachers.  Reform and Research (16%) houses items primarily 

designed for those who have a particular interest in or involv ement with making the 

justice system more accessible.   

  

http://www.lawfoundationbc.org/
http://www.courthouselibrary.ca/
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Clicklaw uses a set of categories (a òtaxonomyó) to organize resources.  Clicklaw õs 
taxonomy includes categories for: 

 Topic: what the resource is about or a community to whom the resource is of interest 
(Family law, Debt, Consumer, Seniors, etc.)   

 Resource type: the nature of the information:  Basics 58%; Self-help & forms: 15%; 
Reports & documents: 9%; Manuals & books: 7%; Gateways: 6%; Teaching materials: 
3%; and Programs & courses: 2%. 

 Media format: Web 45%; PDF 36%; Audio and podcasts: 16%; Video 2%; and 
Multimedia: 1%.  

 Language: the language of the resource.  Seventeen languages other than English are 
represented.  The leading ones are Chinese 50%; Punjabi 28%; and Spanish, 8%.   

 Type of help: for services only.  This facet is part of phase 2 development, which is 
due to be completed by Fall 2009. 

How does Clicklaw Compare? 

The comparison of Clicklaw with other sites and with research outcomes should be read 

as broad-brush information and used as a base line or starting point for discussion and 

further analysis.   

Comparisons with other sites 

PLEI sites reflect individual cultures, mandates, funding and regional priorities, as well 

as different ways of categorizing information.  Given these parame ters, comparison 

with other sites reveals the following significant features:  

 the strong emphasis on family law on Clicklaw  

 the similar positioning with comparable sites of information on court procedures, 
criminal law, housing, and employment  

 Clicklawõs relatively weak emphasis on civil areas such as consumer law and health 
law  

Comparisons with legal need surveys 

The paper makes comparisons with the 2006 Department of Justice legal needs survey, 

which is one of three such surveys.  The surveys looked at legal issues in terms of 

incidence, level of disruption to peopleõs lives, and the importance to people of 

resolving their legal issue.  The comparison finds that while  consumer and debt issues 

are among top three problems reported in the 2006 Department of Justice legal needs 

survey, there are relatively few entries for them on Clicklaw, where they are ranked 8th 

and 17th respectively. 
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Analysis of Resource Types  

Resources on Clicklaw are categorized as being one of seven òresource types,ó which 
get at the nature of the information.  

Basics: The category of òBasicsó dominates at 58%.  This category covers a range of 

print and web items.  Primary among them are what can be described as overviews.  

These are short, summary introductions to the issue, typically  ending with referrals to 

additional information or in -person assistance.  The brevity of overviews places major 

constraints on how much information can be provided.  

Self -help & forms : At 15% of Clicklawõs resources, self-help guides typically move 

step-by-step, are in plain language, and are organized from a lay personõs point of view.  

In terms of forms, much is yet to be accomplished so that legal forms become intelligible 

to lay people. 

Reports &  documents : At 9% of Clicklaw resources, this area could benefit from 

discussion about how to tailor items so that they are appropriate for users who are not 

legal professionals.   

Manuals & books : At 7% of Clicklawõs resources, this type provides two kinds of 

products: (a) advanced information such as chapters of the LSLAP manual, written for 

law students; and (b) what can be described as òmiddle-ground information.ó Middle-

ground information can be defined as follows: a resource item of sufficient length to (a) 

identify major user issues; (b) explain how those issues fit within a legal framework; (c) 

provide options; (d) answer basic questions; and (e) provide referrals.  Middle -ground 

information can be web-based or print-based.  In the areas where there are gaps in BC 

PLEI, there is typically a lack of middle -ground information.  This area could benefit 

from discussion about ways to more clearly distinguish òmiddle-groundó information 

from òadvancedó information. 

Gateways: At 6% of Clicklawõs resources, this type refers to websites and areas of 

websites that lead to relevant information.   

Teaching materials: At 3% of Clicklawõs resources, this type refers to materials 

prepared for teachers and facilitators. 

Programs & courses: At 2% of Clicklawõs resources, this type identifies the programs 

and courses that may be relevant to Clicklaw users.  Parenting After Separation courses 

are a typical example. 
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Analysis of Formats 

While BC PLEI resources contain outstanding examples of innovative resource 

development for online audiences, both in terms of specialized websites and in terms of 

individual video and multimedia items, more remains to be done.  

PDFs 

 On Clicklaw, over a third of the online content is in PDF format.  PDF is basically a 

print format that has been posted online.  Print and online experiences are different 

and require different methods of presenting information.  

Audio, video, multimedia 

 Despite general agreement about their value, there is not a strong body of research 

into the role of audio, video and multimedia PLEI online.   

 Some of the BC PLEI network groups may be interested in expanding their PLEI in 

terms of format types but lack the resources to do so.  The way forward may be for 

groups to develop a òcircuit rideró model.  In this model, expert help is available to 

groups to assist them with online  issues. 

Matrix of Gaps 

The matrix is based on the 27 topics in the Clicklaw taxonomy.  Gaps are identified as 

being large, medium, or small.  The rationale for identifying a PLEI resource gap as 

òlargeó is based primarily on the amount of information items currently selected for 

Clicklaw.  In some instances ð Aboriginal, Court s & tribunals, and Legal help & lawyers  

ð there is an additional research-based editorial assertion that given the nature of user 

need, more work needs to be done. 

Some topic areas are identified as having a òsmalló or òmediumó gap because the area 

has traditionally been well covered by BC PLEI.  The matrix is not intended in any way 

to obscure the need for ongoing updating and new work in these vital areas.  The 

following chart summar izes some of the larger gaps identified in the matrix.  

Aboriginal  Aboriginal PLEI content needs to be developed and delivered by Aboriginal 

people informed by Aboriginal communities.  There are content items on 

Clicklaw that meet this standard, but given the acute legal needs within 

Aboriginal communities, more work is needed. 

Accidents & 

injuries  

Clicklaw is relatively thin in this area and there is a lack of middle-ground 

information. 
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Business & non-

profits  

There are gaps in this topic.  All of the BC-based PLEI items about business 

within the Solve Problems section are Dial-a-Law scripts, which are by necessity 

brief.   

One initial strategy would be to investigate the nature of other resources 

available.   

Consumer  The indicators from the research are unequivocal about the high incidence of 

consumer issues in the general population, but Clicklaw does not adequately 

reflect this.  It may be timely to explore partnerships with community-based 

consumer groups that are currently outside the PLEI network. 

Courts & 

tribunals  

This is an area in which PLEI is strong, with state-of-the-art multimedia items 

and a significant amount of information for people dealing with adjudicative 

processes without legal representation.  However, these efforts need to 

continue.  Users need all the assistance they can get. 

Debt  The research points to this as a priority area.  Again, the middle ground is not 

covered.   

Health  The health law resources on Clicklaw are slender.  There are basic overview 

items on mental health and on access to records and consent.   

Despite (a) the prominence of holistic needs in the reform literature; (b) the 

identification of the importance of mental health issues within the research; and 

(c) some service/program efforts, PLEI in this area has remained static over the 

last decade. 

Housing, 

tenancy & 

neighbours  

The gap in tenancy is small; in housing it is medium; and in neighbours it is large. 

Residential tenancy issues are covered by PLEI network participants who are 

experts in the field, as well as by government.  Housing issues such as 

mortgages and foreclosures are less well covered.  Areas such as buildersõ liens, 

condo and co-op issues have only basic overviews.  Although òneighboursó 

emerges as a prominent issue in the research, it is covered in a focused way by 

only one item, a Dial-a-Law overview. 

Seniors Within the topic of Seniors, BC PLEI has its greatest strengths in the areas of 

abuse and benefits.  Note: The current holdings do not reflect items from BC 

CEAS as their website is still in redevelopment. 

Taxes & finances  There are only 23 items on this topic on Clicklaw to date, which is less than 2% 

of total.  PLEI users may benefit from information about income tax, property 

tax, understanding bank loan documents, trusts, making a complaint about a 

financial institution, etc.   

Overlaps 

In terms of content, the paper finds only minor instances of overlap, and those have the 

potential to be addressed, given that Clicklaw will allow PLEI developers to look across 

sites and produce material within the entire context of what is available to users.  It is 

worth noting that while the same area may be covered by both government and non -

profit community groups (e.g. residential tenancy), the materials are written from 

different points of view.   Users need both service provider and advocacy perspectives. 
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Recommendations 

In the future members of the PLEI network will need to work more closely together in 

order to maximize scarce financial resources and present the best possible information 

to users.  

Recommendations are offered in the following action areas: 

1.  Develop a coordinated response to user needs. 

2.  Promote skill-sharing among network members . 

3.  Focus on improving online formats . 

4.  Focus on resources tailored to current user needs. 

5.  Focus on broadening understanding of user response to formats. 

6.  Conduct usability testing into online experience . 

7.  Share evaluation outcomes. 
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1 Introduction  

11..11  PPuurrppoossee  

The purpose of this paper is to present an overview of the public legal education and 

information (PLEI) materials currently available in British Columbia in order to identify 

and analyze gaps and overlaps.  This overview and gap/overlap analysis is an initiative 

of the Public Legal Education and Information (PLEI) Portal Project, which has 

developed.  Clicklaw, an online site launched in April 2009 in its beta version.  The site 

aims to be a unified, trustworthy point of access on the internet to diverse sources of 

legal information, education and help in British Columbia .   

The Clicklaw project, which is funded by the Law Foundation of BC , is being led by 

Courthouse Libraries BC.  All members of the Public Legal Education and Information 

Network ( òthe PLEI networkó) are participating in the Clicklaw initiative .  The PLEI 

network is an informal body of organizations in British Columbia that provide or 

support public legal education and information .  For a list of who is involved in the 

PLEI network, see Appendix A  

Overall, Clicklaw aims to provide a single entry point to the PLEI domain for British 

Columbians, offering a route to the PLEI resources and providing current search 

technology so that users can find what they are looking for quickly  and effectively .  

Users of the site can gain access to the diverse sources of legal information, education 

and help now available in British Columbia .  Members of the public in BC, as well as 

legal service providers, information providers, educators, and students can search 

across and link into legal information, education and law -related services that reside on 

a range of websites.   

While the primary focus of this paper is on PLEI content identified for inclusion on 

Clicklaw, this content is typically  integrated with programs and services that exist to 

assist people to obtain the legal help they need in order to understand the legal system, 

participate effectively in the legal system, learn or teach, or participate in law reform .  

People who come to Clicklaw will be looking for those programs and services to help 

them.  For this reason, Clicklaw will include a HelpMap  section as one of its central 

features.  Providing access to services and programs is in itself an important function of 

PLEI. 

 

http://www.lawfoundationbc.org/
http://www.courthouselibrary.ca/
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11..22  SSttrruuccttuurree  

This paper will accomplish the following:  

 Provide an overview of PLEI resources identified for inclusion  on Clicklaw .   

