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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  
The 2019 California Justice Gap Study1 found that 60% of low-income Californians experienced at least 

one civil legal problem in the past year and that low-income households averaged four problems 

during the year, which was double the rate among wealthier households. These problems spanned a 

range of legal areas, including issues with rental housing, child custody, and family-related issues such 

as seeking guardianship. These problems were often described as having a severe negative impact on 

the individuals facing them. 

The Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act (AB590)2 established pilot projects to provide legal representation 

for self-represented3 low-income parties in civil matters involving critical livelihood issues such as 

housing, child custody, domestic violence, guardianship, and conservatorship. The Appointed Legal 

Counsel in Civil Cases Act (AB330)4 expanded and strengthened the Shriver Program. All pilot projects 

involve one or more legal services agencies working in collaboration with the local superior court. The 

purpose of the pilot projects is to improve court access, increase court efficiency, and improve the 

quality of justice. Shriver services were intended for individuals with an income at or below 200% of 

the federal poverty level (FPL).  

Since the Shriver Program’s inception in 2012, a total of 43,266 low-income litigants have received 

some type of civil legal service. More than 20,000 of these individuals received full representation by a 

Shriver attorney (help on all aspects of the case). Nearly 17,000 of them received limited scope legal 

assistance (“unbundled services”) provided by a legal services organization, such as brief counsel and 

advice, preparation of forms, and help with trial preparation. An additional 6,000 litigants received 

court-based services, such as mediation, settlement conferences, and expanded self-help services. Of 

the 43,000 litigants served, about 39,000 were involved in unlawful detainer (eviction) cases, about 

3,000 were involved in child custody cases, and about 1,000 were involved in guardianship or 

conservatorship cases. 

The evaluation of the Shriver pilot projects is one of the largest access to justice studies undertaken. 

The study employs a mixed methods design and utilizes data collected from multiple sources over 

time. This report presents information gathered on the ten pilot projects that were funded between 

2015 and 2019. In total, this includes six pilot projects focused on housing cases, three projects focused 

on child custody cases, and one project focused on guardianship and conservatorship (probate) cases. 

 
1 The State Bar of California (2019). 2019 California justice gap study. Retrieved from: 
http://board.calbar.ca.gov/docs/agendaItem/Public/agendaitem1000025128.pdf 
2 Assem. Bill 590; Stats. 2009, ch. 457. 
3 The term “self-represented” refers to litigants who appear in court or participate in their cases without representation by an attorney. 
4 Assem. Bill 330; Stats. 2019, ch. 217. 

http://board.calbar.ca.gov/docs/agendaItem/Public/agendaitem1000025128.pdf
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S h r i v e r  H o u s i n g  P i l o t  P r o j e c t s  

Given the dearth of affordable housing in California and the rate at which rents have outpaced wages 

in most areas of the state, eviction is one of the most pressing civil justice issues for low-income 

individuals, as the loss of housing poses a wide range of short- and long-term risks and consequences 

for families. These risks can be particularly severe for vulnerable tenants, such as the elderly and 

people with disabilities. Among low-income populations, it is very common for unlawful detainer cases 

to involve landlords with legal representation and tenants without the resources to retain counsel. By 

balancing the playing field, the Shriver Program sought to provide equal access to justice and to ensure 

that cases were decided on their merits and not as a result of one side having legal representation. In 

the past 5 years, the Shriver Program funded housing pilot projects in Fresno, Kern, Los Angeles, 

Sacramento, San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Yolo Counties. 

Data for the evaluation of the Shriver housing pilot projects were collected from multiple sources 

including program services data, individual court case files, data from court case management systems, 

interviews with tenants, and interviews and site visits with Shriver project staff and stakeholders from 

both legal services and the courts. In addition, a random assignment study was conducted with three 

projects to compare tenants who received Shriver services with those who did not.  

Who was served by the Shriver Housing Pilot Projects? 

From 2015 through 2019, the six housing pilot projects provided legal services to more than 19,000 

low-income tenants facing eviction. Most Shriver clients were female and people of color. About one 

third experienced a disability or chronic health condition, and three out of ten tenants were at risk of 

losing a housing subsidy. More than half had minors living in their households. Within these cases, 

more than 55,000 household members were impacted by the Shriver legal services. 

The median monthly income among Shriver housing clients was $1,069, well below the 2019 FPL, and 

the majority of clients experienced rental cost burden. Across the projects in 2018 and 2019, 82% of 

clients spent more than 30% of their monthly household income on rent, and 61% spent 50% or more. 

What services were provided by the Shriver Housing Pilot Projects? 

More than half of Shriver housing clients received full representation by a Shriver attorney and the 

remainder received unbundled services, such as brief counsel and advice or help filing an answer. 

Shriver representation helped to balance the playing field in these cases: Of those tenants who 

received full representation from Shriver counsel, nearly all (95%) were facing a landlord who was 

represented by counsel (1% were not and 4% were missing this information). 

Court-based Shriver services for unlawful detainer cases included self-help centers, mediation services, 

and electronic filing systems. One court established a Housing Settlement Master and instituted 

mandatory settlement conferences for all unlawful detainer cases that were scheduled for trial. Two 
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projects established relationships with the local housing inspectors to inspect and document 

properties with habitability concerns. 

Notable impacts of the Shriver Housing Pilot Projects 

Study findings demonstrated that, relative to cases with self-represented tenants, cases with Shriver 

full representation for tenants had the following impacts. 

Shriver clients had more access to and participation in the justice system.  

Tenants’ access to justice depends on their ability to successfully file a written response to the 

unlawful detainer complaint within 5 days. Inability to do so results in a default, whereby tenants lose 

possession of the property without ever presenting their side of the case. In unlawful detainer cases, 

defaults tend to be very common. In 2019, across four of the counties with Shriver housing pilot 

projects, the average default rate was approximately 40%. Shriver services are effective in helping 

tenants surmount this initial important hurdle. In the random assignment study, the default rate 

among Shriver full representation cases was effectively zero,5 compared to 26% among self-

represented litigants. The lower rate of default judgments is an important indication of access to 

justice for these families. 

Shriver representation led to more settlements and fewer trials. 

Balancing the playing field did not appear to make unlawful detainer proceedings more combative or 

drawn-out. Instead, it increased the likelihood of settlement. Across all six pilot projects, 66% of 

tenants with Shriver representation settled their cases and 4% resolved their cases via trial (18% were 

dismissed, 4% resolved another way, and 8% were unknown). Random assignment study found that 

the settlement rate with balanced representation is significantly higher (67%) and the trial rate lower 

(3%), than what occurs when the tenant is self-represented (34% and 14%, respectively).  

One Shriver housing pilot project established a court-based Housing Settlement Master and required 

parties in unlawful detainer cases to meet with the Settlement Master before the trial date. Early data 

suggest that this intervention was effective and further bolstered the settlement rate (79%). 

Most tenants moved, but very few Shriver clients were forcibly evicted. 

Across all six pilot projects, among cases that received full representation, tenants in 71% of cases 

ultimately moved out of their homes (18% stayed in their homes and 11% were unknown). Likewise, 

the random assignment study found that possession was obtained by the landlord in roughly 75% of 

cases, although that study indicated little difference based on tenant representation status. Although a 

minority of cases ended with the tenant retaining possession of the property, possession was retained 

more often among cases with Shriver-represented tenants than among cases with self-represented 

 
5 8% of Shriver full representation cases ended with a default judgment. However, in all of these cases, the tenants presented for service 
with a default already entered and the Shriver attorney was unable to have it set aside. 
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tenants. (Note that possession was unknown for cases that ended in dismissal, roughly 20% of the 

random assignment sample.) 

Importantly, although most Shriver representation clients ultimately moved, across all six projects, very 

few (3%) cases ended with a formal eviction (i.e., the court issued a judgment against the tenant, and 

the tenant had to vacate). Given that all tenants had been served an eviction notice, it is notable that 

such a small proportion faced an actual lockout. 

Instead, of the Shriver representation clients who ultimately moved, the majority (83%) did so as part 

of a negotiated settlement. Among the self-represented tenants who moved, just 44% did so as part of 

a settlement agreement. Moving as part of a settlement helps to calm emotional tensions on both 

sides and to foster a transition that is better planned, less disruptive, and less damaging for tenants by 

offering some additional stability.  

Shriver representation case outcomes favored longer term housing stability.  

Shriver attorneys were able to help low-income tenants save money. Shriver attorneys negotiated 

waivers or reductions in past-due rent and other fees. As a result, across all six projects, the median 

amount saved by Shriver-represented tenants was $903. In addition, the random assignment study 

results showed that, compared to self-represented tenants, fewer Shriver-represented tenants were 

ordered to pay holdover damages (17% vs. 9%, respectively) or landlord attorney fees (34% vs. 19%). In 

the random assignment sample, the median amount saved was $2,413 among Shriver representation 

cases and $1,645 among comparison cases. Avoiding these costs enables low-income tenants to put 

their resources toward securing a new rental unit. 

Shriver attorneys helped protect low-income tenants’ credit, supporting their ability to rent again. 

Shriver attorneys succeeded in brokering settlement agreements with terms that benefitted tenants. 

These included, for example, the unlawful detainer action sealed or masked from public record (91%), 

the case not reported to credit agencies (81%), and a neutral rental reference from the landlord (71%). 

Random assignment study results showed that many of these beneficial credit-related outcomes were 

attained more often by tenants with Shriver representation than by self-represented tenants.  Any of 

these elements alone—but more so when combined—provides tenants with increased opportunity to 

find alternate stable housing for themselves and their families.  

Shriver representation clients were more likely to have found a new rental one year later. This support 

for longer term housing stability was evident among defendants interviewed 1 year after their case had 

closed. All interviewees except for one had moved out of their homes at the end of their housing case. 

One year later, 71% of Shriver clients had obtained a new rental unit, compared to 43% of self-

represented tenants. It is plausible that benefits such as protected credit, masked records, and 

reduced/waived debt made it easier for Shriver clients to obtain replacement housing and to maintain 

stability for their households.  
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Shriver representation clients felt supported during the intimidating eviction process. 

When interviewed about their housing cases, many Shriver clients expressed appreciation for the legal 

services they received. The presence of an attorney helped tenants make the stressful experience of an 

unlawful detainer case manageable, helped them feel supported in the process and not lost in the 

system, and in some cases, it helped them mount the motivation for a new start. Services helped to 

mitigate the negative impacts of the case and the forced relocation on clients and their families.  

Shriver services improved efficiency for the courts. 

Although providing representation to tenants did not shorten the time to resolve cases, it did reduce 

the level of involvement necessary by the court to bring cases to resolution. Shriver services enabled a 

majority of unlawful detainer cases to resolve by settlement, which requires comparably fewer court 

resources, and limited the number of cases that went to trial, which is a more resource-intensive 

activity for court staff and judges. These efficiencies can help alleviate court congestion by reducing the 

load on court clerks and judicial officers, and they also translate into cost savings over time. 

S h r i v e r  C u s t o d y  P i l o t  P r o j e c t s  

Contested child custody cases are complex and emotionally charged, have critical implications for 

families and children, and remain open until the child turns 18 years old. A court order for sole custody 

can often leave the other parent with limited or no access to the child. Therefore, these cases can also 

be highly contentious, which most cases served by the Shriver projects were. The Act mainly aimed to 

level the playing field in these types of cases by addressing imbalanced representation. Shriver projects 

served parents trying to obtain custody, as well as those trying to preserve custody.  

The Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act allocated up to 20% of program funding for child custody cases. In 

addition to the income requirement, the statute (AB590) also required that, to be eligible for services, 

litigants be facing an opposing party with an attorney and be involved in a case with a parent trying to 

obtain a court order for sole custody of the child (Gov. Code Section 68651(b)(2)(B)). [These two 

additional requirements were subsequently eliminated by legislation, allowing projects to serve more 

clients in the future.] The Shriver Program funded custody pilot projects in Los Angeles, San Diego, and 

San Francisco Counties. Services were provided for one request for orders (RFO) during the life of a 

custody case.  

Data for the evaluation of the Shriver custody pilot projects were collected from multiple sources 

including program service data recorded by Shriver attorneys, individual court case files, interviews 

with litigants, and interviews and site visits with project staff from legal services agencies and the 

courts. A comparative study of case outcomes was conducted at one project. 
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Who was served by the Shriver Custody Pilot Projects? 

Shriver services were provided to both mothers and fathers, though most clients were female and 

people of color. The median monthly income of Shriver clients was $1,200, well below the 2019 FPL, 

and many demonstrated substantial needs in critical livelihood areas such as income, employment, and 

food security. More than one third of Shriver cases had intertwined issues of domestic violence.  

What services were provided by the Shriver Custody Pilot Projects? 

From 2015 through 2019, the three custody projects provided services to 1,565 low-income parents. 

More than half of these clients received representation by a Shriver attorney (full representation but 

limited in scope to the custody matter), and the remainder received unbundled legal services, such as 

brief counsel and advice and mediation preparation. Over time, two pilot projects incorporated social 

workers into their projects to address their clients’ serious and persistent social service needs. Moving 

families out of crisis and into self-sufficiency became a project goal, as this transition also eased 

emotional duress, enabled the creation of more stable environments for children, and supported 

sustainability of custody arrangements. In addition to the legal services, the court affiliated with one 

custody pilot project also offered Shriver Settlement Conferences conducted by a judicial officer.  

Notable impacts of the Shriver Custody Pilot Projects 

Studies have acknowledged the myriad benefits of providing legal assistance to litigants in complicated 

family law matters (e.g., Engler, 2010). The Shriver custody pilot projects demonstrated several. 

Attorneys educated parents, eased tensions, and supported collaboration between parties.  

Shriver attorneys educated litigants about family law court and helped them develop reasonable 

expectations for their case. Staff thought that litigants were more willing to enter agreements when 

their attorneys helped them understand when terms were fair. By reducing emotional tensions 

between parties and encouraging negotiations, Shriver attorneys increased the likelihood of pre-trial 

settlements, which positively impacts the court and the families. This finding is supported by the 

quantitative data culled from the court case files at one project, where 54% of Shriver representation 

cases resolved via settlement versus 30% of comparison cases.  

Combined effect of attorney representation and Shriver Settlement Conferences bolstered the 
settlement rate and yielded durable custody orders.  

Settlement rate increased. One custody pilot project offered Shriver Settlement Conferences that were 

facilitated by a judge, with counsel present. Sixty percent of Shriver Settlement Conferences reached 

full or partial agreement. In total, 34% of Shriver representation cases were fully resolved during the 

settlement conference, contrasted with 4% of Shriver cases that reached resolution during typical 

mediation sessions. The heightened success of Shriver Settlement Conferences is likely attributable to 

the presence of counsel—parents were more willing to enter into agreements under the guidance of 

their attorneys—and to the ability of the judicial officer to provide immediate resolution. 
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Custody orders were more durable. At one project, the combination of representation by a Shriver 

attorney and participation in a Shriver Settlement Conference yielded more durable custody orders. 

Within the 2 years after the pleading was resolved, the orders were durable for 90% of Shriver 

clients—that is, only one in ten Shriver cases returned to court to modify the custody orders. In 

contrast, during this same timeframe, orders were durable for 67% of comparison cases—that is, one 

in three comparison cases returned to court. Increasing settlements and improving the durability of 

custody orders are important project achievements. While it is difficult to disentangle the independent 

contributions of legal representation and settlement conferences, data suggest that both are useful. 

Shriver services improved court efficiency.   

Custody orders that endure not only help stabilize families, they also reduce the burden on courts. 

Durable orders can translate into cost savings, as the investment costs of Shriver court-based services 

are more than recovered by the reduction in subsequent filings requesting a change to custody orders.  

Cases with Shriver representation tended to involve fewer hearings and continuances than comparison 

cases. At one project, 16% of cases with Shriver representation resolved without any hearings at all, 

versus 2% of comparison cases. Further, while nearly two thirds (63%) of comparison cases required 

hearings to resolve the pleading, less than half (40%) of Shriver representation cases did.  

Moreover, Shriver attorneys helped to educate parents about the legal process. Consequently, court 

proceedings became more efficient, as judges spent less time educating litigants in the courtroom. 

With attorneys involved, judicial officers also benefited from more comprehensive information on 

which to base decisions. Shriver attorneys felt that they could reduce emotional turmoil that would 

otherwise cloud and complicate proceedings.  

Litigants felt supported.  

Parents reported feeling informed about their cases, supported throughout the process, and not lost in 

the system. Having an attorney’s expertise and support mattered to parents despite the case 

outcomes. Specifically, litigants’ perceptions of fairness of the judicial system varied with their 

satisfaction with their case outcomes: If they were satisfied with their case outcomes, they found the 

process was fair; if they were not satisfied with their outcomes, they found it not fair. In contrast, 

litigants’ perceptions of the Shriver attorney were overwhelmingly positive regardless of their 

satisfaction with their case outcomes.  
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S h r i v e r  P r o b a t e  P i l o t  P r o j e c t  
( G u a r d i a n s h i p / C o n s e r v a t o r s h i p )  

The Shriver Program funded one probate pilot project that focused on guardianship (care of a minor 

child) and conservatorship (care of a dependent adult) cases.6 These cases are technically complicated 

and involve volumes of paperwork that can be very challenging for self-represented litigants, and 

insurmountable for those with limited English proficiency or literacy challenges. In addition to legal 

services, this pilot project also established a court-based Probate Facilitator to provide detailed self-

help services to litigants.  

Establishing legal guardianships and conservatorships helps to ensure that vulnerable children and 

adults are living in stable environments and have the care they need. Unlike the housing and custody 

pilot projects that sought to level the playing field by addressing imbalanced representation, the 

Shriver probate pilot project fundamentally intended to provide individuals with meaningful access to 

the judicial system and assistance with these complex and emotionally charged cases that have critical 

implications for families, even when there is no opposing party.  

Data for the evaluation were collected from multiple sources, such as program services data, individual 

court case files, and interviews and site visits with project staff from legal services and the court. A 

study was conducted to compare outcomes of cases that received Shriver representation, Probate 

Facilitator services, and no Shriver services. 

Who was served by the Shriver Probate Pilot Project? 