 Present an analysis of Clicklawõs content by comparing it with  content on other 
relevant sites. 

 Examine Clicklawõs content in the light of  outcomes from key legal needs 
assessments. 

 Examine Clicklaw  in terms of formats and resource types. 

 Identify by way of a matrix where gaps exist in BC PLEI, and what the nature of 
overlap appears to be. 

 Make recommendations about the way forward.  

11..33  AA pppprrooaacchh  

This paper takes the approach that looking at legal issues from the point of view of the 

people who experience them is the starting point for providing effective PLEI content .   

PLEI has a long history in BC with the broad goal of improving access to justice.  For 

many groups, the goal of working towards equal access to justice is reflected in their 

principles and in their programs, which include:  

 Programs and services to help people understand and use the law for their own 
benefit 

 Focused programs to help people who are disadvantaged    

 Law-related education programs supporting active citizenship and public 
engagement in discussions about and support for our justice system and the rule 
of law  

 Community and institutional law reform programs fostering debate , change and 
ownership of the law  

While this paper is not concerned with an assessment of individual PLEI efforts, some 

themes stand out.  PLEI in BC has a history of focusing on the needs of people who are 

disadvantaged, and of providing information about  rights and protections .  It also has a 

history of developing first -class educational materials about the law.  Today, the body 

of BC PLEI is informed by state-of-the-art knowledge and techniques, from user -

focused plain language to multimedia .  And to an increasing extent, PLEI is cognizant 

of the results of needs assessments, both formal and informal.   
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All of this has been accompanied by questions about the effectiveness of PLEI efforts.  

There is a desire for more rigorous evaluation, for a deeper understanding of how PLEI 

materials are actually used and what formats work best, and for some clear markers 

about the way forward.  

Current issues for BC PLEI 

In recent years, the work of BC PLEI has become more complex, due to factors that 

include : (a) the emergence of the internet as a common information source, with 

sophisticated technologies and software; (b) increased numbers of people trying to deal 

with their legal problem by themselves, including self-representing litigants ; (c) the 

increasing complexity of laws and regulations; and (d) structural changes to in-person 

services so that they are now profoundly different from the traditional model of 

comprehensive representation.   

In terms of education, PLEI clearly fits within the public school education al framework .  

However, t he competition for dedicated space and time in the curriculum is fierce and 

many courses have more learning objectives and content than can be covered in the 

time allowed .  Fostering support for legal literacy and law-related education  in the 

school system is an ongoing challenge.1  In the USA, the American Bar Association has 

taken a leadership role in promoting active citizenship programs in the schools .   In 

Ontario, the Ontario Justice Education Network  ð modeled, to some extent, on the Law 

Courts Education Society ð is building an integrated network to improve law -related 

education in Ontario .2  Materials need to be developed that not only fit the learning 

outcomes and satisfy the teacherõs requirements (and attract their attention) but also 

engage the students.3   

In terms of community need, BC is fast becoming a province of minorities , and this is 

creating new challenges and opportunities for PLEI providers .  PLEI providers will 

want to work with new partners, stay aware of cha nging demographics , and use 

appropriate strategies and formats to reach the very diverse audiences that make up the 

provinceõs populations.  The relatively new consortium to deliver the PLEI for 

Immigrants pilot project provide s PLEI providers with an opportunity to reach new 

communities .  As well , the PLEI providers may  acquire fresh perspectives on strategies 

                                                 

1 For current work in this area, see the BC Law and Citizenship Curriculum Assessment section of the 
website of the Law Courts Education Society: www.lces.ca/bc_law_and_citizensh  

2 See the Ontario Justice Education network at: www.ojen.ca.   

3 A quick look at www.accesstomedia.org/  provides excellent examples of what youth are doing in this 
area. 
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that could be incorporated into mainstream justice services.   

PLEI is a key component of many community development and law reform initiatives .  

Public discussion and debate are critical components of ownership of the law.  The 

internet provides a wealth of opportunities to spread the word, create public interest, 

and build support and netwo rks.  For many small organizations, taking advantage of 

the internet will require them to acquire or find new sets of skills ð especially in 

communication .   

Adults engage in formal and informal learning opportunities for many reasons : to know 

more about the way things work, to òstay out of trouble,ó to take advantage of 

opportunities, or to participate more effectively in their community .  Classes both in -

person and online, events, and reports and articles in community newspapers  and on 

community radio  have all been used to reach potential learners.  PLEI providers  need to 

ensure that their  products and services can be found within the learnersõ search paths.   

PLEI is also seen as a critical component of legal services, assisting people to identify, 

avoid or resolve problems, and where necessary to obtain legal advice, assistance or 

representation from lawyers or community advocates .  Basically, the classic model has 

been PLEI followed by legal advice, followed where appropriate by legal representation 

(an example of this path is Dial-a-Law/ Lawyer Referral/ lawyer) .  For the numerous 

instances where this model does not apply (e.g. legal aid unavailable; private bar does 

not do poverty law), the BC model is often PLEI/community -based advocate.  In the 

continuum of service model, PLEI has always been and remains an important pathway 

to in-person service.   

In the current environment, people are being asked or expected to resolve many more 

legal problems using PLEI materials.  The research indicates that many people with 

legal issues do not follow the traditional model s of using legal information as a 

pathway to legal assistance (see section 1.4 on context).  If they do interact with the legal 

system, they may for a range of reasons ògo it aloneó with the help of the internet and 

the goodwill of family and friends .  Some people ògo it aloneó through choice; for 

others, the decision is economic.  Further , with the rise of self-representing litigants, 

adult PLEI users are being asked to complete complex legal procedures. 

Many people who are dealing with a legal problem  enter an environment they know 

little about , have never visited before, and donõt wish to be in.  For these people, the 

phrase òaccidental tourist in law landó (Giddings, 2008) is an apt one.  One of the core 

challenges for PLEI is to understand whether and to what extent PLEI can òclose the 
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gap.ó There is a need for more evidence-based research into the question:  To what 

extent are people using this legal information to deal with their legal problem?  

BC PLEI has gathered and continues to gather evidence in the form of needs 

assessments, evaluations, and client service data.  Members of the PLEI network include 

usability testing as part of their development of new materials, but there appears to be 

minimal sharing of skills around testing or of test outcomes.   

The following discussion is offered in the knowledge that the PLEI groups make 

decisions in accordance with their own mandates, approaches and resources.  But to be 

truly effective in the current environment , the PLEI community needs to build a more 

collaborative network, pooling skills in the effort to meet challenging PLEI needs.   

11..44  CCoonntteexxtt  

The Clicklaw project of the PLEI network is taking place in the context of a growing 

body of evidence-based PLEI research.4  This section provides a brief summary of m ajor 

themes from the research that focuses on solving legal problems.   

Note that the references are illustrative and in no way exhaustive ; all of the research is 

cited in the section of this paper, References.   

 People may not know that there is a legal solution to their everyday problem .  

This may lead to the problem escalating, thereby creating additional legal 

problems.  Without timely access to help at the front end of the problem, people 

can be caught in a downward spiral .  Unsolved legal problems have social costs 

and consequences (Currie, Pleasance, Stratton & Anderson).   

 Once people have identified a legal need, they frequently use non-legal 

pathways to address the issue.  Friends, family, and non -legal professionals are 

often the first ports of call (Currie, Clarke & Forell, Giddings  & Pleasance).   

 People who experience social disadvantage also experience the highest incidence 

of legal issues that have the most serious consequences, and face the greatest 

barriers in accessing the traditional pathw ays to legal information, assistance and 

advice (Pleasance, Schetzer & Henderson).   

 Those most likely to experience social disadvantage include Aboriginal peoples, 

culturally and linguistically diverse communities, youth, older people, people in 

                                                 

4 One of Clicklawõs goals is to provide easier access to this research.  As Mary Stratton (2007) comments: 
òPLEI across Canada is one area where quite extensive bodies of research do exist.  Currently, however, 
there is considerable fragmentation of both PLEI research and development within the justice 
community.ó 
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rural and  remote areas, people living in institutions,  people with below -average 

education, women, and people who are gay, lesbian, trans or bisexual.  Economic 

disadvantage, which  may be based on income dynamics, labour market 

dynamics, or family dynamics , also presents a significant barrier (CS Resors; 

Schetzer  & Henderson). 

 Tailoring legal information and education to address the unmet needs of 

disadvantaged groups and individuals is an essential PLEI strategy  (McEown, 

Zalik, Coumarelos, Wei & Zhou).  

 Both low and moderate income people have a range of unmet legal needs in the 

area of civil law (Currie , Pleasance). 5 Numerous civil legal needs studies across 

many jurisdictions have come to consistent conclusions about priority areas to 

address (see section 3.2 of this report).  

 In increasing numbers, individuals are embarking on self -help in order to deal 

with their legal issue .  Self-helpers are diverse, but many have a relatively high 

level of education (Currie, Malcolmson & Reid, Stratton) .  This group includes 

individuals who would identify themselves as being middle class, but for whom 

costs have become a barrier.  It also includes those who choose to be self-

sufficient problem solvers .  (The self-help research to date has tended to focus on 

litigants .  PLEI information -seekers and problem-solvers, especially in online 

terms, are a much wider group.)  

 Holistic responses are needed in order to address the root causes of legal 

problems (Currie, Moorhead & Robinson, Pleasance).  The overlap between legal 

needs and other basic human needs associated with physical and social well-

being also means that some individuals with complex problems require not only 

legal services but also non-legal support services, such as housing, financial 

counselling, social, welfare, famil y and health services (Coumarelos, Wei & 

Zhou). 

 PLEI users may seek access to specific advice as well as general PLEI content.  

They may need to apply the information to their individual situation (Giddings) .  

From this perspective, PLEI is often seen as being necessary but not sufficient to 

deal with the legal issue.  In many instances, what makes the PLEI content 

effective is the ability to complement the information with access to in -person 

assistance and advice (Giddings, Scott).   

 There are significant benefits to providing PLEI in multiple formats (Klinger).  

                                                 

5 The Ontario Civil Legal Needs Project is surveying households with up to $75,000 in household income.  
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 Identifying a service or resource as Aboriginal is for many First Nations and 

Métis people an essential pre-requisite for its acceptance and use (Walkem).   

 People who do not speak English are unlikely to be able to read or understand 

public legal information unless it has been translated .  Multilingual public legal 

education and information materials are vital to those who need basic legal 

information in their own language and for the legal and non-legal organizations 

working with them  (Zalik, Cohl & Thomson) . 

 Putting the information in the path of the user is a core PLEI strategy .  

Information is more likely to be used if it is timely and relevant, is provided at 

the point when a person is trying t o solve a particular problem, is specific to the 

problem at hand, and is easy to find locally ( McEown, Coumarelos, Wei & 

Zhou).   

Use of internet for information  

The integration into peopleõs lives of internet use for information is ongoing and 

expanding.  Internet use is not confined to Gen X and Gen Y.  Pew Researchõs 

Generations Online in 2009 found:  

Older generations use the internet less for socializing and entertainment and 
more as a tool for information searches, emailing, and buying products. 6 

Use of the internet for information -seeking is increasingly prevalent  in the health sector.  