The most common Shriver case involved individuals seeking help with a petition for guardianship (e.g., 

grandparents seeking to care for grandchildren). These families evidenced considerable risk factors for 

the children involved—most guardianships were sought not because parents were deceased, but 

because parents were unable or unavailable to care for children due to issues such as substance abuse, 

incarceration, abandonment, maltreatment, and homelessness. The median monthly income among 

Shriver legal aid clients was $1,600, below the 2019 FPL. Moreover, roughly a quarter of families were 

referred by the child welfare system (CWS), suggesting that CWS recognized guardianships as a way to 

avoid foster care. About one quarter of Shriver clients were seeking help with a conservatorship. 

What services were provided by the Shriver Probate Pilot Project? 

From 2015 to 2019, Shriver legal services were provided to 173 cases (122 guardianship and 51 

conservatorship). Of these, 41% received full representation by a Shriver attorney and 59% received 

unbundled services (brief counsel and advice).   

During this same period, the Probate Facilitator assisted a total of 472 litigants (384 in guardianship 

cases and 88 in conservatorship cases). The Probate Facilitator assisted all parties who presented at 
 

6 Given the statutory guidelines, Shriver services were provided to cases involving the physical care of a dependent adult or child and 
were not provided to cases regarding financial resources. 
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the court (no income requirement) and could serve multiple parties on the same case. The Probate 

Facilitator provided litigants extensive help with paperwork, including the initial petition for 

guardianship/conservatorship and the entire range of additional forms and documents related to the 

physical care of the dependent adult or child. This assistance made it possible for litigants, who 

otherwise lacked the resources to retain an attorney, to meaningfully access the legal system.  

Notable Impacts of the Shriver Probate Pilot Project 

Findings demonstrated several beneficial impacts of the Shriver probate pilot project.  

Shriver attorneys helped litigants successfully file petitions. 

The complexity and volume of the paperwork necessary for petitions, as well as the skills and time 

required to locate family members for notification, present significant barriers to filing. As a result, 

historically, many people who begin the process never successfully file. Shriver representation aided 

litigants to file petitions (77% of guardianship cases, all but one conservatorship case) or pursue other 

arrangements, such as power of attorney for the child or a caregiver’s affidavit.  

The Probate Facilitator positively impacted probate court staff and litigants. 

Court staff estimated that, before the Shriver project, it would take an average of three attempts for 

litigants to successfully file a petition and many would give up before succeeding. Once the Probate 

Facilitator office opened, litigants who received her help were generally able to file successfully on 

their first attempt, which eased the burden on both the litigants and court clerks charged with 

reviewing the documents. The Probate Facilitator also streamlined the document revision and 

information collection once the petition was filed. She served as a resource for litigants as they 

attempted to complete any of a wide range of legal forms and to prepare their case, and for court staff 

(e.g., investigators) who needed additional information about a family. The Probate Facilitator’s 

assistance also increased the quality of information for the court, which provided more thorough 

information for decisions by judicial officers. Court staff were vocal about the efficiencies and expertise 

this position added to the court. 

Shriver representation increased litigants’ participation in the legal system. 

Shriver attorneys aided their clients to employ a range of strategies to effectively present their cases. 

For instance, litigants with Shriver counsel called witnesses (31%) and submitted declarations (22%) 

significantly more often than did litigants without Shriver services (5% and 3%, respectively). These 

actions supported the petitioners’ cases and offered the court more complete and comprehensive 

information on which to base decisions. 

Shriver services, both legal services attorneys and the Probate Facilitator, also supported effective 

notification procedures, including those for relatives and tribes in cases involving children with Native 

American ancestry. Accurate notification provides other relevant parties with an opportunity to 

participate in the case. Shriver project staff also educated parties about the terms of 
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guardianships/conservatorships—e.g., parental rights are not terminated when guardianship is 

established—which often eased tensions and supported cooperation.  

Shriver representation supported the appointment of permanent guardians. 

Among the guardianship cases that were carried through to completion (i.e., not including withdrawn 

or abandoned petitions), permanent guardians were appointed in 86% of Shriver representation cases, 

versus 74% of Probate Facilitator cases and 70% of comparison cases.  

Court proceedings were more efficient. 

The provision of Shriver services made notable contributions to court efficiency. Cases with a Shriver 

attorney were resolved more quickly than were cases with self-represented litigants. Specifically, 53% 

of Shriver representation cases were resolved within 60 days, compared to just over one third of other 

cases. Further, these full representation cases involved fewer hearings and continuances compared to 

cases with self-represented litigants.  

Efficiencies in proceedings translated to savings for the court. 

Overall, the Shriver probate pilot project created efficiencies for the court via the Shriver Probate 

Facilitator (e.g., reduced clerk time to process petitions) and via the Shriver legal aid attorneys (e.g., 

fewer hearings and continuances). Taken together, these efficiencies reduced the average court costs 

to process a case by almost 30%. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

Across the Shriver pilot projects, the benefits of Shriver services were clear, both for low-income 

litigants and the courts. Shriver services supported litigants’ access to the court system and access to 

justice, and they also supported the courts’ ability to efficiently dispense justice.  
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
Civil legal problems arise from basic aspects of daily life, such as housing, health care, child custody and 

employment issues.  Such civil legal issues are surprisingly prevalent in the United States and 

disproportionately impact low-income families.7 The prevalence of civil justice problems and the broad 

range of livelihood issues that these problems impact are aptly described by Professor Rebecca 

Sandefur of the American Bar Foundation:8 

“For many members of the American public, civil justice problems emerge at the intersection of 
civil law and everyday adversity. These problems can involve family relationships, work, money, 
insurance, wages, benefits, housing, and property – to name just a few areas of contemporary life. 
Though these different types of problems affect different aspects of people’s lives and concern 
different kinds of relationships, they share a certain important quality: they are problems that 
have civil legal aspects, raise civil legal issues and have consequences shaped by civil law.” 

Understanding the considerable risks inherent in some civil cases, and recognizing the indisputable 

disadvantage of unrepresented low-income litigants in the legal system, led the American Bar 

Association to pass a resolution9 in 2006 supporting the right to counsel in civil “adversarial 

proceedings where basic human needs are at stake.” The Conference of Delegates of the State Bar of 

California adopted a similar resolution in 2006.  

The Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act (California Assembly Bill 590 [AB590];10 “The Shriver Act”) was 

passed in 2009. Since its inception through September 2019, the Shriver Program has provided legal 

services to more than 40,000 low-income Californians engaged with the civil justice system in the areas 

of eviction, child custody, and guardianships/conservatorships. In 2019, California affirmed its 

commitment by passing Appointed Legal Counsel in Civil Cases (California Assembly Bill 330[AB330]),11 

which expanded and strengthened the Shriver Pilot Projects Program. The first round of AB330 grants 

will begin in October 2020. 

Since California passed the Shriver Act, several other jurisdictions have proposed legislation supporting 

civil counsel programs across a range of legal areas. Among these, eviction defense programs have 

received particular attention. As of the writing of this report, statutes supporting legal services for 

individuals in eviction cases have been passed in New York City, NY; the District of Columbia; San 

Francisco, CA; Los Angeles, CA; Philadelphia, PA; Newark, NJ; and Cleveland, OH. A federal bill has also 

been proposed, although its fate remains uncertain. Several other jurisdictions have proposed 

legislation to support the provision of representation in civil legal matters related to child custody, 

child welfare, domestic violence, elder abuse, guardianship, and conservatorship.  

 
7 Legal Services Corporation (2017). Justice gap report: Measuring the civil legal needs of low-income Americans. Retrieved from: 
https://www.lsc.gov/media-center/publications/2017-justice-gap-report 
8 Sandefur, R. L. (2010). Impact of Counsel: An Analysis of Empirical Evidence. Seattle Journal of Social Justice, 9, 51-95. 
9 American Bar Association, Resolution 112A, August 2006. 
10 Assem. Bill 590; Stats. 2009, ch. 457. 
11 Assem. Bill 330; Stats. 2019, ch. 217. 

https://www.lsc.gov/media-center/publications/2017-justice-gap-report
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S h r i v e r  P r o g r a m  O v e r v i e w  

The Shriver Act (AB590), passed on a bipartisan basis, authorized pilot projects to 

study the provision of legal representation to low-income families facing critical 

legal problems involving basic human needs, such as possible loss of housing, child 

custody disputes, domestic violence, or the need for a family guardianship or 

conservatorship. The Act also supported innovative court services designed to 

ensure that self-represented parties obtain meaningful access to justice and to 

guard against the involuntary waiver or other loss of rights.  

In the years leading up to passage of AB590, there was significant discussion about 

the importance of legal representation in the courtroom as a key component of 

the continuum of service. All too often, poor people appear in court without 

counsel, while their opponents have lawyers. There is great concern that justice is not served when 

only one side is represented. Californians lack a right to legal representation in the majority of civil 

cases, yet many believe that it is at least as important to provide an attorney to indigent individuals 

who might lose their housing or custody of their children as it is to provide representation in minor 

criminal matters. Legal representation is often necessary to guard against unnecessary defaults or the 

involuntary waiver of rights. A fundamental goal of the Program is to have cases determined purely on 

the merits and not on the presence of legal representation. 

In the legislative findings of the Shriver Act, it was concluded that “equal access to justice without 

regard to income is a fundamental right in a democratic society”… and “in many cases the state has as 

great a responsibility to ensure adequate counsel is available to both parties… as it does to supply 

judges, courthouses, and other forums for the hearing of the cases…” Since its inception, the Program 

has been evaluating when the state needs to provide counsel in order to ensure equal access to justice 

and how that can be done most cost-effectively.  

Enactment of the Appointed Legal Counsel in Civil Cases (AB330; Gabriel, 2019) improved the potential 

impact and effectiveness of the Shriver pilot projects. It increased the funding by 150%. It also made 

structural changes regarding child custody cases to respond to earlier evaluation findings that 

legislative requirements made it difficult to offer services to some of the most vulnerable parties 

requesting assistance.  Specifically, the bill eliminated the requirement that cases involve a request for 

sole legal or physical custody, a situation that is increasingly rare in California.  The bill also removed 

the priority for custody cases where one side is represented and the other is not.  This became a 

challenge for pilot projects because the status of representation changes frequently in family law 

matters as attorneys make limited scope appearances or withdraw from a case.  Finally, AB330 

endorsed the important role of evaluation, continuing the requirement for periodic evaluation reports 

to the legislature. 

Sargent Shriver 
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S h r i v e r  P i l o t  P r o j e c t s   

The Shriver Act established pilot projects to provide legal services to unrepresented low-income parties 

in civil matters involving critical livelihood issues such as housing, child custody, domestic violence, and 

guardianship/conservatorship. All pilot projects involve a collaboration between one or more legal 

services agencies and the local superior court. Shriver services are intended for individuals with an 

income at or below 200% of the federal poverty level (FPL).12  

In fiscal year (FY) 2012,13 ten pilot projects were selected by the Judicial Council of California to be 

funded. Of these, six projects focused on housing cases, three on child custody cases, and one on 

guardianship and conservatorship cases. Projects were funded for 3-year periods. In FY2015, nine of the 

ten projects continued implementation (one housing project dropped out). In FY2018, the nine projects 

continued and one new housing project was funded. Figure 1 shows the pilot projects funded over time.  

Figure 1. Shriver Pilot Projects, County, and Grant Periods 

County Project(s) Grant Periods 

Fresno  Housing pilot project implemented by Central California Legal Services and the Superior 
Court of Fresno County 

FY2018-FY2020 

Kern  Housing pilot project implemented by Greater Bakersfield Legal Assistance and the 
Superior Court of Kern County 

FY2012-FY2014 
FY2015-FY2017 
FY2018-FY2020 

Los Angeles  

 

Housing pilot project implemented by Neighborhood Legal Services of Los Angeles County 
(with the Inner City Law Center, Public Counsel Law Center, Legal Aid Foundation of Los 
Angeles) and the Superior Court of Los Angeles County 

Child custody pilot project implemented by the Los Angeles Center for Law and Justice 
(with the Levitt & Quinn Family Law Center) and the Superior Court of Los Angeles County 

FY2012-FY2014 
FY2015-FY2017 
FY2018-FY2020 

 

Sacramento  

 

Housing pilot project implemented by Legal Services of Northern California—Sacramento 
and the Superior Court of Sacramento County 

FY2012-FY2014 
 

San Diego  

 

Housing pilot project implemented by the Legal Aid Society of San Diego and the Superior 
Court of San Diego County 

Child custody pilot project implemented by the San Diego Volunteer Lawyer Program 
(with the Legal Aid Society of San Diego) and the Superior Court of San Diego County 

FY2012-FY2014 
FY2015-FY2017 
FY2018-FY2020 

 

San Francisco  

 

Child custody pilot project implemented by the Justice & Diversity Center of the Bar 
Association of San Francisco and the Superior Court of San Francisco County 

FY2012-FY2014 
FY2015-FY2017 
FY2018-FY2020 

Santa Barbara  

 

Housing pilot project implemented by the Legal Aid Foundation of Santa Barbara County 
and the Superior Court of Santa Barbara County 

Probate (guardianship/conservatorship) pilot project implemented by the Legal Aid 
Foundation of Santa Barbara County and the Superior Court of Santa Barbara County 

FY2012-FY2014 
FY2015-FY2017 
FY2018-FY2020 

 

Yolo  

 

Housing pilot project implemented by Legal Services of Northern California—Yolo and the 
Superior Court of Yolo County 

FY2012-FY2014 
FY2015-FY2017 
FY2018-FY2020 

 
 

12 In 2019, the federal poverty level (FPL) was $25,750 for a family of four. https://aspe.hhs.gov/2019-poverty-guidelines 
13 Throughout this report, fiscal years follow the federally defined timeline: October 1 through September 30. 

https://aspe.hhs.gov/2019-poverty-guidelines
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S e r v i c e s  P r o v i d e d  S i n c e  P r o g r a m  I n c e p t i o n  

Available services vary across the Shriver pilot projects. At each project, a legal services agency 

provides a range of services, including full representation by an attorney on all aspects of the case and 

a variety of limited scope legal assistance (“unbundled” services) for discrete legal tasks, such as brief 

counsel and advice, preparation of forms, educational materials for trial preparation, or brief services 

such as writing a letter or making a phone call on behalf of a litigant. Some pilot projects also entail 

court-based services and innovations, such as staffing new positions, implementing special alternative 

dispute resolution methods, and expanding court-based self-help assistance. All projects have a court 

presence to conduct client intakes, and many work closely with self-help centers.  

Since Shriver Program inception, across all pilot projects, 43,266 litigants have received some type of 

civil legal assistance. Nearly half of these people (n = 20,480) received full representation, another 

16,896 people were provided with at least one unbundled legal service, and an additional 5,890 people 

received court-based services. Figure 2 shows the numbers of people served by the area of law. 

Figure 2. Numbers of Litigants Served by Project Type and Service Type 
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U n m e t  L e g a l  N e e d s  i n  C a l i f o r n i a   

There is an increasing awareness of the prevalence of civil justice issues facing all Americans and the 

particular difficulties faced by low-income Americans in the civil justice system. In 2017, the Justice Gap 

Study14 was published by the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) in partnership with the National Opinion 

Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago. This study examined the “justice gap”—the 

difference between the existing civil legal needs and the resources to address those needs—among 

low-income Americans. Study findings indicated that the justice gap has widened over time and that 

civil legal problems remain prevalent: Roughly 7 in 10 low-income American households experienced at 

least one civil legal issue in the past 12 months, and on average, these households experienced four 

such problems. The study also found that legal help was scarce: Among low-

income Americans who experienced a civil legal problem in the past year, 72% 

did not receive assistance from a legal professional.  

In 2019, the State Bar of California partnered with NORC to conduct a 

statewide civil legal needs assessment similar to the national study conducted 

by the LSC. This study, the 2019 California Justice Gap Study,15 surveyed nearly 

4,000 Californians, many of whom were very low-income (at or below 125% FPL), about their 

experiences of problems across a range of civil legal areas and whether they sought or received help 

for these problems. Results mirrored those of the national study.  

The California Justice Gap Study found that civil legal problems are prevalent in the state, especially 

among low-income residents. Sixty percent of low-income Californians experienced at least one civil 

legal problem in the past year, and low-income households averaged four problems during the year, 

which was double the rate among wealthier households. These problems spanned a range of legal 

areas, including issues with rental housing, child custody, and family-related issues such as seeking 

guardianship.16 These problems were often described as having a severe negative impact on the 

individuals facing them, confirming that the current Shriver pilot projects are addressing problems that 

are relevant and impactful for low-income Californians. 

Civil legal problems also tended to be more prevalent among Californians who are members of 

historically marginalized populations or who have indications of existing vulnerabilities. For example, 

rental housing issues were more prevalent among people of color, households with someone with a 

disability, and survivors of domestic violence or sexual assault. Problems related to children and 

 
14 Legal Services Corporation (2017). Justice gap report: Measuring the civil legal needs of low-income Americans. Retrieved from: 
https://www.lsc.gov/media-center/publications/2017-justice-gap-report 
15 The State Bar of California (2019). 2019 California justice gap study. Retrieved from: 
http://board.calbar.ca.gov/docs/agendaItem/Public/agendaitem1000025128.pdf 
16 Guardianship and conservatorship cases are heard in probate court, not family law court. However, in the study, these issues were 
categorized with other family issues, because respondents tended to think of them as family-related problems.  

https://www.lsc.gov/media-center/publications/2017-justice-gap-report
http://board.calbar.ca.gov/docs/agendaItem/Public/agendaitem1000025128.pdf
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custody were more prevalent among survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault. Family-related 

problems were more prevalent among people of color and households with someone with a disability.  

The study also found that most low-income Californians do not receive the legal help they need. Low-

income Californians sought some type of help for 58% of their problems, but they sought legal help for 

only 29% of their problems. That is, for 7 out of 10 civil legal problems experienced by low-income 

Californians, no legal help was sought or received. The most commonly cited reasons for not seeking 

legal help included a belief that they needed to deal with the problem on their own, uncertainty about 

whether their problem was a legal issue, fear of pursuing legal action, and concerns about costs. 

For those low-income Californians who did receive legal assistance, the services most often amounted 

to one-time help, rather than ongoing legal representation. One-time help included legal advice, 

assistance filling out documents, or referrals to a legal information online. Individuals less often 

received assistance negotiating with the opposing party or representation in court. Respondents in the 

California Justice Gap study reported satisfaction with the legal services they received. However, 

previous studies have shown the benefits of receiving full legal representation in housing cases17,18,19   

and in contentious child custody cases20,21. 

Legal Needs Related to Eviction  

The Shriver Act has funded a plurality of pilot projects serving low-income parties in eviction (unlawful 

detainer, “UD”) cases. The investment in housing projects has been warranted, as data suggest that 

conditions that create eviction risk continue to worsen. 

Risk of Eviction 

High rental rates, in combination with low wages, create conditions for many Californians to 

experience rental cost burden. The National Low Income Housing Coalition’s (NLIHC) Out of Reach 

2019 report22 ranked California as the state with the second highest housing wage in the country. 

According to the NLIHC, housing wage is “an estimate of the hourly wage a full-time worker must earn 

to afford a rental home at HUD’s fair market rent without spending more than 30% of their income on 

housing costs.” In California, a full-time worker had to earn $34.69 per hour in order to afford a two-

bedroom apartment without becoming rental cost burdened. California’s more affluent cities, such as 

San Francisco and Santa Barbara, certainly contribute to this high statewide rate. Indeed, of the ten 

most expensive metropolitan areas in the nation ranked by NLIHC, seven were in California.  

 
17 Jarvis, K. L., Zil, C. E., Ho, T., Herrera Allen, T., Lucas, L. M. (July 2017). Evaluation of the Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act (AB590). 
Portland, OR: NPC Research. 
18 Greiner, D. J., Pattanayak, C. W., & Hennessy, J. (2013). The limits of unbundled legal assistance: a randomized study in a 
Massachusetts district court and prospects for the future. Harvard Law Review, 126, 901. 
19 Sandefur, R. L. (2010). Impact of Counsel: An Analysis of Empirical Evidence. Seattle Journal of Social Justice, 9, 51-95. 
20 Maccoby, E., & Mnookin, R. (1992). Dividing the child: Social and legal dilemmas of custody. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
21 Women’s Law Center of Maryland, Inc. (2006). Families in Transition: A follow-up study exploring family law issues in Maryland. 
Retrieved from: http://www.wlcmd.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Families-in-Transition.pdf 
22 Retrieved from: https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/OOR_2019.pdf    

https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/OOR_2019.pdf
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However, this pressure existed in rural areas in California, too. 

According to the NLIHC’s report, California’s average housing wage 

in non-metropolitan areas was $18.96, the seventh most expensive 

in the country. Even this comparably lower housing wage of $19 

dollars per hour is still well above the state’s minimum wage of $13 

per hour.23  

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

considers a household to experience rental cost burden when more 

than 30% of the household income is devoted to rent.24,25 When 

more than 50% of the income is devoted to rent, the household is 

considered severely cost burdened. This situation is precarious for 

renters, as it leaves little income for other necessary life expenses, 

such as groceries, transportation, and medical care. Moreover, it 

leaves no resources for emergencies, such as a car repair or 

hospital bill, putting tenants at risk of falling behind on rent if an 

emergency arises.  

Data from the Shriver Act evaluation indicate that, across all six 

housing pilot projects in 2019, the majority of Shriver clients were 

rental cost burdened. Although it varied by county, altogether 82% 

of Shriver clients experienced rental cost burden and 61% were 

severely cost burdened. Only 19% of clients had rents that were 

classified as manageable according to HUD standards. Figure 3 

shows the percentages of Shriver clients experiencing rental cost 

burden at each pilot project. 

  

 
23 Commencing January 2020, the current minimum wage in California is $13 per hour for employers with 26 or more employees. 
Employers with 25 or fewer employees have a minimum wage of $12 per hour: https://www.dir.ca.gov/dlse/FAQ_MinimumWage.htm  
24 Retrieved from https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html 
25 The 30 percent rule was designed to protect low-income households from extreme rental costs. However, some critics of the rule point 
out that it is an oversimplification of the problem of affordable housing. 
(https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html) 

 

California’s Housing Wage is 

Second Highest in the US. 

In 2019, California’s statewide 

housing wage for a two-

bedroom unit was $34.69.  

Averaged across the state, a full-

time worker must earn nearly 

$35 per hour in order to afford a 

two-bedroom apartment 

without becoming housing cost 

burdened.  

California’s average housing 

wage in non-metropolitan areas 

was $18.96, the seventh most 

expensive in the country. A 

housing wage of $19 per hour in 

rural areas is still well above the 

state’s minimum wage of $12.  

 

https://www.dir.ca.gov/dlse/FAQ_MinimumWage.htm
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html
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Figure 3. Percentages of Shriver Clients Experiencing Housing Cost Burden by Project 

 
  Note. Data from the Shriver Program Service Database, represent clients served in FY2018 and FY2019. 

 
 Eviction Filings and Default Rates 

Interestingly, data from the Judicial Council of California indicate that the number of eviction filings 

statewide decreased by 27% between 2007 and 2017 (the most recent year with complete data).26 

Moreover, administrative data gathered from the superior courts in five of the six counties with Shriver 

housing pilot projects also showed decreases in the number of unlawful detainer filings over the past 

decade. On average across these five counties, filings dropped by 34% from FY2010 to FY2019. 

Importantly, despite this decrease, thousands of low-income renters are still brought into eviction 

court in California every year. 

While no data exist to confirm the cause of the decrease in eviction 

filings, several theories have been posited to explain this change. One 

theory is that more stringent legal requirements for eviction have left 

fewer landlords able to file. CalMatters, a nonpartisan journalism 

nonprofit in Sacramento, recently published an article listing other 

possible theories on the decrease.27 One theory suggests that there 

has been a rise in “informal” evictions occurring outside of the court. 

Some examples of informal eviction tactics include landlords raising 

rents to unaffordable levels once a lease is up, thus forcing tenants to 

move; landlords offering tenants “cash for keys” to get them to 

vacate the property and promising them that an eviction would not show up on the public registry; or 

landlords harassing tenants until they move. All these actions can occur without the landlord ever filing 
 

26 Data provided by the Judicial Council from the Judicial Branch Statistical Information System as of February 27, 2020.   
27 Retrieved in February 2020 from https://calmatters.org/projects/california-eviction-filings-up-housing-crisis-mystery/    
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a complaint with the court, so while these tenants are still being forced out of their housing, these 

evictions remain outside of the court and are therefore not reliably counted. Another theory includes 

the presence of better-resourced legal aid programs that provide assistance to low-income tenants 

who, years ago, would have been unrepresented, may deter landlords from starting a lawsuit. 

Enhanced technology that enables landlords to more thoroughly screen (and more frequently deny) 

prospective tenants who may have eviction risk may also contribute to the lower rate of evictions.     

Administrative data from the superior courts in four counties with Shriver housing projects showed 

that, although the number of unlawful detainer filings has decreased, the proportion of cases ending in 

default has not changed. The average default rate across these four counties was approximately 40%. 

Put simply, in these counties, two in every five tenants defaulted on their case, which means they had 

a judgment entered against them and they lost their home without ever presenting their side of the 

story or engaging the civil legal system. With thousands of low-income renters sued for eviction each 

year, this proportion of tenants with defaults represents a group of individuals who would have 

benefitted from legal services but did not access them. 

Pursuing Balanced Representation in Eviction Cases 

Shriver services were intended to help balance representation in eviction cases, because studies have 

shown that it is common for landlords to retain counsel, while most tenants are not able to. For 

example, a recent report on eviction in Fresno County found that 73% of landlords were represented, 

versus only 1% of tenants.28  In addition, studies in two jurisdictions outside of California found that 

approximately 90% of landlords had attorneys and approximately 10% of tenants did.29,30 While some 

of the Shriver housing pilot projects offered assistance to low-income landlords, the requirement for 

opposing party representation generally limited eligibility among these individuals. As a result, Shriver 

clients were primarily tenants facing a represented landlord. 

Legal Needs Related to Child Custody 

Child custody cases are often complex and emotionally charged, have critical implications for families 

and children, and can remain open for years (until the child turns 18). A court order for sole custody 

can often leave the other parent with limited or no access to the child. Therefore, these cases can also 

be highly contentious. The unique attributes of families, parent personalities, relationship dynamics, 

and circumstances of children can add intricacy and tension to proceedings. When cases are 

contentious, as most cases served by the Shriver custody pilot projects were, the adversarial nature of 

the judicial process can be compounded. This can further inflame conflict outside of the court, too, 

which can have detrimental impacts on the children involved.  

 
28 Nkosi, J., Crowell, A.R., Milrod, P., Garibay, V., & Werner, A. (2019). Evicted in Fresno: Facts for Housing Advocates. Report prepared on 
behalf of Faith in the Valley. 
29 Matthew Desmond, “Unaffordable America: Poverty, housing, and eviction,” Fast Focus 22 (2015): 1–6, available at 

https://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/fastfocus/pdfs/FF22-2015.pdf. ↩ 
30 Delivering Justice: Addressing civil legal needs in the District of Columbia (2019). D.C. Access to Justice Commission, Washington, DC. 
Retrieved from https://www.dcaccesstojustice.org/assets/pdf/Delivering_Justice_2019.pdf     

https://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/fastfocus/pdfs/FF22-2015.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/poverty/reports/2019/10/02/475263/right-counsel-right-fighting-chance/#fnref-475263-1
https://www.dcaccesstojustice.org/assets/pdf/Delivering_Justice_2019.pdf
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Parents with contentious relationship dynamics may not be able to negotiate changes in custody 

arrangements themselves and therefore may rely on the court to intervene. Using the court as an 

intermediary and enforcement mechanism is a resource-intensive proposition. Low-income parties are 

unlikely to be able to afford attorneys especially for frequent pleadings, and those in combative 

relationship dynamics may not seek legal help for fear of exacerbating tensions. Consistent use of the 

court by self-represented litigants in contentious custody matters can undermine the capacity for 

collaboration and can contribute to court congestion.  

The Shriver Act has allocated up to 20% of program funding for services provided for child custody 

cases. The statute set several eligibility requirements, including that clients have low-income status 

(i.e., at or below 200% FPL), be facing an opposing party with an attorney (i.e., imbalanced 

representation), and be involved in a case with a parent trying to obtain a court order for sole custody 

of the child (Gov. Code Section 68651(b)(2)(B)).31  

Legal Needs Related to Guardianship and Conservatorship 

Probate courts are the division of the judicial system that handles wills and estates of deceased 

individuals, but are also responsible for the appointment and supervision of guardians and 

conservators. Guardianships pertain to caring for the physical well-being of a minor child and 

conservatorships involve caring for the physical well-being of adults who are unable to care for 

themselves. Historically, guardianships were fairly straightforward cases that were necessary when 

parents passed away or were temporarily unable to care for their children, and most cases were 

uncontested. For these reasons, guardianships were placed under the jurisdiction of probate courts. 

However, the complexity of both guardianships and conservatorships has grown over the years. Many 

guardianships are now sought because wards’ parents are unable or unavailable to care for them due 

to a range of complex and deleterious issues, such as mental illness, substance abuse, incarceration, or 

abandonment. These cases also often involve disputes between family members.  

These cases are technically complicated and involve volumes of paperwork that can be very 

challenging for self-represented litigants, and insurmountable for those with limited English proficiency 

or literacy challenges. Combined with the family tensions, this complexity can render the process of 

filing for a guardianship or conservatorship emotional, confusing, and drawn out. It is not uncommon 

for would-be petitioners, relatives seeking to care for a minor child or dependent adult, to abandon the 

process due to frustration and exhaustion after several failed attempts to complete the necessary 

paperwork. This leaves vulnerable minors and dependent adults without the security and stability of a 

legal care arrangement. 

According to data from the Judicial Council of California, the number of petitions filed statewide for 

guardianships and conservatorships increased by 385% from 2007 to 2017.32 Given the legal 
 

31 AB 330 removed the requirement that one of the parties had to be requesting sole physical or legal custody, and thus, that 
requirement will be eliminated in the grants commencing October 1, 2020.  
32 Data provided by the Judicial Council from the Judicial Branch Statistical Information System as of February 27, 2020.   
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complexities inherent in this process, one can assume that the need for assistance in these cases has 

also increased.  

To date, the Shriver Program has funded one pilot project in probate court, focused on guardianship 

and conservatorship cases. For service eligibility, the statute required that the litigants be low income 

(i.e., at or below 200% FPL) and that the case pertain to the guardianship or conservatorship of the 

person only (i.e., not of the estate). Because conservatees are appointed an attorney to represent 

them at no charge, and since guardianship cases are typically uncontested, opposing party 

representation was not an eligibility requirement.  

T h i s  R e p o r t  

The current statute (AB330, 2019) requires a report on evaluation activities every 5 years of the Shriver 

Program, beginning in June of 2020. This report presents the results of the evaluation activities 

conducted between FY2015 and FY2019. The report is divided into three sections, according to the 

areas of law addressed by the pilot projects. The first section shows information for the six housing 

pilot projects, the second presents results for the three child custody projects, and the third shows 

data for the sole guardianship/conservatorship (probate) project.



12 

 
HOUSING PILOT 
PROJECTS  

1 
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H O U S I N G  P I L O T  P R O J E C T S  
This section presents data on cases served by the six housing pilot projects from FY2015 to FY2019. The 

Shriver evaluation incorporates mixed methods and compiles data from multiple sources. For the 

housing pilot projects during this 5-year period, this has included ongoing data collection in the Shriver 

Program Services Database, a random assignment study of case outcomes, interviews with litigants, a 

study of case triage for different services, and interviews with Shriver project staff and stakeholders.  

To be eligible for services, litigants must have a household income of not more than 200% FPL, and 

representation is intended for those facing an opposing party with legal representation. Although some 

projects offer services to low-income landlords, more than 99% of litigants served were tenants. Data 

in this section reflect tenants who received Shriver services.  

  

A  F e w  H i g h l i g h t s  

From FY2015 to FY2019: 

• 19,460 low-income tenants received Shriver services. More than half received full 
representation by a Shriver attorney. 

• More than 55,000 household members were impacted by these services 

Among tenants who received Shriver full representation: 

• Two thirds settled their cases. Very few (4%) went to trial. 

• Three quarters of tenants moved out of their homes. Nearly all of these were via a settlement 
agreement. Very few (3%) tenants were subject to a lockout. 

• Shriver attorneys helped negotiate settlements that supported tenants’ longer-term housing 
stability. For example, settlement terms often included a reduction in back-owed rent, saving 
tenants notable amounts of money; credit protection, such as sealing the eviction case and not 
reporting it to credit agencies; and more time to move. 

• One year later, Shriver clients were more likely than self-represented tenants to have moved 
into a new rental unit. 

• Shriver clients expressed strong appreciation for the Shriver services they received, despite the 
trauma of the eviction case. Compared to self-represented litigants, Shriver representation 
clients reported higher satisfaction with their case outcomes, even when they had to move. 
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S h r i v e r  P r o g r a m  S e r v i c e s :  W h o  w a s  s e r v e d  
a n d  h o w ?   

The Shriver Program Services Database collects 

information about the litigants served and services 

provided by the legal services agencies affiliated with 

each pilot project. These data have been collected 

since 2012. This report focuses on the six housing pilot 

projects that were funded between FY2015 through 

FY2019.  

Together, during this 5-year time period, the legal 

services organizations affiliated with the housing pilot 

projects have served 19,460 low-income individuals. By 

extension, Shriver services have impacted 55,790 

household members.  

Services Provided 

Across all projects, 10,855 clients (56%) were provided 

full representation by a Shriver attorney, while the 

remaining 8,605 clients (44%) received at least one 

unbundled service. Across the projects, Shriver 

attorneys worked, on average, 16 hours per each full 

representation case and 4 hours per each unbundled 

services case.  

Low-income tenants sued for eviction frequently face 

landlords with legal representation. The Shriver 

Program sought to balance representation in these 

cases and was largely successful in doing so:  Of the 

clients provided with full representation, 95% faced a 

landlord with an attorney (1% did not and 4% were 

missing this information). Of those provided with 

unbundled services, 71% faced a represented landlord 

(14% did not and 10% were missing this information). 

Five percent of unbundled services clients presented 

for assistance before the unlawful detainer complaint 

was filed with the court. These pre-filing cases can 

sometimes be resolved outside of court, without the 

issue ever becoming a lawsuit. 

WHO RECEIVED SHRIVER SERVICES? 

Between FY2015 and FY2019: 

    19,460 low-income tenants served 

    55,970  household members impacted 

Of these tenants: 

     73% were people of color 

     62% were female 

Many tenants had conditions that posed 
potentially serious consequences if evicted: 

     52% had minors living in  
     the household 

37% had a disability or  
     chronic health condition 

29% lived in subsidized  
     housing 

Most Shriver clients experienced severe 
rental cost burden (as per HUD): 

 Shriver clients’ median 
monthly household income 

    median monthly rent among 
Shriver clients (Fair Market Rent for 

2-BD apt. in Shriver counties = $1,513) 

 Clients who spent 50% or 
more of their income on rent 

WHAT SERVICES WERE PROVIDED? 

   44% received unbundled legal services 

   56% received full representation 

Of tenants who received representation,  

   95% faced a landlord with an attorney 

 

$850 

$1,069 

61% 
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Characteristics of Clients and Cases 

Of the 19,460 clients served, 64% were between the ages of 26 and 45 years, and 62% were female. 

Nearly three quarters were people of color, most often self-identifying as Hispanic/Latinx (39%) or 

Black or African American (28%). One out of five clients (22%) required assistance with language 

interpretation to participate in court proceedings.  

Many tenants had characteristics that posed potentially serious consequences if they were evicted. For 

example, more than one third (37%) had a disability or chronic health condition and more than half 

(52%) had minors living in the household. Three out of ten clients (29%) lived in subsidized housing, 

including Section 833 voucher-based and building-based subsidies as well as conventional public 

housing units. Facing eviction, these tenants risked losing their housing and their subsidy. Due to high 

need and limited availability, Section 8 subsidies are very difficult to obtain in most areas (many 

jurisdictions have years-long waiting lists); therefore, retaining them is critical.  