In 2005, more than one-third of Canadian adults used the internet to search for health 

information. 7  Recent research done by the Center for Studying Health System Change 

confirms that the internet is the most rapidly growing source of health information, 

with the number of online health searches doubling between 2001 and 2007, with the 

result that peopleõs use of the internet for health information is now on par with their 

use of more traditional, longstanding sources of books, magazines and newspapers 

(33%) and friends or relatives (31%).8 

                                                 
6 Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2009, Generations Online in 2009.  Online at: 
http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1093/generations -online 

7 Underhill & Mckeown, òGetting a Second Opinion: Health Information and the Internet,ó Health Rep., 
vol 19(1), March 2008, p. 65-69.   

8 Tu & Cohen, òStriking Jump in Consumers Seeking Health Care Information,ó Center for Studying 
Health System Change, Tracking Report No. 20, August 2008. Online at: 
http://www.hschange.org/CONTENT/1006/.  
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Internet and PLEI delivery  

The trend to internet information seeking can be seen in the legal sphere as well.  A 

survey commissioned by Thomson FindLaw of the legal needs of consumers in the 

United States revealed that 84% of consumers with a legal need who did research used 

the internet, far more than those who relied on friends and family, libraries, or local bar 

associations.  Interestingly, about half of the consumers who used the internet to access 

information about their legal issue decided to contact a lawyer.  That didnõt mean, 

however, that the searchers were frustrated by what they found online.  The vast 

majority (80%) of consumers who searched for legal information on the internet 

responded that they would be likely to use the internet as a legal resource in the future.9 

In the PLEI community, a pplications of the internet were identified and embraced with 

enthusiasm.  In a 2002 paper entitled Applications of the Internet for Public Legal Education, 

Lois Gander observed: 

Public legal education organizations have .  .  .  only begun to scratch the surface 
of what is possible even with the technology readily available today .  .  .  the 
capacity of the PLE sector falls well short of what is needed to make the most of 
the vast potential of the Internet .  .  .10 

Online resource-sharing amongst PLEI providers was established early, with Albertaõs 

ACJNet and the United Kingdomõs Public Legal Education Network (plenet.org.uk) 

being examples.  Online  networking among practitioners continues to grow in specific 

areas, such as SelfHelpSupport.org for those who develop resources for self-

representing litigants.    Recent initiatives are provi ding online in -person advice to 

indiv iduals who have a legal problem, such as Pro Bono Netõs LiveHelp chat lines in 

Montana and Iowa. 11  In addition, t here is some PLEI research that explores promising 

                                                 
9 òHow Consumers Meet Their Legal Needs Online,ó FindLaw. Online at: 
http://ww w.lawyermarketing.com/cm/custom/how -consumers-meet-their -legal-needs-online.asp.  

10 Lois Gander (2000), Applications of the Internet for Public Legal Education, online at: 
www.acjnet.org/docs/int -ple.doc.  Also see Lois Gander (2003) The Changing Face of Public Legal Education 
in Canada pages 4-9, where she comments: òThe Internet. . . offer PLE news ways of creating, sharing, and 
managing knowledge.ò Online at: http://cfcj-fcjc.org/docs/2003/newsviews06 -en.pdf 

11 The LiveHelp Pilot Project Final Evaluation Report (2008) found that LiveHelp: (a) has high 

satisfaction levels and usage of the service is growing steadily; (b) significantly increases the extent to 
which users feel they had access to information needed to understand their legal rights, and (c) 
appears to increase users' confidence in their ability to follow through and resolve their problems.  
The report is online at: http://www.probono.net/nationalareasearch/item.179623 -
LiveHelp_Pilot_Project_Final_Evaluation_Report?tab=pane_search-results-2 



Clicklaw and Beyond: Public Legal Education and Information Materials in BC  

Page 18 of 70 

practices in the area of providing legal education and information to adults. 12  

In BC, PLEI providers are using the internet in various ways to serve their audiences.  

Two examples are PovNet, with its information sharing among advocates, and the 

upcoming VictimLINK website, which among other things will enabl e a victim to 

receive communications from the victim support worker and Crown counsel .   

Creating general information/education online is different from providing individual  

problem-solving content online.  To date, the relevant research about using online PLEI 

to address individual legal issues has tended to focus upon an iteration of barriers .  

Most often cited are complexity of legal information, challenges with searching, lack of 

online access, and preference for in-person help (Scott, Giddings).  From this 

perspective, a primary role of the internet is one of providing the pathway to in -person 

assistance, through services such as the Clicklaw HelpMap .   

To what extent can PLEI make use of new technologies and software to address the 

need for specific information about individual legal problems?  Again, PLEI may look 

to the health sector for some answers.  As early as 2000 at least one major health study 

suggested that the wide availability of general health information online resulted in 

positive individ ual solutions (Fox & Rainie 2000).13  The rise of social networking may 

be making it easier for people to find personalized health information and assistance 

online, and this may have applicability for PLEI. 14 

                                                 

12 See, for example, Designing Websites Effectively: Promising Practices for Providing Legal Information to the 
Public, Legal Resource Centre Alberta, March 2007. Online at: 
http://www.legalresourcecentre.ca/research.html  

13 The Online Health Care Revolution: How the Web Helps Americans Take Better Care of Themselves, Pew 
Internet & American Life Project, Washington DC, Nov . 26, 2000.  Online at 
http://www.pewinternet.org/report_display.asp?r=26  

14 See, for example, the Wall Street Journal (2008) The Informed Patient: òThe social-networking revolution 
is coming to health care, at the same time that new internet technologies and software programs are 
making it easier than ever for consumers to find timely, personalized health information online .  Patients 
who once connected mainly through email discussion groups and chat rooms are building more 
sophisticated virtual communities that enable them to share information about treatment and coping and 
build a personal network of friends. ó http://online.wsj.com/article/SB116 717686202159961.html 
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2. Overview  

This overview focuses on what is contained on the PLEI resources identified for 

inclusion on the Clicklaw site, www.clicklaw.bc.ca .  In order to understand what the 

site contains, it is necessary to identify what kinds of resources are being included, who 

might use Clicklaw, and how resour ces on Clicklaw are organized. 

22..11  CCll ii cckk ll aawwõõss  oorrggaannii zzaatt ii oonn  

What is included?  

PLEI network members developed criteria for what to include on Clicklaw.  

Clicklawõs content is based on the principle that everyone has the right to know 

the law.  In fact, it is in everyoneõs interest to know the law, because that 

knowledge :  

 empowers individuals and communities to make informed decisions ;  

 increases understanding of the justice system; and  

 enables active participation in a democratic society.  

 Content must help British Columbians resolve or avoid legal problems , or provide law -

related assistance, information, and/or education .  Clicklaw may include resources 

produced by organizations in other provinces if they are relevant in this province ð for 

example, items may provide information about federal laws .   

Clicklaw give s priority to information that is accessible to the general public or specific 

communities or target groups , in plain language, and available at nominal cost or for 

free.  The focus is on content that is produced by non-profit organizations, government, 

or the legal profession.   

PLEI network members will have relevant documents which have not yet been 

included, and it is the goal of Clicklaw to have all of these materials identified.  In some 

cases there may be opportunities for contributors to digitize materials; in other cases it 

will be a matter of ensuring that uses have access to offline PLEI information.  

Clicklawõs primary point of entry is topic -based.  This reflects what the research tells us 

about how people most commonly search for information.  However, Clicklaw also has 

the capacity to enable users or PLEI providers to approach information in a range of 

ways.  For example, users who are representing themselves can access Clicklawõs 

resources through the category of òself-help and forms.ó  
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Figure 1: Criteria for inclusion of PLEI materials on Clicklaw 

Clicklaw includes:  

Content that helps British Columbians resolve their legal problems  

We give priority to practical resources designed to assist people to ð 

 understand their legal rights and responsibilities  

 obtain or enforce their rights or benefits  

 avoid or resolve specific legal problems  

 be effective consumers of legal services when needed  

Content that enhances public understanding of the laws and the legal system  

We also include resources designed to ð 

 increase peopleõs knowledge and understanding of laws and the legal system  

 promote analysis and reform of laws and the legal system  

Services that provide law -related assistance, info rmation, and/or education  

We also include services that provide law-related assistance, information, and/or education to 

British Columbians. 

Content that has a British Columbia focus or is relevant to a British Columbia 

audience  

We may include resources produced by organizations in other provinces if they have information 

about federal laws.   

Content that is accessible to specific communities or target groups  

We also include resources that are ð 

 inclusive, or designed to meet the identified needs of the targeted audience  

 concise, complete and presented in clear language 

Content that is free or low/nominal cost  
We give priority to resources and services that are free. 

Content that is produced by non -profit organizations, government, and the legal 

pro fession  

We may give priority to content produced by non-profit organizations. 

Excluded content  

We donõt include content if it ð 

 is primarily intended for the legal profession  

 is primarily intended to advance the agenda of a political party  

 is defamatory or discriminatory, or promotes illegal activities  

 is intended to solicit business for a commercial law firm or legal service  

 doesnõt have legal content, e.g. annual reports, marketing materials, order forms, 

general newsletters about an organizationõs activities  
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Who will use Clicklaw?  

One of the challenges faced by the Clicklaw team was to come to grips with how to 

develop a site that might address the needs of a diverse user base (all British 

Columbians).  What would users want to access and how would they use the site?  

Audience research was conducted that included interviews with several organizations 

participating in the initiative, surveys on LawLINK  and the Electronic Law Library , and 

analysis of website traffic on those sites and the sites of several participating 

organizations.   

The Clicklaw team looked at patterns in users across several dimensions: 

 age, gender, ethnicity, education, income, language, location  

 technical experience/skills  

 experience with legal system  

 need for assistance  

 frequency of and reason for use  

Six personas were captured in brief descriptions that included a name, photo, goals, 

needs, and behaviour patterns .  For each, a scenario was developed involving a legal 

circumstance, with the aim of understanding what approach they might take to using 

the Clicklaw site.  The personas were: the help seeker, the independent problem-solver, 

the information  seeker, the helper, the educator, and the learner. 

Who are the contributors?  

As Figures 2 & 3 on the following page illustrate,  sources for Clicklaw come primarily 

from the PLEI network (see Appendix A for a list of participants ).  In addition, 

resources identified for Clicklaw  come from non-profit community groups who are not 

part of the network at this time but who provide legal information and assistance .  

Examples include Battered Womenõs Support Services and Pivot Legal.  Resource items 

are also draw from quasi -governmental bodies (entities that act under the authority of 

government) such as the Office of the Public Guardian and Trustee and the BC Business 

Practices and Consumer Protection Authority  (BPCPA). 