To be eligible for Shriver services, individuals must have household incomes of not more than 200% of 

the federal poverty level (FPL). Across Shriver clients, the median monthly household income was 

$1,069, which equates to an annual income of less than $13,000, well below the FPL. Across Shriver 

clients, the median monthly rental amount was $850. (For context, the 2019 Fair Market Rent for a 2-

bedroom apartment averaged across the six counties with Shriver projects was $1,513. The range was 

from $926 to $2,110.) Although most Shriver clients were living in units with rents below the area Fair 

Market Rent, very low household incomes rendered the majority of Shriver clients housing cost 

burdened, 61% severely so. It follows, then, that roughly three-quarters of tenants were being sued for 

alleged non-payment of rent. The median amount demanded on the complaint, across all 19,460 

clients, was $1,380 (mean = $2,301), about two months’ rent.  

Outcomes Among Full Representation Cases 

When attorneys provide unbundled services, they often do not know how the case ends. Therefore, 

outcome data in the Shriver Program Services Database reflect only full representation cases.  

Defaults were Prevented 

Preventing defaults34 is a critical first step to ensuring access to justice in eviction cases. According to 

administrative court data, the average rate of default for all eviction cases in 2019 across four of the six 

counties with Shriver pilot projects was approximately 40%. In contrast, even within these courts, no 

 
33 “Section 8” refers to the federally funded and locally implemented subsidized housing programs. Section 8 assistance can be “building-
based,” in which specific units are set aside as subsidized, or “tenant-based,” (Housing Choice Vouchers) through which low-income 
recipients are allotted a certain amount, based on their income, toward their monthly rent. The voucher system affords families flexibility 
to live in areas of their choosing (e.g., lower crime, closer to jobs or good schools). Because the program has been “extremely 
oversubscribed,” local program administrators have created waiting lists and many close their waiting lists for years at a time.  
34 If a tenant does not file an answer within 5 days of the unlawful detainer complaint filing, a default judgment is entered and the tenant 
loses their housing without ever presenting their side of the case. 
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tenants who received full representation by a 

Shriver attorney defaulted.35 Representation 

ensured that tenants engaged with their case and 

did not involuntarily waive their rights.   

Most Cases Settled and Few Went to Trial 

Shriver attorneys succeeded in helping clients 

settle their cases, affording tenants the opportunity 

to negotiate the terms of their case and, if 

necessary, the terms of their move. Across the 

10,855 full representation cases from the six 

projects, 66% resolved by settlement, 18% were 

dismissed, 4% ended via trial, and 4% ended 

another way (8% were missing data). Increasing the 

number of settlements leads to fewer cases going 

to trial, which consequently saves court resources 

and reduces court congestion. 

Most Tenants Had to Move 

Most tenants had to move at the end of their case. 

Across the projects, 71% of full representation 

cases ended with possession awarded to the 

landlord and 18% ended with possession retained 

by the tenant. (Possession information was missing 

for 11% of cases.) Most often, tenants moved as 

part of a negotiated agreement. Very few (3%) 

clients were forcibly evicted or subject to an actual 

lockout by the Sheriff. 36  

Possession outcomes varied by how cases were 

resolved. Almost all (91%) settlements included the 

tenant moving out. However, of the 385 cases that 

ended by trial, 34% of tenants won their case and 

stayed in the home. 

 
35 If a Shriver representation case ended with a default judgment, it was typically because the tenant presented for service with a default 
already entered and the Shriver attorneys were unable to have that judgment set aside. 
36 These results contrast with results of studies in other jurisdictions that have implemented similar eviction defense programs. For 
example, New York City’s Office of Civil Justice recently reported that, in the second year of its citywide Right to Counsel program, 
tenants in 84% of the cases resolved by their program’s legal services providers were able to stay in their homes. The different 
jurisdictions and the varying local housing regulations (e.g., rent control) and tenant protections likely explain many of these differences. 
Report is available here: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/services/civiljustice/OCJ_UA_Annual_Report_2019.pdf   

WHAT OUTCOMES WERE ACHIEVED 
FOR FULL REPRESENTATION CASES? 

Two thirds of cases settled. 

 

Most tenants had to move, but very few were 
subject to a lockout.*  

       

 

 

Settlement agreements supported tenants’ 
longer-term housing stability. Among clients 
who had to move: 

  91% Eviction court record sealed 

  81% Eviction not reported to credit agencies 

  71% Landlord provide neutral references 

Clients’ financial burdens were eased. 

 Median amount demanded on  
UD complaint 

 Median amount tenants had to 
pay at case closure 

    Median amount saved by clients 

66%

18%

4%
4%

8%
Settlement

Dismissal

Trial

Other

Unknown

71% landlords 
got possession 

18% tenants 
kept possession 

$1,521 

$1,050 

$903 

*Possession was unknown for 11%. 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/services/civiljustice/OCJ_UA_Annual_Report_2019.pdf
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Settlements Supported Longer Term Housing Stability 

Shriver attorneys helped negotiate settlements with terms that supported tenants’ ability to find 

replacement housing more easily and therefore maintain longer term housing stability. For example, 

among clients who had to move, 91% had their eviction records sealed, 81% of landlords agreed not to 

report the eviction to credit agencies, and 71% of landlords agreed to provide neutral references.  

Settlements also entailed benefits for tenants who stayed in the home. Among those who stayed, 66% 

were able to establish payment plans for back rent, 16% of landlords agreed to address habitability 

issues, and 14% of landlords agreed to make reasonable accommodations for tenant disabilities.  

Tenants’ Financial Burdens Were Eased 

Shriver attorneys helped negotiate financial arrangements that were more manageable for low-income 

tenants. Among full representation cases, the median amount of money demanded on the unlawful 

detainer complaints was $1,521. At case closure, the median amount clients were ordered to pay the 

landlord was $1,050. The amount avoided by tenants was calculated by taking the amount originally 

demanded by the landlord and subtracting the amount that the tenant was ultimately ordered to pay. 

Across cases, the median amount avoided by tenants, as a result of the representation they received, 

was $903. This savings, in combination with the settlement terms mentioned above, helped to support 

tenants’ ability to secure replacement housing and pay the necessary costs to relocate. As such, it 

contributes to the “soft landing” that Shriver attorneys try to create for their clients who have to move.  

Other Services and Innovations 

Shriver housing pilot projects have provided other, innovative services, such as:  

Mandatory Settlement Conferences (MSC) 

One court implemented MSCs for all eviction cases and staffed a special Housing Settlement Master to 

facilitate these discussions. From FY2015 to FY2019, the Housing Settlement Master facilitated 752 

conferences. This innovation has shown high participation among litigants: In total, 954 conferences 

were scheduled and 752 were held—indicating that in 79% of cases, both parties were willing to 

negotiate before the trial. This innovation has also shown high effectiveness: Analysis on data collected 

in FY2017 on a sample of 333 MSCs found that 70% ended with a settlement agreement.  

Housing Inspections  

Two projects have partnered with the local authority in charge of housing inspections. These 

partnerships have supported strong evidence collection and subsequent code enforcement for Shriver 

representation cases that involve allegations of breach of warrant of habitability. In addition, another 

project has created an internal staff position that performs housing inspections for habitability cases. 

Although this staff member is not from the local government and cannot enforce building regulations, 

he does inspect properties, take photographs of the building conditions, and writes a summary to 

submit as evidence to the court.  
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R a n d o m  A s s i g n m e n t  S t u d y :  W h a t  i m p a c t  d i d  
S h r i v e r  a t t o r n e y s  h a v e ?  

A random assignment study was conducted in FY2015 and FY2016 with three of the six Shriver housing 

pilot projects participating. The purpose of the study was to more fully investigate the impact of 

representation by a Shriver attorney on eviction cases with low-income tenants.  

Methods 

Random assignment is a rigorous research methodology that supports the inference of causality. 

Random assignment protocols create study groups that can be considered equivalent on all aspects 

except for the receipt of service, enabling a more confident interpretation of the results to reflect the 

impact of Shriver service. 

For one month, at three pilot projects, tenants who met the income eligibility criteria and who were 

facing a landlord with an attorney were randomly assigned to either (a) receive full representation by a 

Shriver attorney, or (b) receive no legal services (the “comparison group”). No merit screening was 

conducted during this time. A total of 424 litigants were assigned: 249 litigants (69%) were assigned to 

receive full representation and 134 litigants (31%) were assigned to the comparison group.37  

Months later, after these cases had closed, standardized data were gathered from the court record for 

each case in the study sample. (File reviewers were blind to the case’s study group assignment.) 

Information was collected pertinent to case characteristics, events, and outcomes, and data for the 

two study groups were compared. Analyses focused on three areas: 

• Tenants’ participation in the justice system: Analyses examined how often answers were filed, 
whether default judgments were avoided, and whether defenses were raised.  

• Case resolution and court efficiency: Analyses examined how cases resolved, in particular the 
rate of trial and settlement, as these present different levels of burden on the court and parties.  

• Case outcomes: Analyses investigated case outcomes related to short-term housing stability, 
such as tenants remaining in their homes and the amount of time provided for move-out, and 
those related to longer term housing stability, such as obtaining feasible financial 
arrangements, protected credit, and neutral references from the landlord.  

Unlawful Detainer Complaint Characteristics 

Unlawful detainer (eviction) cases begin with a landlord filing a complaint, which lists the landlord’s 

demands of the tenant for the tenancy to continue. As shown in Figure H1, tenants in the two study 

groups were similar in terms of what the landlords demanded. The majority of complaints in both 

groups demanded past due rent, holdover rent,38 and a forfeiture of the lease agreement. Notably, in 

 
37 Two projects implemented a 2:1 assignment protocol, whereby for every two litigants assigned to receive full representation, one was 
assigned to the comparison group.  
38 Holdover rent (or holdover damages) refers to the rent that will accrue from the date of the complaint filing to case closure. 
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about three quarters of both groups, the complaint also demanded that the tenant pay the landlord’s 

attorney fees. Recall that these are tenants who cannot afford to pay for their own attorney.  

Figure H1. Demands on Unlawful Detainer Complaint by Study Group 

Demands on Complaint Full Representation Comparison 

Past due rent 223 (90%) 115 (86%) 

Damages (holdover rent) 237 (95%) 129 (96%) 

Forfeiture of agreement 230 (92%) 119 (89%) 

Attorney fees 192 (77%) 86 (72%) 

Statutory damages39 3 (1%) 4 (3%) 

Other 27 (11%) 20 (15%) 

Data source: Court case file review 
Full Representation N=249. Comparison N=134. 

 

Consistent with the Shriver Program Service data, alleged non-payment of rent was the primary reason 

for the unlawful detainer actions. In most cases, defenses involved proving that either the tenant had 

paid the rent or was withholding rent due to a habitability problem and could pay the back-owed rent. 

The average amount of past due rent demanded was roughly equal to two months’ rent, and this was 

true for full representation cases (median = $1,250, mean = $1,873) and comparison cases (median = 

$1,283, mean = $1,746),40 although amounts ranged widely, from less than $100 to nearly $10,000 as 

shown in Figure H2. 

Figure H2. Amount ($) of Past Due Rent Demanded on UD Complaint by Study Group 

 Past Due Rent 

 Full Representation Comparison 

Median  $1,250 $1,283 

Mean (SD) $1,873 (1,688) $1,746 (1,532) 

Range $0-$9,990 $16-$9,600 

Full Representation N=219 Comparison N = 111.  
Note. Amount demanded was missing in Kern for one comparison case, in San Diego for one 
representation case and three comparison cases, and in Los Angeles for three representation cases.  
SD = standard deviation. No significant differences were found between study groups. 

 

Tenants’ Participation in the Justice System 

Did more litigants file an answer to the UD complaint? 

One of the first steps tenants must take in order to defend an unlawful detainer case is to file an 

answer (or, less often, another response, such as a demurrer) to the landlord’s complaint. If tenants 

fail to file an answer within 5 days of the complaint filing, they default on their case, whereby a 

 
39 Statutory damages are allowed for up to $600 if the tenant stayed in the property maliciously.  
40 Given the skewed distribution, a nonparametric test was used. Mann-Whitney U = 11,913, p = .768 
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judgment is entered against them and they lose their housing without ever presenting their side of the 

story. As such, answer filing represents a key point of access to justice. 

Shriver representation was significantly associated with tenants clearing this initial hurdle.41 The study 

found that across the three projects, 91% of litigants who received full representation filed an answer, 

compared with 73% of litigants in the comparison group (see Figure H3). Notably, of the cases that did 

not file an answer, many had a default already entered against them when they presented for services.  

Figure H3. Response to Unlawful Detainer Complaint by Study Group 

Response to UD Complaint Full Representation Comparison 

Answer/response submitted [sig.] 226 (91%) 98 (73%) 

Default entered at intakea 19 (8%) 22 (16%) 

Other (Dismissals)b 4 (2%) 14 (10%) 

Data source: Court case file review 
Full Representation N=249. Comparison N=134. 
a Tenants presented for services after a default judgment had been entered against them, 
therefore no answer would have been filed. 
b “Other” category included cases involving landlord dismissal or failure to prosecute. It is 
possible that tenants moved out upon receiving the UD complaint and the landlord dropped 
the case before a default could be entered. 
Sig.=statistically significant difference existed between groups, as noted in bold. 

 
Did more tenants avoid defaulting? 

Shriver representation significantly decreased the likelihood 

of default42 (see Figure H4). None of the full representation 

clients defaulted on their cases during service provision. Of 

the 19 (8%) full representation cases that ended in default, all 

of them involved tenants with defaults entered at intake, and 

the Shriver attorneys were unable to get the default set aside. 

In contrast, 34 (26%) self-represented tenants ended their 

case by default. These defaults included the 22 tenants who 

presented for services with a default already entered, four 

who failed to file an answer during the 5-day period despite 

having shown the initiative of reaching out for legal assistance, 

and eight who filed an answer but failed to appear later 

(“default prove-up”).    

 

 
41 χ2 (1) = 9.039, p < .01, Cramer’s V = .157 
42 See footnote 44.  

8%

26%

Full Representation Comparison

Figure H4. Percentage of Cases  
that Ended in Default 
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Were litigants more likely to raise defenses? 

When responding to an unlawful detainer complaint, tenants have the opportunity to raise defenses to 

support their side of the case. However, it is often difficult for self-represented tenants to identify 

appropriate defenses by themselves, particularly those relating to legal technicalities or violations of 

certain laws (e.g., rent control). Attorneys are better suited to identify appropriate defenses and 

prepare the necessary paperwork to submit the defenses to the court.  Presentation of affirmative 

defenses may help to generate a more accurate overall depiction of the tenant’s case, thereby 

increasing fairness and access to just outcomes and provide a more complete picture of the case for 

the judicial officer.  

Study findings show that Shriver attorneys helped tenants record their defenses with the court at rates 

higher than what self-represented tenants were able to do on their own.43 This included naming issues 

pertaining to habitability of the unit, retaliatory eviction, and discrimination. Shriver attorneys were 

also able to spot defenses that were legal in nature, such as rent control violations and defective 

eviction notices. Overall, 84% of full representation cases raised at least one affirmative defense, 

compared with 60% of comparison cases. Figure H5 displays the specific defenses raised. 

Figure H5. Cases with Affirmative Defenses by Study Group 

Defense Raised Full Representation Comparison 

Defective notice** 96 (84%) 14 (28%) 

Rent control violation*  90 (78%) 12 (24%) 

Habitability 163 (65%) 49 (37%) 

Estoppel** 52 (45%) 3 (6%) 

Plaintiff waived, changed, or cancelled notice 105 (42%) 12 (9%) 

Retaliatory eviction 102 (41%) 26 (19%) 

Discrimination 49 (20%) 10 (7%) 

Negotiations in other language, agreement in English** 15 (13%) 0 (0%) 

Plaintiff accepted rent  24 (10%) 9 (7%) 

Tenant paid for repairs 19 (8%) 6 (4%) 

No reasonable ADA accommodation** 8 (7%) 0 (0.0%) 

Timely tender refused 10 (4%) 12 (9%) 

Tenant was victim of domestic violence** 2 (2%) 3 (6%) 

Other 137 (56%) 47 (35%) 

None (no defenses listed in case file) 39 (16%) 53 (40%) 

Data source: Court case file review 
Full Representation N = 249. Comparison N = 134. 
*Rent control laws exist in just one of the three counties. 
**Systematically collected in one county, but not on forms at the other two counties. 
Note. Full representation cases were significantly more likely than comparison cases to raise at least 
one affirmative defense. 

 
43 χ2 (1) = 27.24, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .267 
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 Case Resolution and Court Efficiency 

How were cases resolved? Were there fewer trials? 

Along with improving fairness in the unlawful detainer process, the Shriver housing pilot projects 

intended that their services would positively impact court efficiency by increasing the likelihood of 

negotiated settlements between parties, thus saving the court resources necessary to hold trials. 

Settlement negotiations also give both parties an opportunity to participate in the process and help 

shape the outcomes of the case.  

Compared to cases with self-represented tenants, cases receiving full representation were significantly 

more likely to resolve via settlement and less likely to involve a trial.44 Two thirds (67%) of full 

representation cases were settled, as opposed to one third (34%) of comparison cases. Only 3% of full 

representation cases were resolved via trial, versus 14% of comparison cases. These results are shown 

in Figure H6. As mentioned earlier, 8% of full representation cases ended with a default, versus 26% of 

comparison cases. About one quarter of both groups ended with a dismissal. 

Figure H6. Percentage of Cases Resolving Via Each Method by Study Group 

 

Case Outcomes 

Analyses examined case outcomes relative to short-term housing stability, such as how often tenants 

remained in their homes, and longer term housing stability including other impacts of the case that 

bear on tenants’ abilities to find replacement housing, such as reduced back-owed rent, payment 

plans, and credit protection. 

Were more tenants able to remain in their homes? If they had to move out, did they receive more 
time to do so? 