In addition, resources identified for inclu sion on Clicklaw come from BC government 

ministries that are not part of the network .  Examples are the information about 

residential tenancy from the Residential Tenancy Branch and the information about 

income assistance from the BC Ministry of Housing and Social Development.  Federal 

government resources account for the majority of items categorized under òOther 

provinces and federal government .ó In addition, there are select items from PLEI 

groups outside of BC, such as ACJNet in Alberta.  

http://www.lawlink.bc.ca/
http://www.bclibrary.ca/ell/
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Figure 2: Clicklaw sources, May 2009 

 

 

Figure 3: Sources for PLEI content 

PLEI Network   

Members of the BC PLEI Network who are participating in the 

Clicklaw project (see Appendix A for details). This includes three 

groups: members of the PLEI Working Group, the broader PLEI 

network, and other groups formally participating in the Clicklaw 

initiative. 

BC non -profits   
BC community groups and non-government authorities not part 

of the PLEI network  

Other BC 

government  
BC government ministries not part of the PLEI network 

Other  provinces 

and federal 

government  

Federal government, PLEI providers in other provinces, individual 

private bar lawyers etc. 

How are site sections organized?  

Clicklaw is divided into four main sections that reflect what the users come to the site to 

do: Solve Problems, Learn and Teach, Reform and Research, and use the HelpMap.   

Figure 4: Sections for PLEI content on Clicklaw 

Solve Problems  Understand your rights, solve legal problems 

 Resources that provide practical legal information designed 

to assist people in understanding their legal rights & 

responsibilities and/or avoid or resolve specific legal 

problems 

Learn and Teach Build awareness of laws and the legal system 

57%

15%

13%

15%

Clicklaw sources

PLEI Network: 57%

Other BC non-profits: 15%

Other BC government: 13%

Other provinces and 
federal government: 15%
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 Resources that are primarily aimed at enhancing public 

awareness of and confidence in laws and how the legal 

system works 

Reform and Research The public window to legal reform and innovations   

 Resources that primarily promote analysis or reform of laws 

and legal policy, or analysis of legal needs and innovative 

solutions 

HelpM ap Find those who can help with legal problems 

 An organization or service that provides law-related 

assistance, information or education to individuals with a 

legal problem on a one-on-one basis 

With approximately 1175 PLEI resources currently identifie d for the Clicklaw  site, Solve 

Problems is the largest section, containing approximately  79% of the content.  (The 

HelpMap is in development as phase 2 of the Clicklaw project and will be completed by 

late 2009.)  

The Solve Problems section contains basic overview items and also more detailed 

guides and manuals that aim to help users interact in some way with the legal system, 

or help others interact.  The Learn and Teach section houses the items that are designed 

for use by learners and teachers.  The items in Reform and Research are primarily 

designed for use by those who have a particular interest in or involvement with making 

the justice system more accessible.  

Figure 5: Clicklaw sections, May 2009 

 

What is the taxonomy?  

A taxonomy is a set of categories used to organize resources.  The PLEI taxonomy was 

sponsored by the PLEI network to enable a coordinated, structured approach to 

79%

16%
5%

Clicklaw sections

Solve Problems: 79%

Reform & Research: 16%

Learn & Teach: 5%



Clicklaw and Beyond: Public Legal Education and Information Materials in BC  

Page 24 of 70 

describing public legal education and information resources from member 

organizations and others.  The PLEI taxonomy is based on user testing, analysis of 

content, and feedback from organizations formally participating in Clicklaw .   

The PLEI taxonomy includes categories for:  

 Topic: what the resource is about or a community to whom the resource is of interest 
(Family law, Debt , Consumer, Seniors, etc.)   

 Resource type: the nature of the information (basics, self-help & forms, etc.)   

 Media format: the format the resource is in (web, video, PDF, etc.)   

 Language: the language of the resource (Chinese, Punjabi, Spanish, etc.)  

 Type of help: for services only, the type of help offered (advice, advocacy, 
information or self -help, etc.).  This facet applies to HelpMap , part of phase 2 
development. 

22..22    CCll ii cckk ll aaww   ccoommppoonneennttss  

Topics 

Topics are grouped by user-centred categories: your family ; your money ; your safety; 

your daily life ; your communities ; and your legal system.  Figure 6 presents the 

Clicklaw topics as they appear on the Clicklaw site, with the current numbers of 

resources listed within each topic.   

Note that individual  resources may contain multiple components.  For example, a single 

Dial -a-Law resource may include  scripts in English, Chinese and Punjabi, plus audio 

versions.   

Also note that the resource base is dynamic and changes frequently. 

Figure 6: Clicklaw resources organized by categories and topics, May 2009  

Your safety  

 
Your daily life  Your communities  

Abuse & family violence: 77 Accidents & injuries: 27 Aboriginal: 27 

Victims & crime: 146 Business & non-profits: 26 Disabilities: 38 

 Consumer: 80 Gays, lesbians, trans, bisexuals: 16 

Your money  Employment: 126 Immigrants: 61 

Debt: 37 Environment: 31 Seniors: 24 

Pensions, benefits & welfare: 142 Housing, tenancy & neighbours: 115 Women: 22 

Taxes & finances: 23 Media & internet: 19  

 Privacy & access to information: 61  
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Your family  Rights & citizenship: 92 Your legal system  

Family law: 229  Legal help & lawyers: 51 

Health: 33  Courts & tribunals: 219 

Wills, estates & life planning: 65  Alternatives to court: 45 

Children & teens: 56  Introduction to legal system: 2815 :  

  
Legal needs & innovative solutions: 

1816  

Resource types 

Resources on Clicklaw are categorized as being one of seven òresource types,ó which 

get at the nature of the information .  The resource types are: Basics; Manuals & books; 

Gateways; Programs & courses; Reports & documents; Self-help & forms; and Teaching 

materials.   

The placement of resource types follows predictable lines: òBasicsó and òSelf-help & 

formsó reside in the section, Solve Problems, while all of the òTeaching materialsó are in 

the section, Learn and Teach. òReports & documentsó are clustered in the section, 

Reform and Research.  òPrograms & coursesó are found in both Solve Problems and 

Learn and Teach, as are Gateways.   

Figure 7 defines these types while Figure 8 on the following page shows their 

proportional representation on the Clicklaw  site.  Note that in considering resource 

types, a resource can only have one resource type (but can have up to four topics). 

Figure 7: Clicklaw resource types 

Basics Basic practical legal information  

Gateways  
Websites or areas of websites that are entry points into a range of 

information  

Manuals & books  Detailed or middle-ground information with a practical focus  

Programs & courses  
Programs, classes, animated or interactive websites & learning tools, 

either online or offline 

Reports &  

documents  
Detailed analysis, evaluation and policy    

Self-help & forms  
Tools to help people get things done (e.g., fillable forms, step-by-step 

how-to, sample wording)  

Teaching materials  Guides, lesson plans, case studies aimed at those teaching or facilitating 

                                                 

15 In Learn and Teach only 

16 In Reform and Research only 
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Figure 8: Distribution of resource types in Clicklaw, May 2009 

 

Media format s 

Figures 9 and 10 show the representation on Clicklaw of the following media formats: 

audio/podcast; multi media; PDF; video; and web.  The bulk of the audio/podcast 

entries (over 90%) are Dial-a-Law audio scripts .  There are additional categor ies, print 

only, and not online (denotes in-person programs, workshops or classes) where the 

numbers are so low as to be statistically invisible .  

 Figure 9: Distribution of media formats in Clicklaw, May 2009 

 

 

58%
15%

9%

7%
6%

3% 2%

Clicklaw resource types

Basics: 58% 

Self-help & forms: 15%

Reports & documents: 9%

Manuals & books: 7% 

Gateways: 6%

Teaching materials: 3%

Programs & courses: 2%

45%

36%

16%

2%1%

Clicklaw formats

Web: 45%

PDF: 36%

Audio/podcast: 16%

Video: 2%

Multimedia: 1%
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Figure 10: Clicklaw media formats 

Audio/podcast   

Multimedia  Animated or interactive website 

PDF  

Video   

Web   

Print only  A resource that is available only in print 

Not online  e.g.  in-person program or workshop 

Languages 

Approximately 27% of the content on Clicklaw  is in languages other than English, with 

17 languages being represented.  Clicklaw is supporting  MOSAIC, a PLEI network 

member, to ensure that Mul tiLingoLegal (the BC portal for PLEI materials in languages 

other than English) is resourced so that it can continue as a complementary website to 

Clicklaw .  MultiLingoLegal describes resources in eight languages other than English, 

allowing users to navig ate to resources in their preferred language. As well, 

MultiLingoLegal carries items in languages other than English not only from the PLEI 

network but also from across Canada. 

Figures 11 and 12 show the numbers of resources in languages other than English that 

currently reside on Clicklaw .  Figure 11 provides the total number of Clicklaw resources 

in languages other than English.  Figure 12 portrays the presence by percentage of the 

top twelve  languages (languages not listed do not individually amount to 1 %).  While  

Chinese is presented a single item for these purposes, items on the site distinguish 

between Simplified and Traditional versions.  

Figure 11: Numbers of Clicklaw resources in languages other than English, May 2009  

Arabic: 6 Japanese: 6 Russian: 5 

Chinese: 332 Korean: 10 Spanish: 55 

Farsi (Persian): 16 Polish: 1 Tagalog: 17 

French: 47 Portuguese: 3 Tamil: 1 

German: 1 Punjabi: 141 Vietnamese: 29 

Hindi: 4  Romanian: 1  
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Figure 12: Presence of non-English languages on Clicklaw, May 2009 
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Clicklaw languages

Arabic: 1%

Chinese: 50%

Farsi (Persian): 2% 

French: 7% 

Hindi: 1%

Japanese: 1%

Korean: 1%

Punjabi: 21%

Russian: 1%

Spanish: 8%

Tagalog: 3% 

Vietnamese: 4%  
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3. Analysis of PLEI content  

This section takes a closer look at user access to BC PLEI online content by focusing on 

an analysis of topics on Clicklaw .  (Note: a resource may appear under multiple topics.)  

Figure 13: Clicklaw resource entries by topic, May 2009  

Gays, lesbians, trans & bisexuals

Legal needs & innovations

Media & internet

Women

Taxes & finances

Seniors 

Business & non-profits 

Accidents & injuries 

Introduction to the legal system

Environment

Health  

Aboriginal 

Debt 

Disabilities 

Alternatives to court 

Legal help & lawyers

Children & teens  

Privacy and access to information

Immigrants 

Wills, estates & life planning 

Abuse & family violence

Consumer 
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Housing, tenancy & neighbours 
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Pensions, benefits & welfare
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3.1  Comparison of Clicklaw with other websites  

LIAC ɀ Legal Information Access Centre, NSW Australia  

LIAC is òa free legal information service for all members of the communityó and LIACõs 

Find Legal Answers17 is in many ways comparable with Clicklaw .  

Figure 14: Legal Information Access Centre (New South Wales) topics  

  

                                                 

17 Find Legal Answers: http://www.legalanswers.sl.nsw.gov.au   
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LIAC & Clicklaw : Points of comparison  

 PLEI in BC has traditionally had a strong family law focus .  On Clicklaw (Figure 

13) òFamily lawó ranks first with highest number of entries.  On the LIAC site 

(Figure 14), however, òFamily law and relationshipsó ranks seventh.   

 The topic òCourts & tribunalsó is ranked very high , with second place on both 

sites.  (LIAC shares this second place with òHuman rights.ó)  The priority 

placement reflects a shared view of the importance to users of this topic.   

 On the LIAC site, òCrimes and offencesó has the greatest number of resources.  

On Clicklaw, òVictims and crimeó has the third  highest number of resources 

(with more entries for offender issues th an for victim issues).  In this respect, 

again, the sites are similar. 

 The topic of housing takes similar places on each site (sixth on both Clicklaw  and 

LIAC) .  Clicklawõs òHousing, tenancy and neighboursó provides a useful if 

extreme illustration of the fact that the truth lies in the details: the topic area is 

strong on tenancy, has some useful housing information, but provides only one 

item (Dial -a-Law script, Neighbour Law) entirely devoted to addressing 

neighbour issues.  LIAC, by contrast, has 28 entries for òNeighbours.ó 

 The placements for òEmploymentó are similar, although the LIAC topic is 

somewhat more prominent, at fourth place on the LIAC site (given the two equal 

second placings), while it is ranked in fifth  place on Clicklaw.  

 LIAC recently add ed òRural law,ó which does not appear on Clicklaw.  LIAC 

also created a new topic, òDebit and credit,ó to replace their old òBanking and 

financesó and deleted òCulture and recreation.ó 

Note that these comparisons provide broad-brush information at best;  the categories 

do not correspondent exactly.  On Clicklaw, human rights is covered under òRights 

and Citizenshipó while on LIAC it is treated as a separate topic.  The LIAC topic, 

òHousing and Landó includes material about land that is not covered within 

Clicklawõs òHousing, tenancy and neighbours.ó  
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LawHelp Oregon  

In the US, LawHelp.org, a national  initiative sponsored by Pro Bono Net, helps low and 

moderate income people find free legal aid programs in their communities, and 

answers questions about their legal rights.  LawHelp Oregon ,18 whose topics are 

featured in Figure 15, provides a typical example of a LawHelp site . 19  

Figure 15: LawHelp Oregon topics, by percentage of entries 

 

LawHelp Oregon  & Clicklaw : Points of comparison  

 Consistent with its focus on low/moderate income, the topic on LawHelp Oregon 

that lists the most resources is òGovernment benefits.ó On Clicklaw, òPensions, 

benefits and welfareó is in the top third of offerings by topic .   

 òSeniorsó is in second place on LawHelp Oregon.  On the Clicklaw  site, òSeniorsó is 

currently placed within  the bottom third of offerings by topics .20  On LawHelp 

Oregon, òHousingó is in third position, which is somewhat more prominent than  

òHousing, tenancy and neighbours,ó ranked sixth on the Clicklaw site . 

                                                 

18 http:// www. oregonlawhelp .org  

19 The content on state sites reflects the amount of funding the participating agencies receive as well as 
their specific mandates.   

20  This could be misleading, as network member BC Centre for Elder Support and Advocacy (BC CEAS) 
has a website in redevelopment. 
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 While òFarm Workersó is fourth on the LawHelp Oregon site, this topic area has 

very few entries on Clicklaw, where it is  situated under òEmployment.ó 

Again, t hese comparisons provide broad -brush information  only, and it is important to 

read them within the co ntext of differences in categorization.  While all items in 

LawHelp Oregon come under ten headings, Clicklaw õs taxonomy has 27 topics. 

CLEONet 

CLEONet21 is a portal site developed by Community Legal Education Ontario .  Unlike  

the previous sites, CLEONet is designed for intermediaries: community workers and 

advocates who work with low -income and disadvantaged communities .   

Figure 16: CleoNet topics by percentage of entries 

 
  

                                                 

21 http://www.cleonet.ca   
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CLEONet & Clicklaw : Points of comparison  

 Like Clicklaw, CLEONetõs highest number of entries is for family law.  

 Criminal law has the second highest number of entries on CLEONet, which is 

comparable with  Clicklaw , where òVictims and Crimeó appears in third place. 

 In contrast to Clicklaw, CLEONet places more emphasis on the topic of immigr ation 

and refugee law.  On CLEONet, this topic contains 8.21% of total entries, while on 

Clicklaw, it constitutes 3.17% of total entries. 

 CLEONet also places more emphasis on the topic of health, with 13 items on the 

subject of long-term care, and 31 items on the subject of patientsõ rights.   (Percentage 

comparisons are difficult to make as CLEONet uses òHealth and Disabilityó as a 

single topic, while Clicklaw separates the two.)  

 CLEONetõs items under òSocial Assistance and Pensionsó are 11.72% of their total 

entries while Clicklawõs items under òPensions, benefits and welfareó are 7.37% of 

total entries. 

 Unlike Clicklaw CLEONet includes òEducation lawó as a topic area.  However,  

Clicklawõs Learn and Teach section addresses many similar issues.   

Again, whil e making comparisons, it is important to note that CLEONet has 14 topics 

while Clicklawõs taxonomy has 27 topics. 

Citizens Advice Bureau Adviceguide  

In the United Kingdom, the Citizens Advice Bureau provides extensive information 

services, including its Ad viceguide.22  This is an online guide with a focus on òpractical, 

up-to-date information on a wide range of topics, including benefits and housing, 

employment rights and discrimination, debt and tax issues.ó  

Figure 17 on the following page lists the Adviceguideõs topics, all of which contain 

multiple units of information within numerous subcategories, each with FAQs and fact 

sheets.  While the Adviceguide is a site in its own right and not a portal, it is relevant 

here because it is aims to cover the gamut of everyday situations in which legal issues 

may arise. 

  

                                                 

22  http:// www.adviceguide.org.uk  
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Figure 17: Citizens Advice Bureau Adviceguide topics, with entries by percentage of total 

 

Adviceguide & Clicklaw: Points of comparison  

 On Adviceguide, as on Clicklaw, òFamily lawó tops the list.  

 òConsumer affairsó is in third place on Adviceguide  at 9.6% of total.  This gives 

much more prominen ce than it receives on Clicklaw, where òConsumeròis in eighth 

place and 4.15% of total.  

 The Adviceguide gives more space to the topic, òTaxó at 9.1% of total, compared 

with Clicklaw õs space of 1.19%.   

 In general, Adviceguide information tends to be broader in scope than on other sites, 

including Clicklaw .  It also deals with issues at a granular  level.   

Summary  

In summary , the comparison with other sites r eveals the following key features about 
Clicklawõs collection of PLEI resources:  

 There is a very strong emphasis on family law  resources. 

 Similar to other  comparable sites, the collection provides numerous  resources about 

court procedures, criminal law, h ousing, and employment.  

 The collection is relatively weak in  a range of òlegal problems of everyday life,ó 

including consumer  law and health law . 
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33..22    CCoommppaarr ii ssoonn  ww ii tthh  ll eeggaall   nneeeeddss  ssuurrvveeyyss  aanndd  aasssseessssmmeennttss  

In recent years much research has been completed into  how people experience legal 

problems.23  This section focuses on the major Canadian and British Columbia surveys 

and studies.   

In Canada, three major surveys were conducted by Dr. A Currie of the Department of 

Justice in 2004, 2006 and 2008.  The surveys are useful for PLEI that focuses on solving 

problems because they provide insight into  how people respond to legal issues (which 

includes taking no action, or taking action that does not bring them into contact with 

legal service providers).  The Department of Justice surveys provide information about 

how often legal problems occur in peopleõs lives, how disruptive these problems are, 

and how important it is to people to resolve their legal problems.  Based on the survey 

results, it is possible to look across three dimensions of user experience: incidence, level 

of disruption, and importance to resolve.   

Figure 18 on the following page presents select problem types from the 2006 

Department of Justice legal needs survey.24  In an effort to compare the survey findings 

with Clicklawõs holdings, matches were sought between the two sets of topics.  In 

making this  comparison, the research drew upon the  inventory prepared for Clicklaw 

(February 2009).  The inventory list s all items within an individual resource  shown on 

the Clicklaw site.  This òbackendó information  yield s a higher level of detail  and thus 

facilitates a more thorough exploration .  

In the survey, òRelationship Breakdownó and òOther Familyó were separate categories.  

For the purposes of comparison they have been combined to match Clicklawõs òFamily 

lawó category.  Similarly, òDiscrimination ó and òPolice Actionó have been put together 

to match Clicklawõs òRights and citizenshipó category.  òHospital treatment and 

releaseó match most of the content in Clicklawõs òHealthó section here they are treated 

as comparable topics.  There were no comparable topics in the Clicklaw for the surveyõs 

topic of òThreat of Legal Actionó so it was omitted .  17 topics used in Clicklaw were 

omitted for the  same reason. 25  

                                                 

23 Legal needs surveys have been conducted in jurisdictions within Canada, the US, UK, Europe, 
Australia, and New Zealand, among others.   

24 Data from the 2006 National Survey of The Civil Justice Problems Of Low And Moderate Income Canadians: 
Incidence and Patterns survey has been adapted for the purposes of comparison with Clicklaw.  

25  Clicklaw topics omitted are: Aboriginal, Abuse & family violence, Alternatives to court, Business & 
non-profits, Children & teens, Courts & tribunals, Environment, GLTB, Introduction to the le gal system, 
Legal help & lawyers, Legal needs & innovations, Media & internet, Privacy & access to information, 
Seniors, Taxes & finances, Victims & crime, and Women. 
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Figure 18: Select problem types by incidence, disruption, and importance to resolve: ranked in descending order by 
percentage 

Problem  
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The three factors ð incidence, level of disruption, and importance to resolve ð provide 
insight into the con texts in which people experience legal problems.  òImmigration ó 
ranks last in the surveyõs Incidence column but is first in terms of Importance to 
Resolve.  Similarly, òConsumeró ranks first in the surveyõs incidence column, but ranks 
last in terms of level of disruption.  

Figure 19 takes the categories that the Clicklaw inventory shares with the legal needs 

study and ranks them by their prevalence (percentage of the content shared with the 

legal needs study topics).  Note that the total inventory numbers ar e greater than those 

that are visible to site users (identified in Figure 13) because the inventory includes all 

items within each resource. 

Figure 19: Clicklaw inventory: selected topics ranked by prevalence, February 2009  

Clicklaw topics matching Department of Justice 

study 

Number  Percentage  

1. Family Law 310 19.00% 

2. Rights & citizenship 197 12.07% 

3. Housing, tenancy & neighbours 177 10.85% 

4. Pensions, benefits & welfare 174 10.66% 

5. Employment 162 9.93% 

6. Wills, estates & life planning 140 8.58% 

7. Consumer 114 6.99% 

8. Immigrants 92 5.64% 

9. Disabilities 90 5.51% 

10. Health 66 4.04% 

11. Accidents & injuries 56 3.43% 

12. Debt 54 3.31% 

Total 1632 100.00% 
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Department of Justice Survey & Clicklaw: Points of comparison  

The national survey figures provide some points of broad comparison with the BC PLEI 

Clicklaw inventory.  