Three quarters of cases in both study groups ended with possession of the property awarded to the 

landlord. That is, three out of four tenants, whether Shriver clients or not, had to move out of the unit 

at the end of their case. However, with legal representation, tenants were more often able to 

negotiate the terms of their move. Among the 179 Shriver clients who had to move out, 83% did so as 

part of a settlement agreement, which generally involved additional time to move and thus reduced 
 

44 χ2 (3) = 63.39, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .410. Post hoc tests using Scheffe adjustment found a significant difference between groups in the 
percentages of cases resolved by settlement/stipulation (p < .001), trial (p < .01), and default (p < .01). There was no significant difference 
found in the percentage of cases resolved by dismissal. Settlements and stipulated agreements include conditional dismissals. 

34%
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26%

8%

26%

22%

Comparison Cases

Full Representation Cases

Settlement Trial Default Dismissal
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some of the trauma of relocating. In contrast, among the 98 comparison tenants who had to move out, 

only 44% did so as part of a settlement agreement. The remainder of tenants, those who defaulted or 

lost at trial, were likely subject to a lockout, because the writ of eviction can be issued immediately in 

these circumstances. This situation occurred for twice as many comparison cases (n = 53) as full 

representation cases (n = 27).  

Although few tenants remained in their homes, Shriver full representation clients were significantly 

more likely to retain possession of their units than were comparison tenants.45 Specifically, tenants 

retained possession of their properties in 13 (5%) full representation cases and just one (1%) 

comparison case. 

Note that possession was unknown for about one quarter of both study groups. In most instances 

when a landlord dismissed the case, the party awarded possession could not be ascertained from the 

court file. This is because the two possible scenarios would yield different results: (a) Upon receiving 

the complaint, the tenant moves out, and the landlord dismisses the case because the unit has been 

vacated, or (b) In response to the complaint, the tenant remains in the unit and responds with strong 

defenses, and the landlord dismisses the case to avoid complicated and expensive legal battles.46  As a 

result, possession remains “unknown” for these cases (Figure H7). 

Figure H7. Award of Possession by Study Group 

Possession Awarded to… Full Representation Comparison 

Landlord  179 (74%) 98 (75%) 

Tenant [sig.] 13 (5%) 1 (1%) 

Unknown (Dismissals)a  50 (21%) 32 (24%) 

Data source: Court case file review 
Full Representation N=242. Comparison N=131. 
Note. Data for possession were missing for two comparison cases in Kern, four representation cases in 
Los Angeles, and three representation cases and one comparison case in San Diego. 
Sig.=statistically significant difference found between study groups, as noted in bold. 
a Possession was typically unknown in cases that were dismissed by the landlord.  

 

Among cases in which the landlord obtained possession, the amount of time the tenant had to move 

was defined as the number of days from the complaint filing date to the date by which the tenant was 

ordered to move out of the property. The difference between groups was statistically significant: full 

representation clients had almost 2 weeks longer to move out than did comparison cases.47 

 
45 χ2 (1) = 4.587, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .129 
46 In cases with a technical defense, it is possible that the landlord could refile a new case with corrected paperwork, but current data did 
not allow the investigation of whether or how often this happened. 
47 Full representation cases mean = 85 days (median = 79); comparison cases mean = 74 days (median = 69). Given the skewed 
distribution, a nonparametric test was used. Mann-Whitney U = 2,729.0, p < .01.  
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Were there differences in other case outcomes that support tenants’ ability to relocate, such as 
monetary orders and credit protection? 

Given that the majority of tenants ultimately had to move out of their homes, and their short-term 

housing stability was thus interrupted, the study examined how Shriver representation may have 

impacted their longer-term housing stability. In particular, analyses explored other case outcomes 

related to issues that could support tenants’ ability to successfully transition to new housing, including 

monetary orders and settlement terms related to credit protection and rental references. 

Monetary orders. Figure H8 shows the number of cases with each type of money demanded on the 

complaint and the number of cases with orders for each type of payment to be made. Overall, tenants 

who received full representation more often avoided payments than did self-represented tenants. 

Among cases in which the landlord demanded past-due rent, 38% of full representation clients had to 

pay back the entire amount, as did 43% of comparison tenants. Among cases with holdover damages 

demanded, half as many full representation clients (9%) as self-represented tenants (17%) were 

ordered to pay damages. The same held true for attorney’s fees: 19% of full representation clients 

were ordered to pay versus 34% of comparison tenants. Moreover, fewer representation clients were 

subject to having their lease forfeited, which can leave tenants vulnerable to covering continued costs 

on the unit even after vacating it.48 

Figure H8. Type of Money Judgments  

Number of cases with… 
Full 

Representation Comparison 

Past due rent demanded on complaint 223  115  

   Judgment: Tenant to pay all back-owed rent 84 38% 50 43% 

Holdover damages demanded on complaint 237  129  

   Judgment: Tenant to pay all holdover damages 22 9% 22 17% 

Attorney fees demanded on complaint 192  86  

   Judgment: Tenant to pay landlord’s attorney’s fees 36 19% 29 34% 

Forfeiture of agreement demanded on complaint 230  119  

   Judgment: Rental agreement cancelled 31 13% 25 21% 

   Judgment: Lease is forfeited 35 5% 15 13% 

Statutory damages demanded on complaint 3  4  

   Judgment: Tenant to pay all statutory damages 0 0% 0 0% 

Other amounts/fees demanded on complaint 27  20  

   Judgment: Tenant to pay other amounts/fees 7 26% 4 20% 

 

  

 
48 Having the rental agreement cancelled is a more advantageous outcome for the tenant, because if the agreement is cancelled, tenants 
are not responsible for unpaid future rent or other costs and damages associated with the landlord re-renting the property. Forfeiting the 
lease leaves the tenant open to these additional costs. 
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Figure H9 shows the average total amount of money demanded on the complaint, inclusive of back-

owed rent, holdover damages, attorney’s fees, and other fees. In this sample, the median amount 

demanded was $2,935 among full representation cases and $2,333 among comparison cases. At case 

resolution, one third (34%) of full representation clients were ordered to pay the landlord something 

(median amount to pay = $3,550) versus half (51%) of self-represented tenants (median amount to pay 

= $3,007). The average amounts to be paid did not significantly differ between the groups.49 Few 

landlords were ordered to pay anything, although the average amounts to be paid were noteworthy. 

Nine landlords in full representation cases were ordered to pay a median amount of $4,664 to tenants, 

and two landlords in comparison cases were ordered to pay a median amount of $750. Overall, full 

representation clients were more likely to avoid having to pay the landlord or to have their payment 

amount reduced, thus resulting in savings for them. Across cases, the median amount saved was 

$2,127 for full representation clients and $1,365 for comparison tenants, which is a significant 

difference.50 

Figure H9. Average Amount Demanded, Paid, and Avoided by Tenants 

Average amount… Full Representation Comparison 

Demanded on complaint     

  Number of cases with any type of money demanded on complaint 223 113 

  Median $2,935 $2,333 

  Mean $3,594 $3,298 

  Range $306-$13,050 $31-$16,460 

Tenant owed landlord at case resolution     

  Number of cases with judgment for tenant to pay something 76 58 

  Median $3,550 $3,007 

  Mean $3,948 $3,429 

  Range $500-$10,046 $285-$8,065 

Landlord owed tenant at case resolutiona      

 Number of cases with landlord paying tenant 9 2 

  Median $4,664 $750 

  Mean  $1,500 $750 

  Range $725- $28,000 $700-800 

Avoided/saved by tenantb      

  Median $2,127 $1,365 

  Mean $2,413 $1,645 

  Range -$7,518 - $29,516 -$3,657 - $12,141 
a Affirmative payments to be made by landlord to tenant. 
b Calculations are out of all cases with money demanded on complaint (n = 223 full representation and n = 113 
unbundled services cases). Includes cases even if all money was awarded to landlord (amount avoided = $0), if tenant 
paid more than was demanded on complaint (amount avoided = negative number), and if no money was awarded to 
landlord (amount avoided = amount demanded). 

 
49 Mann Whitney U = 1903.5, p = .177 
50 Mann Whitney U = 12450, p < .01 
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Credit protection and other orders. Cases with full representation more often involved other 

outcomes that were favorable for tenants, such as the landlord agreeing to provide neutral rental 

references, the eviction case being sealed (and therefore not listed in the public record), the case not 

being reported to credit agencies, and the writ of eviction being stayed until the agreed upon lockout 

date. Combined with the financial savings discussed earlier, these other outcomes supported tenants’ 

ability to find replacement housing and relocate more easily. The first two columns in Figure H10 show 

these outcomes for all cases in each study group, regardless of how the case was resolved. In total, 

50% of full representation cases involved at least one of these outcomes, versus 25% of comparison 

cases, which was a significant difference.51 

These outcomes were most often part of negotiated settlement agreements. The second two columns 

in Figure H10 show the prevalence of these outcomes among the cases in each study group that 

settled. Three quarters of settled full representation cases involved at least one of these outcomes, 

and two thirds of settled comparison cases did. 

Figure H10. Credit Protection and Additional Outcomes by Study Group 

Outcome 

All Cases Settled Cases 

Full 
Representation Comparison 

Full 
Representation Comparison 

Neutral references 80 32% 8 6% 79 49% 8 18% 

Record sealed 50 20% 16 12% 50 31% 16 36% 

Case not reported to credit agencies 39 16% 1 1% 38 24% 1 2% 

Writ to be stayed until lock out date 17 7% 2 1% 17 11% 2 4% 

Writ to issue immediately 16 6% 4 3% 16 10% 2 4% 

Temporary stay of eviction 6 2% 2 1% 6 4% 2 4% 

Reservation of right to sue 2 1% 0 0% 2 1% 0 0% 

Building/Health code violations addressed 1 <1% 0 0% 1 <1% 0 0% 

Deposit treated according to CA law 1 <1% 4 3% 1 <1% 4 9% 

Relocation costs 1 <1% 0 0% 1 <1% 0 0% 

Other 36 14% 14 10% 26 13% 13 29% 

At least one additional outcome 125 50% 33 25% 124 77% 30 67% 

All Cases: Full representation N = 249. Comparison N = 134. 
Settled Cases: Full representation N = 162. Comparison N = 45. 

  

 
51 χ2 (1) = 23.510, p < .001. 
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L i t i g a n t  P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  t h e  S h r i v e r  H o u s i n g  
P i l o t  P r o j e c t  S e r v i c e s  

Understanding clients’ perceptions is essential to understanding program effectiveness and value. 

Tenants from two pilot projects that participated in the random assignment study were invited to 

participate in two phone interviews. The first interview occurred, on average, 1 month after the 

housing case had closed, and the second interview occurred, on average, 1 year later. The purpose was 

to gather litigants’ perceptions of procedural justice and fairness, their satisfaction with their case 

outcomes, and their opinions about the Shriver services they received. 

O n e  M o n t h  A f t e r  C a s e  C l o s u r e  

Methods 

Litigants from two projects—one urban and one rural—were invited to participate in an interview. In 

total, 127 litigants completed a 1-month case closure interview. These litigants comprised three service 

level groups: 

• 65 tenants, from two projects, who received Shriver full representation and who faced a 
represented landlord; 

• 21 tenants, from one project, who received Shriver expanded self-help. Shriver self-help was 
offered to tenants facing a self-represented landlord and involved consultation with an 
attorney, sometimes with facilitated mediation and/or referral to social services, and  

• 41 tenants, from two projects, who received no Shriver services (from comparison cases).  

Results 

Satisfaction with Case Outcomes, Perceived Fairness, and Procedural Justice  

Litigants were asked about their satisfaction with their case outcomes and their perceptions of fairness 

and procedural justice regarding their cases. Across the three service groups, litigants, on average, 

perceived the legal process to be moderately fair and procedurally just. However, regarding their case 

outcomes, full representation clients reported being significantly more satisfied than tenants who did 

not receive services. 

When asked to rate their satisfaction with their case outcomes,52 full representation clients reported 

being marginally satisfied (mean score of 3.6 on a 5-point scale), and their ratings were significantly 

higher than those of comparison litigants, who reported being marginally dissatisfied (a mean score of 

2.6).53 Tenants who received Shriver self-help services fell in between (mean score of 3.3).  

 
52 Litigants’ satisfaction with the case outcomes was assessed with one item: “How satisfied are you with how your case turned out?” 
Responses were on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 being very dissatisfied and 5 very satisfied. 
53 F (2, 114) = 3.178, p = .045 
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Perceived fairness of the legal process was assessed using a scale that included statements such as “My 

case was handled fairly by the court” and “My legal rights were taken into account.” Interviewees were 

asked to rate how much they agreed with each statement, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree).54 When asked to rate fairness, litigants in all three groups, on average, reported perceiving 

moderate levels of fairness (mean scores = 3.5-3.9).  

Perceptions of procedural justice were assessed with a scale that included items such as “The judge 

listened to what I had to say” and “I was treated the same as others in the same position.” Interviewees 

rated their agreement with each statement on the same 5-point scale.55 When asked about their 

perceptions of procedural justice, litigants in all three groups, on average, reported perceiving 

moderate levels of procedural justice (mean scores = 3.6-3.9). There were no significant differences in 

these perceptions among the groups for either fairness56 or procedural justice.57 See Figure H11. 

Figure H11. Satisfaction with Case Outcomes, Perceptions of Fairness, 
and Perceptions of Procedural Justice by Study Group 

 

Satisfaction: Full representation n=65; Shriver self-help n = 21; Comparison n = 41.  

Fairness: Full representation n = 50; Shriver self-help n = 19; Comparison n = 33.  

Procedural Justice: Full representation n = 37; Shriver self-help n = 9; Comparison n = 25. 

 

 
54 Fairness was assessed using a 4-item scale adapted from Frazer (2006). Interviewees were asked to rate how much they agreed with 
each statement on a 5-point scale. A scale score was calculated by averaging across the items for those tenants who answered at least 
75% (3 of 4) of the items. Higher scores indicate greater perceived fairness with court proceedings. 
55 Perceptions of procedural justice were assessed by an 8-item scale adapted from the Specific Procedural Justice Scale (Bornstein, 
Tomkins, & Neeley, 2011).Interviewees rated their agreement with each statement on the same 5-point scale used for the fairness scale. 
A scale score was calculated as a mean across the items for tenants who answered at least 63% (5 of 8) of the items. Higher scores 
indicate greater perceived procedural justice. 
56 F (2, 120) = 1.014, p=.366 
57 F (2, 119) = .176, p=.839.  
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Moving Out of Property  

At the start of their cases, about 60% of tenants in each group wanted to stay in their homes. However, 

consistent with earlier data from the program services database and court case files, the majority of 

tenants ended up moving out at the end of their unlawful detainer cases. As shown in Figure H12, 

about 85% of the full representation group and the comparison group had to move, as compared to 

67% of the Shriver self-help group. The lower rate of move-outs among Shriver self-help clients may be 

because these tenants were facing self-represented landlords, which may have presented alternative 

options for resolution. For full representation clients, moving out was often part of a negotiated 

agreement and not a formal eviction (i.e., being locked out by the sheriff), as the majority of Shriver 

full representation cases tended to end in settlements that included negotiating the move-out details. 

Figure H12. Litigants Moving out of Home 

 Full Representation  Shriver Self-Help  Comparison 

 Wanted to Move at Case Start   

Yes 23 (35%) 6 (29%) 14 (34%) 

No  39 (60%) 13 (62%) 25 (61%) 

Neutral 2 (3%) 2 (10%) 2 (5%) 

 Had to Move at Case Closure   

Yes 54 (83%) 14 (67%) 35 (85%) 

No  11 (17%) 7 (33%) 6 (15%) 

Missing/unknown 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Full representation N = 65. Shriver self-help N = 21. Comparison N = 41. 

 
Residential Mobility Among Tenants Who Moved 

Of the litigants who had to move, 25% of the full representation group and 24% of the Shriver self-help 

group moved directly into a new rental unit, as did 20% of the comparison group. Moving into another 

rental property—presumably, with a lease and secure space—is likely an indicator of housing stability. 

In contrast, as seen in Figure H13, a sizable proportion of all three groups appeared poised to suffer 

acute housing instability. Approximately one third of litigants reported moving in with friends or family. 

Moving in with friends/family is typically not considered a stable housing situation. When individuals 

move in with friends or family because they cannot afford their own space, this condition is commonly 

referred to as being “doubled up for economic reasons” (as opposed to roommates who live in a space 

sufficient to accommodate them). This scenario can relate to overcrowded conditions which can have 

negative health consequences, be a precursor to homelessness, and may create potential eviction risk 

for the renter of the space if the occupancy exceeds what the lease allows.  



Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act Evaluation – Housing Pilot Projects    30 

Studies have linked eviction to homelessness,58,59 and the current data align with this assertion. At case 

closure, 6% of full representation clients and 5% of comparison tenants reported being homeless (e.g., 

living in a shelter, abandoned building, or outside). Another 19% of full representation and 22% of 

comparison litigants said they moved to a hotel or motel, which does not constitute stable or long-

term housing. In addition, several litigants in each group (3% - 5%) reported being still unsure where 

they would go. Together, these responses suggest that 28% of the full representation group and 32% of 

the comparison group were essentially homeless at the end of their unlawful detainer cases. It is 

important to consider that these figures may well be underestimates, in that litigants who became 

homeless after case closure would have been the most difficult to locate for an interview.  

Figure H13. Living Situation at Case Closure  

 Upon case closure, tenant moved to… Full Representation  Shriver Self-Help  Comparison 

New Rental 17 (26%) 5 (24%) 8 (20%) 

Friends/Family  19 (29%) 7 (33%) 12 (29%) 

Motel/Hotel 12 (19%) 0 (0%) 9 (22%) 

Shelter/Outside/Homeless 4 (6%) 0 (0%) 2 (5%) 

Subsidized Housing/Supported Living Env. 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (5%) 

Other (Uncertain/Still looking) 2 (3%) 1 (5%) 2 (5%) 

Unknown/declined to answer/didn’t remember 11 (17%) 8 (38%) 6 (15%) 

Full representation N = 65. Shriver self-help N = 21. Comparison N = 41. 