Incidence  

 As Figure 18 indicates, the surveyõs top three legal problems in terms of 
incidence were òConsumer,ó òDebtó and òEmployment.ó While òNeighboursó 
was a topic included only in the third Department of Justice survey (2008), in that 
study it appeared within the top three categories, at a high 19.5%. 

 The Clicklaw inventory  on òConsumeró and òDebtó contrasts with  the high level 
of incidence identified  in the survey .  In the survey (Figure 18), òConsumeró 
ranks number one in terms of incidence, but ranks seventh in the Clicklaw 
inventory , at 6.99% of total entries.  òDebtó ranks second in terms of incidence in 
the survey results but is in last place (12th) in the Clicklaw inventory ranking by 
prevalence, at 3.31% of total entries.  

Level of disruption  

 The survey ranking of #1 for òDisability pensionsó in terms of disruption points 
to the importance of the Clicklaw sections, òPensions, benefits and welfare,ó and 
òDisabilit ies.ó In the Clicklaw  inventory , if the resources from those two 
categories were considered together, the ranking for combined resources would 
put this topic  in second position (16.17%) in terms of disruption .  

 In the survey, òPersonal injuryó ranks second and òFamilyó ranks third  in terms 
of disruption caused by the problem in peopleõs lives. 

Importance to resolve  

 Within the survey òFamily problemsó ranks second highest in terms of 
importance to resolve, which can be compared with first place ranking in the 
Clicklaw  inventory . 

  òPersonal injuryó ranks fourth highest in terms of importance to resolve. 
òAccidents and injuriesó (which includes personal injury) ranks quite low on the 
Clicklaw inventory  ð in 11th place, with only 3.43% of entries.  

Figure 20 depicts the Clicklaw inventory collection by problem area corresponding to 

those areas identified in the Department of Justice Survey 2006 in relation to three key 

findings of the survey : Incidence (the frequency with which individuals experienced  

problems), Disruptive ( how disruptive the problem  was to them), and Importan ce (how 

important it was to them to resolve the problem ) each ranked on a scale from 0 ð 10.   

 



Figure 20: Comparison of topics in the 
Clicklaw inventory with the rankings of 
Incidence, Disruption, and Importance to 
Resolve, Department of Justice legal needs 
survey 2006

Legend for rankings: 

Importance DisruptiveIncidence

 

 

Figure 20 shows the relationship (or lack thereof) between the holdings of the 

Clicklaw inventory and the legal needs survey f indings .  For example,  the 

consumer problems column makes up 7% of the Clicklaw inventory , which rank 

the lowest (at 2.1) in terms  of being disruptive to respondents who experienced a 

consumer problem, and second lowest at 5.1 in terms of being important to 

resolve, but which rank  highest at 10 in terms of incidence.  Employment  

problems, which make up 10% of the Clicklaw inventory , and rank fifth in the 

collection, rank third in incidence at 8.1, seventh in disruptive ness at 5.6, and 
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eighth in importance at 6.9.   Some issues which are both highly disruptive and 

very important to resolve  (Disabilities, Health and Hospital Treatment and 

Accidents & Injuries) are ranked relatively low in terms of the Clicklaw 

inventory .   

Relevant British Columbia survey and studies  

As Figure 21 illustrate s, the results of the 2008 Ipsos Reid survey conducted for 

the Legal Services Society, Legal Problems Faced in the Everyday Lives of British 

Columbians26 are remarkably consistent with those in Department of Justice 

survey.  The LSS online survey focused on low and moderate income British 

Columbians, with  incomes of less than $50,000 a year.  In this study  1,189 British 

Columbians drawn from the internet survey pool responded to a survey about 

problems they had experienced in the last three years.  The impor tance of 

consumer, money/debt, and personal injury among the survey population has 

relevance for future directions of BC PLEI, given the relative lack of emphasis on 

these issues on Clicklaw .  In contrast, other issues also of importance to the 

survey popu lation, such as housing, employment and family law issues are 

currently quite well covered.  

Figure 21: Incidence of problem types in descending order, Legal Problems Faced in the Everyday Lives of 
British Columbians  

Legal Problems Faced in 

Everyday Lives of British 

Columbians  

In descending order  

Percentage of 

respondents 

identifying they had 

experienced a 

problem in this area  

Consumer problems  51% 

Money/debt problems  46% 

Housing/land problems 36% 

Employment problems 35% 

Family relationship problems 32% 

Personal injury problems 29% 

Welfare/social assistance problems  24% 

Wills & power of attorney 

problems 

19% 

Discrimination problems 16% 

Police incidents 15% 

                                                 

26 Online at www.lss.bc.ca 
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Legal action problems 15% 

Hospital/treatment release 

problems 

15% 

Immigration problems 8% 

In the area of poverty law  research27 in BC, the topics of welfare, disability, 

housing, employment insurance, and debt were the top five priorities  in the 2004 

SPARC report, Delivering Poverty Law Services: Lessons from BC and Abroad.28 

Welfare, housing and debt were the top five priority areas in the 2005 Law 

Foundation report, Poverty Law Needs Assessment and Gap/Overlap Analysis.  29 

Figure 22: Pressing problems of poverty law, ranked in order of importance 

Delivering Poverty Law 

Services 

Poverty Law N eeds 

Assessment and Gap/Overlap 

Analysis 

Welfare Welfare  

Disability Benefits Housing  

Residential Tenancy Debt  

Employment Insurance Workersõ Compensation  

Debt/Credit Issues CPP/OAP  

Canada Pension Plan matters  

Workers Compensation   

A comparison of these priorities with items in the PLEI resources available on 

Clicklaw reveals that BC PLEI has well developed information for low -income 

users (both individuals a nd intermediaries) in some poverty law areas, 

specifically within the topics of òDisabilities,ó òPensions, benefits & welfareó and 

òHousing, tenancy and neighbours.ó  However, g iven the importance of debt 

problems within these BC studies, it appears that PLEI resources in the topic area 

of òDebtó warrant review .  

                                                 

27 Poverty law does not include family law.  

28 Andrea Long and A nn Beveridge, SPARC, Delivering Poverty Law Services: Lessons from BC and 
Abroad, 2004, p.11.  Online at  www.sparc.bc.ca 

29 Denice Barrie, Poverty Law Needs Assessment and Gap/Overlap Analysis, p.1.  Online at  
www.lawfoundationbc.org/plna -nov05.pdf   
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33..33  CCoommppaarr ii ssoonn  ww ii tthh  rreell eevvaanntt   ddaattaa  aabboouutt   ccll ii eenntt   uussaaggee  ooff   sseerrvvii cceess  

Clicklawõs resources can also be reviewed in comparison with data about matters 

for which clients have sought legal assistance.  The following are three 

representative examples of client data for the purposes of brief comparison. 

Supreme Court Self -Help Information Centre (SHIC ): Evaluation data (2005) 

for full -service users of the SHIC shows that requests for help were 60% for 

family law matters and 40% for civil law matters .  Within the area of non -family 

civil law, t he top three problem types were personal injury, consumer contract, 

and wills litigation.  

The Law Students Legal Advice Program  saw over 4,052 in 2007/2008.  The 

highest areas of demand were for criminal, family, contract dispute, landlord 

tenant, employer /employee, debt , and tort  law.  Figure 23 provides the figures 

for these problem types. 

Figure 23: LSLAP topics 

LSLAP topics, top areas in 

descending order  

Family law: 562+ Divorce 244 

Criminal: 598 

Contract dispute: 459 

Landlord/tenant: 268 

Employer/Employee: 222 

Debt: 193 

Tort (negligence etc) 182 

LawLINE : Between March 31, 2007 and February 9, 2009, LawLINE handled 

26,204 issues.  The top priorities in descending order are illustrated in Figure 2 4. 

Figure 24: LawLINE topics 

LawLINE topics , top areas in 

descending order  

Family law: 29% (n=9373) 

Criminal law: 13% (n=3728) 

Consumer rights: 8% (n=2378) 

Housing: 7% (n=2092) 

Debt: 7% (n=1943) 



Clicklaw and Beyond: Public Legal Education and Information Materials in BC  

Page 44 of 70 

Health & estates: 6% (n=1681) 

Employment law: 5% (n=1374) 

In addition, short service and civil procedure  was 8% of the total issues. 

A review of data for clients who seek legal assistance suggests that BC PLEI is on 

track with Clicklawõs strong emphasis on the topics of òFamily lawó and 

òVictims and crime.ó  However, the comparisons suggest that PLEIõs response to 

topics within civil law (e.g.  contract dispute, consumer rights, and personal 

injury) may not match the level of demand for legal information and help in the 

BC population .   

33..44    CCoommppaarr ii ssoonn  ww ii tthh  ddaattaa  aabboouutt   oonnll ii nnee  uussee  

The comparison with relevant d ata about online use will be a central strategy in 

assessing future PLEI online needs. 

PLEI providers can learn about user response to online PLEI by taking into 

account variables such as what pages drive the most page views on their sites, 

how long users stay on the site, and how they reach the site.  While some PLEI 

providers analyze their collections on this basis, there has been little shared 

discussion about results and online use data has not formed the basis for joint 

planning.  

Clicklaw, with the use  of Google Analytics among numerous network members, 

will enhance this body of information and facilitate responses based on the 

evidence provided by internet traffic .  Most importantly, it will facilitate shared 

planning .  For example, if online material developed on a specific topic or for a 

specific community has very few users, this could prompt an investigation as to 

whether or not the material and/or format may be appropriate, and what 

changes could be made. 

An initial step in the development of Click law was to conduct online surveys on 

the LawLINK and Electronic Law Library  (ELL) websites, the two BC portal -like 

PLEI sites that have now been òfolded intoó Clicklaw.  Over 200 responses to the 

surveys provided learning that applies to Clicklaw and also has ramifications for 

the network of PLEI sites. 

 Over half of the respondents were members of the public (53%).  Some 
40% were advocates and intermediaries, and 4% were educators.  
Interestingly, of the two sites, Electronic Law Library had a greater 
percentage of respondents who were members of the public (56%, 

http://www.pleiportal.org/2008/02/25/surveying-users/
http://www.pleiportal.org/2008/02/25/surveying-users/
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compared to 45% on LawLINK) .  Even though ELL w as originally 
developed as a tool for public librarians, it obviously evolved into a site 
that was used extensively by the public .   

 Respondents were accessing the two sites from home (50%), work (33%), 
public libraries (10%), and other public -access computers (5%).   

 Over half the respondents were visiting the sites for the first time (54%) .  
This was even more pronounced for the Electronic Law Library (where 
60% were first-time users).   