 

This housing instability became further apparent for the comparison group who were significantly 

more likely to have moved more than once in the month after their case closed. At the time of the 1-

month interview, 24% of the comparison litigants had moved a second time, versus 11% of full 

representation and 5% of self-help clients.60 Of the seven full representation clients who moved again, 

nearly half (43%) moved into a new rental unit. Of the ten comparison litigants who moved again, the 

majority (70%) moved in with family. [All seven full representation litigants who moved again were 

transitioning from other unstable housing situations: three had been staying with other friends/family, 

one had been living in a shelter or outside, one had stayed in a motel and a car, and one had been 

living at a training center.] 

  

 
58 Holl, M., van den Dries, L., & Wolf, J. R. (2016). Interventions to prevent tenant evictions: A systematic review. Health & Social Care in 
the Community, 24(5), 532-546. 
59 Houseman, A. (2014, October). The anti-poverty effects of civil legal aid. The Public Welfare Foundation. Consortium for the National 
Equal Justice Library. 
60 2 = 5.681, p = .058 
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Figure H14. Residential Mobility between Case Closure and 1-Month Interview 

 Full Representation  Shriver Self-Help  Comparison 

 Did tenant move again before interview?    

Yes 7 (11%) 1 (5%) 10 (24%) 

No  47 (72%) 10 (48%) 23 (56%) 

   Unknown/declined to answer 11 (17%) 10 (48%) 8 (20%) 

 Of those who moved again, they moved to…    

New Rental 3 (43%) 1 (100%) 1 (10%) 

Friends/Family  2 (29%) 0 7 (70%) 

Other 2 (29%) 0 2 (20%) 

Full representation N = 65. Shriver self-help N = 21. Comparison N = 41. 

 
Impacts of the Unlawful Detainer Case for Litigants 

Litigants were asked how their unlawful detainer cases had impacted their lives. Overall, litigants 

overwhelmingly reported that the case had negatively impacted them. Across all interviews, 96 

responses described negative impacts and 35 reflected beneficial impacts (16 interviewees said the 

case had no impact on their lives, usually because they were already planning to move). The most 

common themes are listed in Figure H15. 

Many tenants reported stress, anxiety, and hardship associated with their eviction case, including 

having nowhere to go or being homeless, enduring financial hardship or loss of a job, suffering general 

stress, having bad credit or difficulty finding alternative housing, and having problems with 

transportation or changing children’s schools. Notably, a small number of litigants—most of whom had 

received Shriver full representation—reported some positive impacts of their eviction case, including 

feeling vindicated, having reached resolution with the landlord, or having moved to a better place. 

Figure H15. Impact of Eviction Case on Litigants’ Lives  

Response Themes Full Representation Shriver Self-Help Comparison 

Nowhere to go/Homeless 9 (15%) 2 (10%) 9 (26%) 

Financial hardship/Job loss  6 (10%) 2 (10%) 7 (20%) 

General Stress  5 (8%) 5 (24%) 4 (11%) 

Bad credit/Difficulty finding housing  4 (7%) 3 (14%) 3 (9%) 

Transportation problems/School changes  3 (5%) 2 (10%) 2 (6%) 

Vindication/Resolution with landlord 7 (11%) 1 (5%) 1 (3%) 

Moved into a better place 3 (5%) 4 (19%) 1 (3%) 

Full representation N = 61. Shriver self-help N = 21. Comparison N = 35 

Full representation group missing responses from 4 clients. Comparison group missing responses from 6 tenants. 
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O n e  Y e a r  A f t e r  C a s e  C l o s u r e   

The 1-year follow-up interview study sought to gain a deeper understanding of the lives of unlawful 

detainer litigants after their cases had resolved.  

Methods 

Respondents for the 1-year follow-up interview were recruited from the 127 litigants who completed a 

1-month case closure interview. In total, 66 individuals were interviewed at the 1-year follow-up: 

• 45 litigants who had received any Shriver services61 (either full representation or Shriver 
expanded self-help) and  

• 21 litigants who did not receive Shriver services (“comparison”).  

Results 

Living Situation 

Of the 66 litigants reached for a follow-up interview, all but one had to move out of their homes at the 

end of their unlawful detainer cases (see Figure H16). At the 1-year interview, 71% of Shriver services 

clients were living in a new rental unit, versus 43% of the comparison group. The increased housing 

stability for Shriver clients may be a result of the work of the Shriver attorneys by negotiating terms 

such as protecting credit records, keeping the 

court cases off the public record, and 

obtaining neutral references from landlords. 

Together, these elements support tenants 

finding replacement housing.  

 One in five Shriver clients (22%) was living 

with friends/family at follow-up, versus half 

(48%) of comparison litigants. As described 

earlier, being “doubled up” for economic 

reasons constitutes unstable housing and can 

be a precursor to homelessness. A small 

number of litigants reported being homeless 

1 year after their case ended. This proportion 

may be small because most litigants had 

found alternate living arrangements by 1 year 

after their case closed, or because those who 

were homeless were unable to be located to 

interview.  

 
61 Due to small sample sizes—in particular, only six litigants who received Shriver self-help were located—litigants who received any form 
of Shriver service (full representation or self-help) were combined for analysis. 

 Living Situation Shriver Services Comparison 

 Case Outcome   

Moved 44 (98%) 21 (100%) 

Stayed in home 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 

 At case closure, relocated to… 

Another rental unit 16 (36%) 6 (29%) 

Family/friends 21(47%) 10 (48%) 

Homeless 4 (9%) 1 (5%) 

Other 3 (7%) 4 (19%) 

 At 1-year follow up, living in… 

Rental unit 32 (71%) 9 (43%) 

Family/friends 10 (22%) 10 (48%) 

Homeless 2 (4%) 1(5%) 

Other 1 (3%) 1(5%) 

Full representation N = 45. Comparison N = 21.  

Figure H16. Living Situation Among Litigants 
Reached for 1-Year Interview 
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Challenges Related to Poverty 

Between the case closure and 1-year interview, litigants moved an average of two times. When asked 

about their relocations, the majority (80%) of interviewees reported not having any housing options 

other than the one they were currently living in. Many individuals explained being very constrained by 

their low incomes, given the high costs of rental properties. Several respondents reported being 

recently unemployed and without income, which made housing hunting difficult. Other obstacles to 

obtaining a new rental included experiencing difficulty saving for the deposit in time for the move-out 

and having an eviction judgment on their records. A chronic lack of resources was a common theme 

throughout the interviews.  

Finding Affordable Housing 

Across all 66 litigants in both groups, when asked if they were able to find housing that they could 

afford, one in five (20%; n=13) respondents said they did. The remaining 80% reported being unable to 

locate affordable housing and, of them, those who were renting described spending a precariously 

large proportion of their income on rent. Options that were more financially affordable tended to 

come with different social costs. Some interviewees explained that the only housing they could afford 

without substantial cost burden was in a “bad part of town” or a “crime-ridden area.” This theme 

echoes findings from previous research on eviction which asserts that low-income families are often 

forced to move to areas with higher crime and less economic opportunity. 

Impact of the Eviction Case on Litigants’ Lives 

Circumstances related to possible eviction and the court process were stressful for almost everyone. 

When asked about the impact of the case on their lives, 82% of the comparison group relayed negative 

effects, versus 63% of Shriver clients. Of those who reported negative impacts of the case, litigants in 

both groups reported that mental health had suffered, including increases in depression and anxiety, 

and described the experience as “traumatic” and “devastating.” A few individuals expressed a sense of 

hopelessness, others were concerned about the lack of stability and stress of having nowhere to go. 

Being forced to move not only impacted the litigant, but also others in the household, most notably 

dependent children, leaving the adults worried about their ability to adequately care for their families. 

Figure H17. Case Impact on Lives of Litigants

 

Data source: 1-year follow-up interview. Shriver clients N = 41, Comparison N = 17. Eight comparison group respondents are not 
included in the counts above because they refused to answer, said the case had no impact, or gave ambiguous answers. 
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Figure H17 also shows that a minority of litigants in both groups reported that the case had positive 

impacts for them. Notably, positive effects were noted by twice as many Shriver clients (37%) as 

comparison litigants (18%). Any positive impact typically pertained to the receipt of legal services and 

feeling supported in the otherwise stressful process. The presence of a legal aid attorney helped some 

clients make the stressful experience of an unlawful detainer case manageable, and in some cases, a 

motivation for a new start. One person explained that it was motivation to “better my life.”  

At the end of the interview, respondents were asked to rate the impact the case had on their lives on a 

scale from 1 “generally positive” to 5 “generally negative,” with 3 being “neither positive nor 

negative.” Shriver clients had a mean score of 2.7, versus the comparison group’s mean score of 3.4, 

indicating that Shriver clients tended to feel less negatively about their circumstances related to their 

housing cases. This result may be due to Shriver clients’ higher satisfaction with their case outcomes. 

Limitations of the Follow-up Interviews 

These findings are based on a small sample (66 litigants in total) and may be biased toward litigants 

who were more stable and therefore more easily located 1 year after their housing cases. This bias may 

mean that the number of individuals who were homeless is an underestimate relative to the 

population as a whole. However, it is important to note that even with this potential bias, which would 

have been equally present for both the Shriver and comparison groups, a notable difference was found 

regarding housing stability, indicating that a larger proportion of Shriver clients were able to find 

alternate housing within 1 year and fewer were doubled up with relatives and friends. 
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T r i a g e  S t u d y :  H o w  d o  p r o j e c t s  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  
l e v e l  o f  s e r v i c e  p r o v i d e d ?  

The previous random assignment study illustrated the benefits of providing full representation for 

tenants in eviction cases facing a landlord with legal representation (see earlier section on random 

assignment study). However, available resources do not permit full representation to be provided to 

every low-income tenant facing eviction. As the recent California Justice Gap study showed, legal needs 

for housing issues are prevalent among low-income Californians. A minority of these individuals receive 

legal help, and of those, an even smaller minority receive an attorney to represent them in court or 

settlement negotiations; most receive self-help assistance or another unbundled service.  

Given the increasing demand for legal services and the chronically insufficient resources to provide 

help to everyone who needs it, the ability to identify the most effective and cost-efficient service for an 

otherwise self-represented litigant can help ensure that litigants are afforded equal access to justice 

while maximizing the benefit of limited public resources. Understanding how to match litigants with 

the appropriate level of service for their case is critical to the development of successful and 

sustainable civil counsel programs. Of the six Shriver housing pilot projects, five incorporated a triage 

protocol to determine a client’s eligibility for representation versus limited scope assistance.62 

However, the elements of these triage protocols varied across projects.  

To explore what constitutes appropriate triage method for eviction cases, the Shriver evaluation team 

studied the triage processes of these five projects during FY2019.  

Methods 

Over the course of 3 months, Shriver project attorneys were interviewed regularly to ascertain the 

factors they used to decide the level of legal assistance provided to clients. Using stimulated recall63 

methods, attorneys were asked to recall a specific client intake and then articulate aloud the thought 

processes that determined the service level offered to that client. Across the five projects, triage 

information was gathered for a total of 205 cases, with approximately 40 cases from each project. The 

sample was close to evenly split: 93 (45%) were full representation cases and 112 (55%) received 

unbundled services cases.  

Attorney interview responses were coded into categories and collapsed into 11 summary factors. 

Figure H18 defines the 11 summary factors and shows the client and case characteristics inherent in 

each one. The following section describes how often each factor was present in the sampled cases and, 

then, how each factor influenced service decisions.  

 
62 One project offers full representation to all eligible clients. If a client receives less than full representation, it is due to 
litigant decisions (e.g., declining service, not showing up for appointments). 
63 Lyle, J. (2003). Stimulated recall: A report on its use in naturalistic research. British Educational Research Journal, 29(6), 
860–878. 
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Figure H18. Triage Factors and Constituent Client and Case Attributes 

 

Factor Client/Case Attributes  

Client is vulnerable 

Client has at least one of the following characteristics:  

• disability or chronic illness  

• household member with disability  

• limited proficiency with English  

• children in the home  

• domestic violence survivor  

• older adult  

• low level of education (creates a barrier to court access) 

Case deemed to have merit; 
affirmative defenses are 
possible 

Case involves: 

• procedural defenses (e.g., improper notice, lack of service) 

• grounds for stay of eviction 

• grounds to set aside default or vacate judgment 

• breach of warranty of habitability 

• retaliation against tenant 

• discrimination against tenant 

• mobile home case in which tenant could cure the alleged violation 

• tenant says they paid the rent  

Housing is subsidized or 
subject to rent control 

Client has HUD housing choice voucher, resides in a HUD-subsidized unit, has other 
housing subsidy (e.g., low-income tax credit), or lives in unit that is subject to rent 
control. 

Opposing party is 
represented 

Opposing party has an attorney. 

Opposing party/counsel 
known to Shriver agency 

Shriver legal services agency has previous experience with the opposing party or 
counsel. This can include known collaborators (e.g., attorneys who are inclined to 
settle) and “bad actors” (e.g., landlords with recurring problematic properties).  

Case is pre-filing Unlawful detainer complaint had not yet been filed with the court (e.g., eviction notice 
had been served, tenant had question about rights). 

Case complexity; potential 
impact of an attorneya 

Case is deemed too complex for an unrepresented litigant to reasonably handle. There 
is reason to believe that the presence of an attorney would strongly impact case 
outcomes. 

Tenant has other plans 
Tenant has already moved out of the property, has plans to move out of the unit, or 
declined further service after the first meeting (e.g., plans to retain other counsel or 
handle the case themselves). 

Tenant has money to pay 
back-owed rent 

Tenant has money to pay some or all of the back-owed rent. This includes instances in 
which the tenant receives the money through a short-term rental assistance program. 

Rent exceeds tenant incomeb  Rental amount exceeded, or nearly equaled, tenant’s household income. 

Other factor 
Other client or case characteristics, such as the length of residency and payment 
history, substantiation of a temporary financial hardship, insufficient time to prepare 
for an imminent trial date, or agency’s history with the client. 

a Examples include: primary issue pertained to the title, case involved the presentation of substantial evidence, case was 
part of a larger group of tenants being evicted from a mobile home park, tenant had lost job but had new job secured.  
b All tenants experienced high rental cost burden, where rental costs accounted for more than half of the household 
income each month. However, this factor was indicated for cases in which the rental amount exceeded or equaled the 
household income and therefore the living arrangement was not sustainable for the tenant. 
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Results 

Prevalence of Triage Factors among Shriver Clients 

Figure H19 shows, for each of the 11 triage factors, how often the factor was present among the 205 

cases in the sample. Previous studies on eviction cases has shown that the majority of landlords have 

legal representation, whereas the majority of 

tenants do not. The current data align with 

this finding, as 83% of cases involved a 

represented landlord. Further, eight out of ten 

cases (79%) were deemed by the intake 

attorney to have merit. Nearly two thirds of 

clients (64%) were found to have an indication 

of vulnerability. About one third of clients 

resided in housing that was subsidized or 

subject to rent control, and about one quarter 

of clients presented for service before the UD 

complaint had been filed. Another quarter of 

clients had other plans that would negate the 

need for representation. 

Triage Factors Related to Service Level Decisions 

Relationships between the triage factors and service level decisions were investigated using two 

analytic methods. First, a classification tree was produced using the Chi-square Automatic Interaction 

Detection (CHAID) algorithm.64 Second, a logistic regression was run to confirm the results of the 

CHAID analysis. Importantly, classification trees are not synonymous with decision trees. The 

classification tree in this report does not represent a linear, step-by-step decision-making process 

undertaken by attorneys, in which one factor is considered at a time. Instead, attorneys collected 

several pieces of information during the intake interview, and the combination of these factors 

informed their service decision. The classification tree uncovers the factors that tended to be most 

impactful in those decisions, as noted by the strength of the statistical relationship.  

Figure H20 displays the CHAID model when the 10 summary factors were used to predict whether 

clients were offered full representation or unbundled services. In the figure, dark blue bars represent 

the proportion of cases offered full representation and light blue bars represent the proportion offered 

unbundled services. Logistic regression results are shown in Figure A1 in the appendix. 

 
64 Classification tree methodologies are used to identify predictor variables that classify a population along an outcome variable. In this 
report, the 10 summary factors (excluding “other”) were examined to see how they classify cases regarding the level of service offered 
(the outcome variable). These methodologies produce an inverted “tree” with branches indicating variables that are associated with 
differences in the outcome variable.  

Factor 
Factor Present  

N = 205 

Opposing party (OP) is represented 170 (83%) 

Case has merit 162 (79%) 

Client is vulnerable 132 (64%) 

Housing is subsidized/rent control 75 (37%) 

Case is pre-filing 56 (27%) 

Tenant has other plans 55 (27%) 

Case is complex 31 (15%) 

OP/counsel known to Shriver agency 28 (14%) 

Rent exceeds tenant income  21 (10%) 

Tenant has money to pay back-owed rent 16 (8%) 

Other factor 40 (20%) 

Figure H19. Prevalence of Triage Factors 
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Figure H20. CHAID65 Classification Tree 

 

 

 
65 Chi-square Automatic Interaction Detection (CHAID) algorithm assesses when there is a statistically significant difference in the outcome based on levels of a predictor variable 
(e.g., a difference in service decision based on whether the client had a vulnerability indicator), and then creates a “branch” of the tree based on that variable.  

Level of Service Offered
n %

Full Representation          93             45%
Unbundled Services       112             55%    

Was Opposing Party Represented?

Did Client Have Vulnerabilities?

Did Case Have Merit? Was a Complaint Filed?

Opposing Party Represented, 
Attorney/Landlord Known

n = 19

Opposing Party Represented, 
Attorney/Landlord Unknown

n = 155

Opposing Party Not Represented 
n = 31

90% 11% 47% 54% 13% 87%

Full 
Rep

Unbun
dled

Client Had Vulnerabilities
n = 102

No Vulnerabilities Identified
n = 53

59% 41% 23% 77%

Case Had Merit
n = 85

Case Did Not Have Merit
n = 17

66% 34% 24% 77%

No Complaint Filed (Prefiling)
n = 23

33% 67% 9% 91%

Complaint Filed
n = 30
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Across all cases, 45% were offered full representation and 55% were offered unbundled services. Four 

factors emerged as significantly predictive of the level of service offered: opposing party 

representation, client vulnerability, case merit, and case status. 

Opposing party representation (and being known by the Shriver attorney). The CHAID model found 

that service level decision was most strongly predicted by opposing party representation, which is 

unsurprising given that the legislation specifically sought to balance representation. The logistic 

regression results confirmed the importance of this factor: tenants facing a landlord with an attorney 

had three times of the odds of being offered full representation compared to those facing a self-

represented landlord. The impact of this factor pertained to two distinct situations: (a) tenants facing a 

self-represented landlord were rarely offered representation (roughly 1 in 10 cases, and only those 

with other important factors such as merit and vulnerability), and (b) tenants facing a represented 

opposing party and either the landlord or opposing counsel was known to the Shriver attorney were 

almost always offered full representation (9 out of 10 cases). For tenants facing self-represented 

landlords, the lack of opposing counsel was the single biggest determinant of services. For tenants 

facing a landlord with an attorney, the knowledge of the opposing party or opposing counsel was the 

single biggest determinant of services. This may be because the Shriver attorney could predict with 

some certainty how the case would transpire and whether their involvement would impact outcomes. 

The majority of Shriver cases (76%) involved a tenant facing a represented landlord who was unknown, 

and whose counsel was unknown, to the Shriver agency. Across these cases, roughly half were offered 

full representation, which reflects the proportion in the overall sample. For these cases, other factors 

more significantly impacted the services offered (see below).  

Client vulnerability. Analyses also found client vulnerability to be significantly associated with service 

level decisions. The regression found that vulnerable clients’ odds of being offered full representation 

were 2.5 greater than clients without an identified vulnerability. Specifically, more than half of clients 

assessed to have a vulnerability were offered full representation, compared to less than one quarter of 

clients without a vulnerability.  

Certain vulnerability characteristics—such as clients with disabilities or household members with 

disabilities, children in the home, or being an older adult—were particularly influential in offering full 

representation. This finding makes sense, as these tenants would be the least likely to be able to 

navigate the court process and effectively represent themselves. They would also potentially be the 

most at-risk if they became homeless after their eviction. 

Case merit. Analyses also revealed case merit as a significant predictor of service level decisions. The 

regression found that the odds of full representation being offered were 5.3 times greater for clients 

with legal defenses than for those without. Specifically, two thirds of clients with meritorious cases 

were offered full representation, versus one quarter of those without. Cases without merit that were 

offered full representation often included tenants deemed to be vulnerable. 
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As a factor in the analysis, the presence of case merit impacted service decisions among clients with an 

opposing represented party and a vulnerability factor. One might expect merit to have had a more 

significant impact across the entire sample, as it seems critical for the provision of full representation. 

The slightly diminished capacity of merit to distinguish between service levels is likely due to its 

pervasiveness in the overall sample (79% of cases were deemed to have defenses). 

Case Filing Status. Just over one quarter of clients sought Shriver assistance before the landlord had 

filed the unlawful detainer complaint with the court. Analyses found this status to be significantly 

associated with service level decisions. In general, pre-filing cases were more likely to be offered 

unbundled services. Specifically, the regression estimated that pre-filing cases had a 70% reduction in 

the odds of being offered full representation, compared to active cases.  

When cases are pre-filing, there are several possible trajectories (although if an eviction notice has 

been posted, a complaint is likely to follow if the tenant does not correct the problem). At this point in 

the case, there are limited ways in which the Shriver attorneys can intervene. In most instances, legal 

education on the court process and tenants’ rights, advice and counsel, and limited scope assistance is 

all that is warranted until there is an actual lawsuit. 

The CHAID analysis did not find additional variables significant, but the logistic regression did. The 

regression also revealed, unsurprisingly, that tenants’ plans significantly impacted the service decision. 

In particular, if the tenant had moved out of the unit, then the unlawful detainer case might be 

dismissed and there would be less for the attorney to do. If the tenant had plans to move out of the 

unit, then the attorney could help negotiate for additional time to move, for example, but would not 

have to invest the resources to try the case. In a few cases, tenants declined further assistance after 

the first meeting. These tended to be situations in which the tenant required only limited help (e.g., 

they had retained other counsel and just needed help filing an answer) or the tenant decided to handle 

the situation differently (e.g., based on fear that retaining counsel would create further tension with 

the landlord). In these instances, the attorneys would provide unbundled services (e.g., advice and 

counsel), but ultimately follow the tenant’s wishes. 

Ongoing Exploration of Housing Case Triage 

In addition to the classification tree presented in this report using aggregated data, individual 

classification trees were constructed for each housing pilot project, and it was clear that the triage 

protocols differed across the sites. The Shriver evaluation has also collected case outcome data from 

the court files for the triaged cases, and these data are being analyzed to explore the relative 

effectiveness of different triage protocols for eviction cases.   
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S t a f f  P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  S h r i v e r  H o u s i n g  P i l o t  
P r o j e c t s  

The Shriver Act evaluation gathered information from the Shriver housing pilot project staff and 

stakeholders about their perceptions of the Program and its impacts. Data were collected from 

multiple legal services agency staff members (e.g., staff attorneys, supervising attorneys, paralegals, 

intake coordinators, and executive directors) and superior court judges and staff members (e.g., 

program managers and clerks) affiliated with the project. In 2015, telephone interviews were 

conducted with more than 20 legal services and superior court staff across the six housing pilot 

projects. In 2018, in-person site visits were conducted at each of the six pilot projects and more than 

70 legal services and court staff members participated in one-on-one interviews or focus groups. This 

section summarizes the information collected across the projects at these two time points. 

Successes and Accomplishments of the Pilot Projects 

Access to Services  

Shriver legal services staff thought that the project provided low-income tenants with meaningful 

access to the judicial system and with the security of knowing that someone was there to help them 

with their cases. Because Shriver funding enabled an increase in legal aid staff, the agencies were able 

to serve more people, which, in turn, changed the flow of cases and increased overall efficiency. 

Staff explained that, without Shriver services, tenants who receive eviction notices are often scared 

and do not do anything, resulting in a default judgment against them. In this common scenario, they 

lose their housing and their credit is negatively impacted, making it even more challenging to obtain 

replacement housing. Other staff explained that as many as one third of legal aid clients have 

disabilities, and Shriver attorneys were able to help those tenants using provisions of the Fair Housing 

Act. With Shriver services, “tenants’ rights are preserved.” 

Court stakeholders, many of whom were judges, explained that the eviction cases being brought to 

court were more defensible and more appropriate for trial proceedings as a result of Shriver 

assistance. They also thought the Shriver projects were effective vehicles for low-income tenants to be 

able to access expert help with their cases that they would otherwise not be able to afford. As a result 

of unbundled Shriver services, self-represented litigants were more educated about the system, which 

also increased efficiency. 

Access to Justice 

Shriver staff thought that the project had enhanced access to justice for low-income litigants in 

housing cases and improved the culture of landlord tenant court. They explained that Shriver 

representation “helps even the playing field” and “makes things more respectful” and that Shriver 

services make the unlawful detainer process for litigants “less hurried” and “less aggressive.” These 

staff reported that, without Shriver assistance, self-represented tenants experience a daunting lack of 
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legal knowledge and notable power differentials in court and 

when interacting with landlord attorneys. Some staff also 

reported that tenants tend to receive more respect in court 

when they have an attorney. Judges might not have favored 

tenants, even with meritorious cases, due to their inability to 

articulate their concerns effectively or to understand legal 

documents and processes. However, with representation, 

tenants are more likely to be heard and to receive more just 

rulings and fairer settlements. Through the Shriver Program, 

staff hoped to illustrate the necessity of representation for 

tenants in unlawful detainer cases with represented landlords. 

“Balancing the playing field” was an important goal. Attorneys 

felt confident that their presence improved outcomes for 

tenants and, over time, will help equalize the power dynamics 

in landlord tenant court.  

Settlement Rate 

Staff highlighted that Shriver services increase the proportion 

of cases that resolve by settlement. Settlements can provide 

important reprieve for tenants, especially when they have to 

move. Settlement terms can support tenants’ ability to find 

replacement housing by giving them more time to move out, 

reducing the amount of back-owed rent they must pay, and 

ensuring that the unlawful detainer case does not impact their 

credit. Attorneys are critical allies in the settlement process, as 

most self-represented litigants are not knowledgeable about 

what they can request or expect as part of a negotiation. Settlement agreements can provide a more 

stable transition for low-income tenants and their families, reducing the stress and trauma of a forced 

relocation. As part of this process, tenants are also educated about their rights and the legal process. 

Overall, staff thought that tenants “felt understood and that the law was explained to them. They 

weren’t taken advantage of.” 

With attorneys on both sides, it was usually possible to successfully negotiate instead of taking the 

case to trial, and many also thought that the terms were better and fairer when both sides had legal 

representation. Court stakeholders pointed out that settlements made for a smoother transition 

period for both the landlord and the tenant when a property had to be vacated. Settlements also 

reduced the burden on the court by reducing the number of trials. They also tended to relax the 

tension in the court, which helped alleviate some of the stress inherent in the process. One 

 

Goals of the Shriver Program 

Staff members across the six 

housing pilot projects described 

similar program goals:  

(a) Expand services to reach more 

clients and provide representation 

whenever possible. 

(b) Create stability for the client, 

whether to keep tenants housed or 

negotiate move-out agreements 

that enables a “soft landing.”  

(c) Positively impact landlord- 

tenant court culture by balancing 

the playing field.  

(d) Improve the local housing stock 

by impacting habitability problems.  
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interviewee explained further that both sides had the ability to resolve the case without a straight 

default or going to trial “where a tenant doesn’t even know what to do.” 

Court Efficiency 

Staff thought that the Shriver project had a positive impact on the court system and that judges 

appreciated it. Legal services staff reported that a combination of things contributed to a more 

efficient court calendar. First, represented litigants brought up fewer irrelevant matters before the 

judge, making hearings run more smoothly. Second, fewer frivolous, non-meritorious cases were 

brought by landlords when they had to consider opposing counsel. Third, with counsel, many litigants 

chose mediation or settled outside of court, thus diverting cases away from the court trial calendar. 

Overall, legal services staff thought that court processes moved faster with attorneys on both sides, 

relative to cases with self-represented litigants, and cases were less likely to go to trial. When tenants 

are not represented, the court system can more easily become congested with trials and continuances. 

Court stakeholders expressed that the Shriver project had positively impacted the court by educating 

and supporting litigants, reducing emotional tensions in cases, increasing the likelihood of settlement, 

and facilitating efficiency of court proceedings. In particular, court stakeholders reported that the 

accuracy and completeness of paperwork and the compilation of evidence by Shriver attorneys made 

the court process smoother for everyone. One judge felt the cases were better prepared and others 

felt that litigants were more focused on facts relevant to their cases. They also appreciated that 

increases in settlements ultimately decreased trials, supporting overall court efficiency.  

Court staff also explained that the Shriver projects had impacted the way landlord attorneys handled 

unlawful detainer cases. One interviewee described that Shriver services had “eased the whole process 

for the landlord bar and the court.” Because attorneys are fluent in the legal process, landlord 

attorneys were no longer resistant to talk to the defendants and were more amenable to settlements. 

One court staff person explained that some landlord attorneys were initially hesitant about the Shriver 

Program because they were used to dealing with unrepresented tenants. However, most believed that, 

over time, landlords and their attorneys became grateful for a more efficient process. 

Mandatory Settlement Conferences 

As of 2018, one project had implemented mandatory settlement conferences, and staff from that 

project described some benefits of these conferences. In addition to creating efficiency for the court in 

the form of fewer trials, these conferences were noted to have “emotional efficiency” for both parties, 

by not dragging the matter out. These conferences also created an important financial efficiency for 

landlords. Settlement conferences occurred 1 to 2 weeks before the trial date and were mandatory for 

all cases headed to trial. If a settlement was reached and the tenants agreed to move out as part of the 

terms, they were typically out of the unit well before the time it would have taken for the trial to 

conclude, and the writ of possession to be issued by the court and executed by the sheriff. In these 
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instances, the landlord was able to regain possession of the unit faster (than had the case proceeded 

to trial) and therefore was able to more quickly find a new tenant and begin collecting rent again. 

Collaborations 

Shriver Program grants entailed collaborations between legal services 

agencies and the local superior court. While there were some challenges 

in these collaborations, the majority of projects described good working 

relationships with the court and explained that the Shriver grant had 

strengthened the partnership. Many felt as though the elements of 

collaboration— regular communication between legal service providers 

and court stakeholders, easy referral pathways for services, joint 

brainstorming about how to improve services for litigants—were a 

significant success of the Program. 

Some pilot projects included multiple legal services providers working together, which was a notable 

accomplishment. One staff member explained that the Shriver project helped to “create a partnership 

that weaved together what was once disparate legal services for unlawful detainer cases in the 

region.” In addition, this multi-agency collaboration allowed the partners to identify trends that they 

might not have seen independently. For example, if the agencies were seeing many cases coming from 

the same building or landlord, they could coordinate and strategize how they might best address these 

situations and the resultant concerns for tenants. 

Challenges Encountered by the Pilot Projects 

Social Service Needs Among Clients 

Staff explain that many of their clients had other conditions that impacted their lives and functioning, 

such as issues related to mental health, substance use, domestic violence, and other family law 

matters. Attorneys reported operating as “semi-social workers.”  However, they felt very limited in 

terms of the help they could provide beyond legal assistance due to lack of time and training. Staff in 

some projects stated that they referred their clients to other local social services (e.g. the local Alcohol, 

Drug and Mental Health hotline) but could not offer direct service for these issues. Many attorneys 

thought that a social services coordinator would help free up attorney time to focus on the legal 

matters and would be more effective at connecting clients to needed services. 

Some of these personal issues directly impacted eviction cases. For example, a few staff members 

noted that they represented individuals involved in unlawful detainer cases due to behavioral or 

nuisance problems, such as individuals acting out symptomatic mental health issues. Staff thought that 

a large portion of these cases were based on discrimination against tenants with disabilities or mental 

health issues—often people who were vulnerable and for whom eviction could have severe 

consequences. In these cases, attorneys often sought judgments or settlements that allowed for 
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reasonable accommodation for the tenant’s disability, and/or allowed the tenant to stay if treatment 

was sought and behaviors no longer disturbed others. 

Service Reach and Capacity 

Staff at all pilot projects acknowledged that there were low-income renters in their communities who 

would have qualified to receive Shriver assistance, and would have benefited from receiving it, but 

who never accessed it. They lamented that a notable portion of eviction cases ended in defaults 

because the tenants never engaged their services. They also believed that many tenants moved out 

after receiving the eviction notice and explained that these individuals were very hard to reach for 

services because they were essentially unknown to the legal services agency because nothing had been 

filed with the court.  

Staff at several of the pilot projects reported that they were unable to serve all of the litigants who did 

present for help because demand for service consistently outpaced their capacity to provide it. One 

staff member explained, “[W]ith the current funding and staffing levels, our program cannot assist 

everyone that shows up for help.” Capacity problems were exacerbated for legal services agencies in 

rural areas that struggled to stay fully staffed. 

Income Requirements for Service Eligibility 

Staff expressed concern that the household income eligibility criteria was too restrictive and, as a 

result, omitted a population of low-income individuals who needed, but could not afford, an attorney. 

Tenants with incomes just over the eligibility limit did not qualify for Shriver services, but many of 

them had needs that were too extensive to fully address through self-help assistance.  
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S u m m a r y  o f  R e s u l t s  f o r  t h e  S h r i v e r  H o u s i n g  
P i l o t  P r o j e c t s  

Given the dearth of affordable housing in California and the rate at which rents have outpaced wages 

in most areas of the state, eviction is one of the most urgent civil justice issues for low-income 

individuals, as the loss of housing poses a wide range of risks and consequences for families. These 

risks are severe for vulnerable tenants, such as the elderly and people with disabilities. The Shriver 

Program endeavored to ensure access to justice and to support fair judicial decisions for these cases. 

It is very common for unlawful detainer cases to involve landlords with legal representation and 

tenants without the resources to retain counsel. By balancing the playing field, the Shriver Act sought 

to provide equal access to justice and to ensure that cases were decided on their merits and not as a 

result of one side having legal representation.  

Who was served by the Shriver Housing Pilot Projects? 

From October 2014 through September 2019, the six housing pilot projects provided legal services to 

more than 19,000 low-income tenants facing eviction (and a small number of low-income landlords). 

Most Shriver clients were female and people of color. Many Shriver clients had characteristics that 

posed potentially serious consequences if they were evicted. For example, more than one third 

experienced a disability or chronic health condition, more than half had minors living in their 

households, and more than one quarter lived in subsidized housing. As part of these 19,000 cases, 

approximately 56,000 household members were impacted by the Shriver legal services. 

California’s high rents combined with low wages put tenants at risk for eviction. The median monthly 

income among Shriver housing clients was $1,069, well below the 2019 FPL. The majority of clients 

experienced housing cost burden (82% of clients spent more than 30% of their household income on 

rent; 61% spent more than 50%), despite having rental amounts below the local fair market rent rates. 

Most commonly, Shriver clients were being evicted for the alleged non-payment of rent, and the 

median amount demanded on the notice was $1,380.  

What services were provided by the Shriver Housing Pilot Projects? 

The housing pilot projects offered two levels of legal service: (a) full representation by a Shriver 

attorney, and (b) unbundled services (help with discrete legal tasks). Across the six projects, 56% of 

Shriver clients received full representation and 44% received unbundled services. Of those tenants who 

received full representation from a Shriver attorney, 95% were facing a landlord who was represented 

by counsel (1% were not and 4% were unknown). 

Shriver court-based services for unlawful detainer cases included self-help centers, mediation services, 

and electronic filing systems. One court created a Housing Settlement Master position and instituted 

mandatory settlement conferences for all unlawful detainer cases that were scheduled for trial. Two 
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projects established relationships with the local housing authority to streamline inspections for cases 

involving allegations of breach of warrant of habitability. 