 Respondents arrived on the sites in a variety of ways:  

- 28% from Google searches 

- 28% by following a link from another site  

- 17% from bookmarks/favourites  

- 5% typed in the address directly  

 The high percentage of users arriving on the Electronic Law Library  and 
LawLINK by following links from other sites reinforces the value o f 
having strong linkages among the PLEI provider sites , as well as between 
those sites and Clicklaw.  And clearly all sites including Clicklaw aim to 
achieve high results in Google and other search engines.30  

 The introduction of Clicklaw widgets will enabl e PLEI providers (and 
others) to display portions of the Clicklaw content on their own sites .  
These widgets will:  

-  offer the public more entry points into PLEI  

- strengthen linkages between PLEI providers  

- create a visible network of linked content, convey ing a sense of 
cohesiveness across the community of PLEI providers 

                                                 

30 The network of links (network sites > Clicklaw> network sites) will assist people to find what 
they are looking for, and has the added bonus of helping the content of PLEI sites climb in 
Google results (links count as votes in Googleõs PageRank algorithm, a key ingredient that 
determines search results sets). 
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4. Analysis of PLEI resource types  and formats  

This section makes some suggestions about Clicklawõs major resource types and 

formats, with a view to prompting discussion about possible future directions.   

44..11  RReessoouurrccee  ttyyppeess  

Basics: Within Clicklaw resource types, the category of òBasicsó dominates at 

58%.  This category covers a wide range of print and web items.  Primary among 

them are what can be described as overviews.  These are short, summary 

introductions to the issue, typically ending with some referrals to additional 

information .  A typical example of an overview would be a Dial -a-Law script, in 

its variant print and audio versions .  The brevity of overviews places major 

constraints on how much information can be provided.  

Self -help & forms : Constituting 15% of Clicklaw, this resource type covers a 

wide range of user needs.  In some instances users are now expected to be able to 

go online and perform a number of tasks that are technologically quite advanced.  

An example is using Court Services online to search court records.  In others 

instances users are required to download and prepare forms, such as Supreme 

Court forms, which are written in legalese.   

Clicklaw contains online self -help guides to assist users with court and tribunal 

procedures. The guides move step-by-step, are in plain language, and are 

organized from a lay personõs point of view.  While some are PDFs of print 

formats, others are written with online users in mind.  Tec hnological advances in 

online forms completion will make the userõs task somewhat easier.  However, 

document assembly programs are complex to implement and raise privacy 

concerns. 

Reports &  documents : At 9% of Clicklawõs holdings, this area could benefit from 

discussion about how to tailor items so that they are appropriate for users who 

are not legal professionals.  Some materials, such as those from the Scow 

Institute, are clearly organized for different users .  The Scow Institute has a series 

of fact sheets for entry-level users and the full reports for sophisticated 

researchers. 

Manuals & books : Within th e less populated resource types, òManuals and 

booksó makes up 7% of Clicklawõs holdings.  In this resource type users find two 

kinds of products: (a) advanced information such as chapters of the LSLAP 

manual, written for law students; and (b) what can be described as òmiddle -

ground information .ó  
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òMiddle-ground informationó can be defined as follows: a resource item of sufficient 

length to (a) identify major user issues; (b) explain how those issues fit within a legal 

framework; (c) provide options; (d) answer basic questions; and (e) provide referrals.  

Middle-ground information can be web-based or print-based.  A typical example of middle-

ground information would be the Peopleõs Law School booklets of recent years.   

A striking feature of BC PLEI online where there are gaps (see section 5.2 of this 

paper) is that the òmiddle -ground information ó is missing.  Typically, a gap area 

provides overview informa tion and in some but not all instances moves on to 

advanced information, such as the LSLAP manual.  This area could benefit from 

discussion about ways to more clearly distinguish òmiddle-groundó information 

from òadvancedó information. 

Gateways: At 6% of Clicklawõs resources, this type refers to websites and areas 

of websites that lead to relevant information.   

Teaching materials: At 3% of Clicklawõs resources, this type refers to materials 

prepared for teachers and facilitators. 

Programs &  courses: At 2% of Clicklawõs resources, this type identifies the 

programs and courses that may be relevant to Clicklaw users.   

44..22  PPrr ii nntt   &&   ww eebb  ff oorrmmaattss  

On the Clicklaw site 31 over a third of  the online content is in PDF.  PDF is 

basically a print format that has been posted online. 

Demand for print and online information is ongoing .  PLEI users want and need 

information in print .  As the 2006 PLE Review comments, 

While we recommend that all information be on the Web, core information for 
clients and some self-help must be in print .  Many in our client group donõt use the 
Web to find information and many intermediaries, even if they have access to a 
computer, lack the time and financial resources to download and print PDF files for 
their clients.32 

From an online userõs point of view, however, PDF may not be the best format.  

People who are familiar with documents can search a PDF, and a table of 

contents may be offered ð but negotiating the content successfully requires 

                                                 

31 May 2009 

32  PLE Review: Reflections and Recommendations on Public Legal Education Delivery in BC, vi. 
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familiarity with research skills .  If you donõt have these skills , information that is 

hidden is likely to remain hidden .  For example, the Aboriginal Law Manual 

contains much useful information about a range of topics , such as bankruptcy, 

housing, and residential schools.  This information is tucked away within t he 

PDF and a user would have to pick up the scent before they would go looking .  

The LSS family law website fact sheets, on the other hand, are examples of 

materials that are written for online users, with links, and a heading on every 

page.   

Accessing PDFs through search engines can be a hit -and-miss affair .  From the 

PLEI site providerõs point of view, it is a challenge to get them ranked well.33 

The print and online experiences are different and it is not the case that one 

process fits both.34  The current approach of developing a print product, then 

making it do double duty by saving it as a PDF has serious flaws. 

PLEI practitioners are well aware of the body of research that details how writing 

for the web is different from writing for print .  For example: 

 Reading from screens is slower than reading from paper ð up to 25% slower. 

 Online content should aim for  50% of the word count of its print equivalent.  

 Up to 79% of users scan the page instead of reading word for word (this 
varies on what is being read, but the general point is that users scan online 
much more than they do in print) . 

 Online users are looking for that one piece of information, and they want it as 
quickly as possible.  They are searching for their òneedle in the haystack.ó35  

 While print an d TV are narrative and linear, the web experience is non-
narrative  and non-linear:  the user dips in and out of the vast stream of 
information .   

 Web learning (reading text online) has been described as òjust-in-timeó 
learning, while óbig picture learningó is said to be better accomplished in 
other media.36 

                                                 
33 For example, PDFs tend to be static and are updated  infrequently . Few PDFs are optimized for 
searches; they tend not to have header tags or metatags. Often they do not have links, and as 
such, do not benefit from search algorithms which include links in/out.   

34 There is interesting debate in the medical field about comprehension of online media vs. pri nt 
(most studies have focused on reading speed).  See for example, Heading Frequency and 
Comprehension: Studies of Print vs. Online Media: 
http://www.stc.org/ConfProceed/2005/PDFs/0032.pdf  

35 The web developers for Clicklaw, whose framework is the online en vironment, suggested 
òhaystackó as a possible name for the portal. 
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The PLEI network may wish to consider these issues in more detail, as they are 

central to the delivery of the majority of PLEI materials .  

When it comes to materials developed exclusively for web users, BC PLEI has 

some state-of-the art resources. For example, the Legal Services Societyõs family 

law website shows what can currently be accomplished in terms of providing 

extensive online information on a legal topic in a range of formats.   

44..33  AA uuddii oovvii ssuuaall   &&   mmuull tt ii mmeeddii aa  ff oorrmmaattss  

BC PLEI providers, especially those with the strongest array of resources, are 

producing innovative audio, video and multimedia in response to identified 

needs and tailored for specific audiences.  As Figure 9 in section 2.1 illustrates, on 

the Clicklaw site ,37 1% of items are listed as multimedia, 2% as videos, and 16% 

as audio/podcasts  (with over 90% of these being Dial-a-Law audio scripts ).   

It is often said that we now live in a visual culture and six times as many people 

prefer to watch  a video than read printed information .  When it comes to PLEI 

materials, this raises a number of questions.  A preference for visual 

entertainment does not necessarily mean that visual information is easier for 

users to comprehend or to work with .  It depends on the users, and on what they 

need to do or what they are seeking to find out. 38   

These formats have advantages when people are most comfortable within an  oral 

tradition, and/or may have difficulties with prose, either online or in print .  For 

example, the report, Building Bridges, comments that Aboriginal people are 

highly literate in the oral tradition, pointing to a need for greater emphasis on 

audiovisual materials in PLEI for Aboriginal peoples. 39   

Audio, video and multimedia formats also have th e potential to break down 

barriers for members of multicultural  communities who cannot access PLEI 

resources in English.  They may be particularly relevant for users  who have low 

literacy  skills in their first language or whose cultural preferences for 

                                                                                                                                                 

36 See, for example, Jakob Neilson, òWriting Style for Web versus Print.ó Online at: 
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/print -vs-online-content.html  

37 May 2009 

38 A video vignette would  be tedious in the extreme for users who could scan print information 
and get the same information in a matter of seconds. 

39 Building Bridges, p. 21 
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communication are audio or visual .  The Ontario study, Connecting Across 

Language and Distance comments: 

There has been good headway in producing multilingual text materials, but progress 
has been slower with audio and other formats. 40 

In terms of video and mu ltimedia formats, BC PLEI contains state-of-the art 

resources.  Examples include sites developed by the Law Courts Education 

Society such as legalrights4U41 and Courts of BC.42  While v ideo and multimedia 

educational PLEI destined for a student learning envi ronment work within 

clearly understood parameters, the use of these formats for adult PLEI users is 

exploratory and innovative .  For example, online video has great potential in 

assisting self-helpers who interact with the legal system.  No matter how 

sophisticated laypeople are, the justice system is an unfamiliar environment .  

PLEI such as the Law Courts Educationõs Courttips43 enables the user to look into 

that environment  and to some extent òexperienceó it ahead of time.  This kind of 

òfront-endó experiential orientation can yield valuable  learning  because the 

format has the capacity to convey a feel and a tone, and to provide clues about 

what to expect.   

Despite general agreement about their value, there is not a strong body of 

research into the role of audio, video and multimedia PLEI online.  Evidence 

certainly exists that online use of educational videos is increasing.  A major US 

study on the use of online video has found that 57% of online adults have used 

the internet to watch or download video, an d 19% do so on a typical day.  Of 

those surveyed, 22% reported they watched or downloaded educational videos 

online.44  To date, much of the research information about online formats comes 

from marketing. 45  More investigation is needed about how this applie s to PLEI.  

                                                 

40 Connecting Across Language and Distance, p.20 

41 http://www.legalrights4u.ca/  

42 http://www.courtsofbc.ca/  

43  http://w ww.courttips.ca  

44 Mary Madden (2007) Online Video, Pew Internet & American Life Project  
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Online_Video_2007.pdf .  Also see other topics under 
Pew Internet & American Life Project, Online Activities and Pursuits.  Online at: 
http://www.pewinternet.org/topics.asp?page=2&c=1  

45 The Wharton School of Business showed that video boosts comprehension and retention by 
50% over a live presentation.  Other industry studies have shown that video expedites buying 
decisions by 72% versus print.  Quoted from http://www.onlinevideonews.com  
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One interesting approach being used at the Legal Services Society is to conduct 

testing of the same information conveyed in different formats online (e.g.  print 

only, audio+print, video), to gain a better understanding of user preferences.   

44..44  EExxppaannddii nngg  ooppppoorr ttuunnii tt ii eess  ff oorr   eennhhaanncceedd  ff oorrmmaattss  

Many of the groups in the PLEI network are primarily service providers .  PLEI is 

an adjunct activity .  It is likely that a majority of these groups would be 

interested in expanding their PLEI in terms of format ty pes (e.g. possibly offering 

audio, video and multimedia online) but lack the resources to do so .   

The way forward may be for groups to develop something like the òcircuit rideró 

or òe-rideró model used by PovNet, in the UK,46 and by Pro Bono Net in the US.47  

In the circuit rider model, expert help is available to groups to assist them to 

develop their online communications .  BC PLEI groups may benefit from 

extending this kind of  collaborative effort; it  would mean that not every group 

has to develop its own  coordination  and/or production expertise, but could call 

upon expert technical assistance as needed.  

The larger BC PLEI groups (in particular, the Law Courts Education Society and 

Legal Services Society) have dedicated resource expertise to developing on line 

materials.  In the area of enhanced formats, BC PLEI is making contributions that 

rank with any  comparable online efforts across Canada and internationally.  Part 

of Clicklawõs mandate will be  to assist in making these resources more widely 

accessible.  It would also be worthwhile for PLEI network members to regularly 

share their òbest practice approaches,ó possibly in an online format such as a 

PLEIWG wiki.  

                                                 

46 For UK circuit rider information, see: 
http://www.ictknowledgebase.org.uk/lasacircuitridercasestudy  

47 For an interesting example of how the Pro Bono Net LawHelp circuit rider model is being built 
upon, see the following comments on a Court Collaboration Circuit Rider: 
http://groups.nten.org/vb/showthread.php?t=259  
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5. Identification of gaps and overlaps  

55..11    AA pppprrooaacchh  ttoo  ggaappss    

There are many ways to think  about gaps.  This paper takes a content approach, 

which provides broad -brush information .  In the PLEI community, front -line 

service providers and PLEI producers identify gaps in a range of informal ways .  

For example, the service providers at the Supreme Court Self-Help Information 

Centre found that centre users were struggling with what to do about costs ð and 

an information booklet was prepared with their expert, practical input .  A more 

formal approach to identifying gaps is the path taken by the Legal Services 

Society, where The Struggle for Justice research with Aboriginal communities was 

followed by the Building Bridges recommendations, with  PLEI gaps being 

identified through the process .   

Another example is the way in which m apping  carried out as part of the Justice 

Access Center initiative identified PLEI gaps in underserved communities .  For 

example, Voices from the Field found a lack of information tailored to people in 

rural and remote communities .  Clicklaw  has one item, Legal Help for Rural British 

Columbians, developed from a focused rural point of view . 48  In addition, 

Clicklaw  includes resources that focus on Aboriginal populations in rural areas .  

For the most part, however, rural populations are under -served.  For example, 

the Gay/Lesbian/Tran s/Bisexual  (GLTB) information on Clicklaw is almost all 

developed by The Centre, an urban group serving an urban population.  

To effectively identify gaps and overlaps, a content approach needs to be 

grounded on evidence that has identified PLEI use in context: who needs the 

PLEI, how they use it, when and where they use it.  The context includes the fact 

that the traditional paradigm of PLEI information >legal advice > legal 

representation often does not apply.  Todayõs PLEI users are typically being 

asked to do more.  This context also includes the fact that people who experience 

social and economic disadvantage face barriers to access.  PLEI providers may 

tailor resource materials to reach disadvantaged people, but the appropriateness 

of the product does not by itself transcend these barriers.  Complementary in -

person services may be necessary to deliver the PLEI  and to deal with the legal 

problem. 

                                                 

48 Cliff Thorstensen (2008) Legal Help for Rural British Columbians. Available online from Access 
Justice at: http://www.accessjustice.ca/down loads/LegalGuideforRuralBC.pdf  
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55..22    MM aattrr ii xx  ii ddeenntt ii ff yyii nngg  ggaappss  bbyy  ccoonntteenntt  

A review of Clicklaw and a comparison with similar  websites and with f indings 

from the research and client service data reveals the gaps outlined in the 

following  matrix. 49   

The matrix is topic -based.  The matrix focuses on gaps in content areas where the 

research suggests there are client needs and therefore opportunities for online 

resource development to meet those needs.  Gaps are identified as being large, 

medium, or small .  This is inelegant and imprecise, but it provides a starting 

point .   

The rationale for identifying a gap as òlargeó is based primarily on the amount of 

information items currently available on the Clicklaw  site.  From some topics ð 

òAboriginal,ó òCourts & tribunals,ó and òLegal help & lawyersó ð there is an 

additional editorial assertion that given the nature of user need, every effort is 

needed.  This assertion is based on research that finds (a) barriers to service are 

acute within Aboriginal communities, and (b) the need for access to legal help is 

intense, in particular among self -representing litigants who are dealing with 

tribunal/court processes .   

Some topic areas are identified as having a òsmalló or òmediumó gap because 

these areas have traditionally been well covered  by BC PLEI.  In many instances 

addressing the topic has been part of  the mandate of a particular group or set of 

groups.  Examples of such topics are: abuse and family violence, disabilities, 

family law, immigration, pensions and benefits, rights and citizenship, and 

tenancy.  This matrix is not intended in any way to obscure the need for ongoing 

updating and new work in these vit al areas.   

The matrix takes a quantitative approach to content, which should be 

approached with caution .  Neither the matrix nor the paper as a whole examines 

topic areas with an eye to passing editorial judgment (e.g.  òthis topic area has X 

pieces of clear, user-focused information and Y pieces of information  that could 

be improvedó).  This would, however, be an appropriate task for network 

members as they plan collaboratively for the future.   

                                                 

49 The categories are the topics on Clicklaw, and they aim to frame issues as users would 
approach them, rather than as the legal system approaches them.  For example, administrative 
law, tort law, and contract law are not cat egories by themselves.  
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Figure 25: Matrix of gaps 

TOPIC  OVERVIEW  GAP  COMMENTS, 

QUESTI ONS & 

SUGGESTIONS  

Aboriginal  Aboriginal PLEI content needs to 

be developed and delivered by 

Aboriginal people informed by 

Aboriginal communities.   

There are resources within the 

current BC PLEI collection that 

meet this standard.  Examples 

include items from the Scow 

Institute, the Law Courts Education 

Society, and Legal Services Society.   

Given the acute legal needs within 

Aboriginal communities, efforts 

need to be maintained across a 

range of areas. 

Gap: Large 

 

 

To what extent are print 

resources used? Is their 

main audience 

intermediaries?  

To what extent are 

online video/multimedia 

formats appropriate?  

What is the most 

effective way to deliver 

PLEI content, given the 

preference for service 

delivery to be in person, 

Aboriginal, and local? 

Abuse & fam ily 

violence  

PLEI providers have long- 

established connections with front-

line services, and Clicklaw reflects 

this relationship   

Current networks are well situated 

to determine the need for new 

information, and community-driven 

content has been developed by BC 

PLEI.   

 

Gap: Small 

 

Is content allegedly for 

end-users in fact being 

used more by 

intermediaries (e.g. 

Speaking of Abuse)? And 

does that matter? 

Do we have sufficient 

outreach information for 

non-legal professionals 

who may be the 

pathways to legal help? 

What are the new areas 

of understanding in this 

area that need to be 

conveyed more broadly 

to users or reflected in 

reform and research 

items? 

Alternatives to 

court  

Clicklaw has relatively few items.  

They include information from the 

Dispute Resolution Office, a self-

help item from the BCSCSHIC, and 

information about mediation 

services.  To some extent this 

topic is covered within others 

topics.   

The òCourts and tribunalsó topic, 

for example, encompasses 

alternatives to trial. 

Gap: 

Medium 

 

Is further content 

warranted?  It seems 

counter-intuitive to have 

few items in this topic 

area, given the attention 

it receives in the 

research.   

A review of the 

resources on this topic 

may be in order.   

Accidents & 

injuries   

The research indicates that this is a 

priority area for PLEI users, but its 

importance is not reflected in BC 

Gap: Large 

 

This area may lend itself 

to being a section of a 

website dedicated to 
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PLEI resources.  There are 

overviews and then there is 

information prepared for law 

students.  There is a lack of middle-

ground information (see 4.1 for a 

definition).   

 everyday civil law 

questions.  It could begin 

by answering basic 

questions, e.g.  Are 

different types of 

accidents treated 

differently? 

Business & 

non-profits  

There are gaps in this topic.  All of 

the BC-based PLEI items about 

business within the Solve Problems 

section are Dial-a-Law scripts, 

which are by necessity brief.   

The current basic information 

focuses on starting a small 

business/forming a partnership or 

private company.   

Items for non-profits focus on 

start-up and maintaining non-profit 

status.   

In both areas there is a lack of 

middle-ground information.   

The treatment of business as a 

topic area reflects the following 

approach: (a) Self-Counsel Press 

has business topics covered; and 

(b) business people can afford 

lawyers. 

Gap: Large 

 

 

Would it be consistent 

with PLEI priorities to 

develop PLEI for those 

who run/work in small 

businesses?  Are there 

community-specific 

needs? (In the past BC 

has had PLEI in Spanish 

about franchises, for 

example.)  

This area may lend itself 

to being a section of a 

website dedicated to 

everyday civil law 

questions.   

In the area of non-

profits, there may be a 

demand for information 

about òenterprising non-

profitsó (non-profits that 

conduct a small 

business).   

One initial strategy 

would be to investigate 

the nature of resources 

available from financial 

institutions. 

Children & 

teens 

The PLEI content has a significant 

number of items under this topic.  

In the Learn and Teach section of 

Clicklaw it has the highest number 

of entries. 

Across the inventory there is little 

information that is youth driven 

(i.e. developed by youth for youth).   

 

Gap: 

Medium 

 

 

Would an updated Legal 

Beagle or equivalent be a 

benefit, or is this need 

being met in other ways? 

Is it worth exploring the 

possibilities for youth 

peer-to-peer legal 

information online?  

One strategy would be 

to explore the range of 

options used in other 

jurisdictions. 

Consumer  The indicators from the research 

are unequivocal about the high 

incidence of consumer issues in the 

general population.   

Given the paucity of consumer 

Gap: Large 

 

 

There are compelling 

arguments for a major 

effort in this area: (a) 

there is evidence of 

demand; and (b) 






