What were the impacts of the Shriver Housing Pilot Projects? 

Study results demonstrate that, relative to self-represented tenants, Shriver full representation had 

myriad benefits for tenants. 

Services led to fewer defaults and increased participation in the justice system.  

With the help of an attorney, tenants were better able to engage with the judicial system and 

adequately defend their cases. Tenants’ access to justice depends on their ability to successfully file a 

written response to the unlawful detainer complaint within 5 days. Inability to do so results in a default 

judgment and tenants losing their homes without presenting their side of the case. Default judgments 

are common in eviction cases. Recent court administrative data from four of the six counties with 

Shriver projects had an average default rate of 40%.  

Shriver services addressed this need. In many projects, unbundled services focused on filing answers 

for unrepresented litigants, helping them to clear this initial important hurdle. Further, among clients 

who received full representation, the default rate was effectively zero. No clients defaulted while 

receiving Shriver assistance, although some of these cases did result in a default judgment because the 

tenant presented for service with a default already entered and the Shriver attorney was unable to 

have it set aside. Even with these pre-existing and undisturbed defaults, Shriver full representation 

clients ended their cases with significantly fewer defaults (8%) than self-represented tenants did (26%).  

In addition, attorneys enabled tenants to more effectively defend their cases and present the court 

with comprehensive information on which to base decisions. Tenants in 84% of full representation 

cases raised defenses, compared to 60% of those without representation. Raising issues of habitability, 

rent control violations, and Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) accommodations with the court not 

only enabled tenants to clearly present their cases, but also allowed the issues to be remedied as part 

of the unlawful detainer case and therefore alleviated pressure on other publicly funded agencies.  

Representation yielded more settlements and fewer trials. 

Balancing the playing field significantly increased the likelihood of settlement and decreased the 

likelihood of a trial. Two thirds of tenants with full representation settled their cases, and 3% went to 

trial. This contrasts with one third of self-represented tenants who settled their cases and 14% that 

went to trial.  

Mandatory Settlement Conferences were effective. 

One Shriver housing pilot project established a court-based Housing Settlement Master. Parties in 

unlawful detainer cases that were scheduled for trial were required to first meet with the Settlement 

Master for a Mandatory Settlement Conference (MSC) to see if an agreement could be reached. Data 

from a sample of cases indicate that these conferences were effective at helping parties reach 
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agreements that were tenable over time. This service exhibited high usage among litigants: In 79% of 

cases, both parties showed up and were willing to negotiate before the trial. This service also showed 

high effectiveness, in that agreements were reached 70% of the time. This greatly reduced the number 

of cases that proceeded to trial, thereby reducing the burden on the court.  

In most cases, the settlements were conditional, and Shriver attorneys helped to ensure that the terms 

provided some support to tenants. Contingent on the tenants moving out by a certain date (and 

sometimes paying money), the landlords agreed to reduce or waive the rental debt, offered ways to 

protect the tenant’s credit (e.g., not report the case to credit agencies), or dismissed the case (so an 

eviction would not appear on the public record). These settlements were beneficial for both landlords 

and tenants. Landlords regained their property more quickly and without having to go through the 

trouble and expense of a trial or executing a writ of possession. Tenants had their debts reduced and 

their credit protected, both of which supported their ability to find replacement housing. 

Most tenants moved out.  

Despite having legal representation, the majority of tenants still had to move, but very few were 

subject to an actual lockout. Program service data from all six projects indicated that while 71% of full 

representation clients had to move, most did so as part of a negotiated agreement. Just 3% were 

forcibly evicted. Moving as part of a settlement helped calm emotions on both sides by including a 

leave date agreed upon in advance. It also offered some extra stability for tenants, including additional 

time to transition.  

The random assignment study at three projects echoed these findings. Three out of four tenants, 

whether Shriver clients or not, had to move at the end of their case. However, with representation, 

tenants were more often able to negotiate the terms of their move. Among the Shriver clients who had 

to move, 83% did so as part of a settlement, as compared to 44% of self-represented tenants.  

Some tenants retained possession of the property. Program service data from all six projects show that 

18% of full representation clients retained possession of their housing. This rate nearly doubled among 

those cases that went to trial, in which 34% of tenants won their case and stayed in their home. The 

random assignment study at three projects found considerably fewer tenants retained possession, 

which could be due to the jurisdictions in which the random assignment study took place or the 

removal of a merit screen during the study group assignment protocols. Despite this difference, Shriver 

representation clients (5%) were still significantly more likely to stay in the home than were self-

represented tenants (1%).  

Representation fostered other beneficial financial and credit-related outcomes for tenants. 

Outcomes of cases with tenants represented by Shriver counsel tended to involve elements supportive 

of longer term housing stability, such as a reduction or elimination of back-owed rent, the eviction 

action kept off the public record, the case not reported to credit agencies, and a neutral rental 
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reference from the landlord. Any of these elements alone—but more so when combined—provided 

tenants with better opportunities to find alternate stable housing for themselves and their families. 

When comparing the amount of money demanded on the complaint by the landlord and amount of 

money that the tenant was ordered to pay at the end of the case, random assignment study results 

show that tenants who received full representation tended to avoid payments more often than self-

represented tenants. About 40% of full representation clients and self-represented tenants were 

ordered to repay all of the past-due rent. However, half as many full representation clients as self-

represented tenants were ordered to pay holdover damages or attorney’s fees. On average, tenants 

were able to avoid paying approximately $2,000, a boon when trying to secure new housing. 

Moreover, the median amount avoided among full representation clients was about $2,127, compared 

to $1,645 among self-represented tenants.  

The program’s impact on supporting longer term housing stability was evident when talking with 

tenants 1 year after their cases had closed. All but one of the 66 interviewees had moved out of their 

homes at the end of their cases. One year later, 71% of Shriver clients had obtained new rental units, 

compared to 43% of litigants who did not receive Shriver services. Several litigants remained either 

homeless or unstably housed, but this was the case for twice as many self-represented tenants as 

Shriver clients. It is certainly plausible that benefits such as protected credit, sealed cases, and 

reduced/waived debt made it easier for Shriver clients to find stable replacement housing.  

Litigants felt supported in the legal system.  

When asked about the impacts of the unlawful detainer cases on their lives, tenants described many 

negative impacts, including increases in depression and anxiety due to the lack of stability and stress of 

having nowhere to go. They explained that being forced to move also negatively affected others in 

their household, most notably their children. Separate from the difficult experiences of the eviction 

case, many Shriver clients expressed appreciation for the legal services they received. The presence of 

an attorney helped some clients make the stressful experience of an unlawful detainer case 

manageable, helped them to feel supported in the process and not lost in the system, and in some 

cases, it helped them mount the motivation for a new start. 

Shriver services improved court efficiency. 

Although providing full representation to tenants did not shorten the time to resolve cases, it did 

reduce the level of involvement necessary by the court to bring cases to resolution. Shriver 

representation enabled two-thirds of unlawful detainer cases to settle, requiring comparatively fewer 

court resources, and severely limited the number of cases that went to trial, a more resource-intensive 

activity for court staff. These efficiencies could help alleviate court congestion by reducing the load on 

clerks and judicial officers, and possibly translate into cost savings over time. 
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Additional Needs Noted by Projects 

Shriver staff overwhelmingly lamented the dearth of affordable housing, which made finding 

replacement housing very difficult for those who had to move. Additionally, tenants frequently needed 

more resources than legal help, such as short-term rental assistance and help finding new housing, 

which can be particularly important when trying to prevent homelessness and to implement rapid re-

housing. Importantly, many tenants also had other pressing social service needs, including mental 

health needs and substance abuse problems. Finally, project staff expressed concern for those tenants 

who did not qualify for Shriver services due to their income—too high for the program, but still too low 

to afford an attorney. There was concern that these people may slip through the cracks. 

Methodological Limitations and Considerations 

Three pilot projects implemented random assignment, a methodologically rigorous study design that 

lends considerable credence to the results. However, even with random assignment protocols, the 

practicalities of field-based data collection may involve potential bias. In the current study, litigants 

could be assigned to a study group only if they presented at the legal services agency for assistance. 

Given the high number of tenants who defaulted without ever seeking help, the comparison group in 

this study may not have been representative of typical unrepresented tenants in unlawful detainer 

cases. This limitation may have introduced bias in the current sample, but one that would likely 

underestimate the effect of representation, because these proactive comparison tenants may also 

have been more likely to file an answer, engage with the landlord, and try to resolve their case. The 

larger drawback to this potential sample bias is the lack of information about those litigants who were 

most prone to default. In addition, the post-case closure interviews may have underrepresented 

litigants who became homeless after their forced relocation. While homelessness and unstable housing 

was a clear theme among those interviewed, it is possible that the litigants who were not located for 

interviews were more likely to be those in less stable situations.  



 

 
CUSTODY PILOT 
PROJECTS  

2 
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C H I L D  C U S T O D Y  P R O J E C T S  
This section presents data on cases served by the three child custody pilot projects from FY2015 to 

FY2019. The evaluation incorporates mixed methods and compiles data from multiple sources. For the 

custody pilot projects during this 5-year period, this included ongoing data collection in the Shriver 

Program Services Database, an analysis of client self-sufficiency assessments, a comparative study of 

case outcomes, interviews with litigants, and interviews with Shriver project staff and stakeholders.  

To be eligible for services, litigants were required to have a household income of not more than 200% 

FPL. Services were intended for litigants in cases with a represented opposing party and that involved a 

request for sole custody.66 Balancing the playing field was an important goal for staff serving these 

frequently contentious cases. The California Justice Gap Study found that child custody is the legal 

problem most strongly impacting low-income families—more than 60% of respondents rated it as 

extremely important. 

 
66 AB330 lifted the eligibility requirements that cases had to involve a represented opposing party and a request for sole custody.  

A  F e w  H i g h l i g h t s  

From FY2015 to FY2019: 

• 1,565 parents received Shriver services. More than half received representation. 

• Custody was resolved for 4,798 children. 

• Clients demonstrated considerable needs for other, non-legal services. 

Among parents who received representation by a Shriver attorney: 

• Many were able to settle their cases or reach agreement on some issues. 

• Many cases involved additional orders, such as parenting classes or mental health treatment, 
suggesting that parents were requesting court intervention to require the opposing party to 
utilize certain services. 

• When Shriver representation was combined with a Shriver Settlement Conference, more than 
half of the cases settled and custody orders were durable for 90% of families for at least 2 years 
(as compared to 67% of non-Shriver families).  

• Shriver clients expressed appreciation with their attorney. They reported being very satisfied 
with Shriver services even when they were not satisfied with their case outcomes. 

• Shriver attorneys were able to educate litigants about the legal process, help them develop 
reasonable expectations for their cases, calm interpersonal tensions, and facilitate settlements. 
All of this helped to ease burden on the court. 
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S h r i v e r  P r o g r a m  S e r v i c e s :  W h o  w a s  s e r v e d  
a n d  h o w ?   

The Shriver Program Services Database collects 

information about the litigants served and services 

provided by the legal services agencies affiliated 

with each pilot project. These data have been 

collected since the first round of grants. This report 

focuses on the three custody pilot projects funded 

between FY2015 through FY2019.  

During this 5-year period, these three pilot projects 

collectively served 1,565 individuals. Across these 

cases, 4,798 children were impacted by Shriver 

services.  

Services Provided 

Across the projects, 736 clients (47%) were 

provided representation by a Shriver attorney and 

the other 829 clients (53%) were provided at least 

one unbundled service. Shriver attorneys spent an 

average of 30 hours on each representation case 

and an average of five hours on each unbundled 

services case. Among cases that received 

unbundled services, most (88%) were provided 

brief counsel and advice.  

Two thirds of clients who received representation 

by a Shriver attorney faced a represented opposing 

party (27% did not and 8% were missing this 

information). This percentage is likely low because 

60% of Shriver clients were the moving party (i.e., 

the person who instigated the pleading), and the 

remainder were responding parties. At the time of 

filing of a pleading, the representation status of the 

opposing party is not yet definite.  

 

 

WHO RECEIVED SHRIVER SERVICES? 

Between FY2015 and FY2019: 

1,565  low-income parents served 

4,798 children impacted 

Of the parents who received services: 

     79% were female 

     62% were Hispanic/Latinx 

23% had a disability 

Shriver clients’ median 
household income 

2019 Federal Poverty Level 
for a household with one 
adult & two children 

Most cases involved current or previous risk 
factors including: 

35% allegations of domestic violence 

43% allegations of substance use 

28% involvement with child welfare 

services 

WHAT SERVICES WERE PROVIDED? 

Legal services were provided to parents 
seeking to obtain or preserve custody. 

53% received unbundled legal services 

47% received representation by a 

Shriver attorney 

$1,200/month 

$1,778/month 
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Characteristics of Clients and Cases 

Clients 

Of the 1,565 clients served, three quarters (74%) were between the ages of 25 and 44, and 79% were 

female. A large majority of clients identified as people of color, including 62% as Hispanic/Latinx and 

12% as Black or African American. Half of all clients (50%) required interpretation assistance to 

participate in court proceedings. Almost a quarter of Shriver clients (23%) had a disability or chronic 

health condition. Many clients also received some form of public benefit: 45% received CalFresh 

benefits and 55% received public health benefits, such as MediCal. 

To be eligible for Shriver services, individuals must have household incomes of not more than 200% 

FPL. Across all Shriver custody clients, the median monthly household income was $1,200, which 

equates to an annual income of about $14,400, which is well below the FPL for a family of three. 

Across all Shriver custody cases between FY2015 and FY2019, a total of 4,798 children were involved. 

On average, there were two children per case. The average child age was 7 years, and 7% of them were 

identified as having a disability or chronic health condition. At Shriver service intake, 63% of children 

lived with the client most or all of the time, 22% lived with the opposing party most or all of the time, 

and 12% lived with both parties, either in the same household or through equal parenting time. Child 

Welfare Services (CWS) had, at some point, been involved with children in 28% of cases. Ten percent of 

Shriver cases involved children with open investigations or active CWS cases.  

Cases 

The underlying actions varied across cases. Nearly one third of cases were filed as Parentage actions 

(FL 200; 31%), another third were filed under the Domestic Violence Prevention Act (DV 100; 31%), and 

another third were filed as part of a Dissolution, Legal Separation, or Annulment (FL 100 or 103; 30%). 

There were also Petitions for Custody and Support (FL 260; 5%), Governmental Child Support (FL 600; 

5%), and a Juvenile Exit Order (JV 200; 1%).  

Cases also demonstrated other complicating factors. One third (35%) involved an allegation of 

domestic violence at some point in the case, and 43% involved an allegation of substance use. 

Case Outcomes 

When attorneys provide unbundled services, they often do not know how the case ends. Therefore, 

the data about case outcomes in the Shriver Program Services Database refers only to those cases that 

received representation (full representation but limited in scope to the custody matter). 

Few Cases Went to Trial 

Of all Shriver cases with representation, very few (4%) were decided at a trial. Almost half of cases 

(43%) were decided at a hearing, and 26% ended via settlement. An additional 7% of cases reached 

partial agreement on some items and required a hearing to resolve others. A small number (3%) 

became dependency cases. Case resolution information was missing for 17% of cases. 
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Shriver Clients Often Obtained or Retained Custody 

Legal custody involves which parent has the right 

and responsibility to make critical decisions related 

to the health, education, and welfare of the child.  

Parents who share legal custody both have the right 

to make decisions about these aspects of their 

children’s lives, but they do not have to agree on 

every decision. During the study period, orders for 

joint legal custody were common. Across the 735 

representation cases, 43% ended with orders for 

legal custody to be shared between the parties. In 

33% of cases, the Shriver client was awarded sole 

legal custody, compared to 7% of cases in which the 

opposing party was awarded sole custody. In 5% of 

cases, the pleading did not request a change in legal 

custody. Information on custody outcomes was 

missing for 11% of cases. Altogether, in 76% of 

cases, the Shriver client retained some legal custody 

of the children, whether sole or joint. 

Physical custody concerns parenting time (i.e. how 

much time a child resides with each parent). Sole 

physical custody means that a child primarily lives 

with one parent. Joint custody generally means that 

each parent has more than 20% time with the child.  

More than half of the cases (52%) ended with the 

Shriver client being awarded sole physical custody. 

An additional 17% of cases ended with orders for 

joint physical custody. The opposing party was 

awarded sole custody in 15% of cases. In 4% of cases, the pleading did not request a change in physical 

custody. Information on custody outcomes was missing for 11% of cases. Altogether, in 69% of cases, 

the Shriver client retained some physical custody of the children, whether sole or joint. 

Visitation refers to the amount and type of parenting time awarded to the non-custodial parent. Half 

of the cases (51%) resolved with orders for scheduled visitation, which gives the non-custodial parent 

time with the child. Orders for some cases indicated concerns about child well-being: 7% of cases 

involved orders for visits to be supervised and 3% involved no visitation for the non-custodial parent. 

None of the cases included orders for “reasonable visitation” which allows parties to work out a 

schedule on their own. This is likely due to the contentiousness in these cases and the court’s 

WHAT OUTCOMES WERE ACHIEVED 
FOR REPRESENTATION CASES? 

Between FY2015 and FY2019: 

Legal Custody Orders: 

 
 

Physical Custody Orders: 

 

Many cases involved other orders. 

26%  parenting classes  

26% therapy for children or parents 

23% temporary restraining orders 

33%

43%

7%

5%
11%

52%

17%

15%

4%
11%

52% of Shriver clients 

got sole custody 

15% of opposing 

parties got sole 

custody 

33% of Shriver clients 

got sole custody 

43% of cases ended 

with joint custody 
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impression that additional structure would be beneficial to avoid conflict and support sustainability of 

the arrangement.  

Other Orders Beyond Custody Were Common 

More than half (54%) of cases involved other orders issued by the judge, beyond legal or physical 

custody. Litigants requested court intervention to require the other parent to engage in activities such 

as parenting classes, mental health counseling, substance abuse treatment, or batterer’s treatment. In 

some cases, parties requested temporary restraining orders.  

Across the representation cases, 26% involved orders for therapy or mental health counseling (13% for 

the children, 6% for the opposing party, 7% for the client); 23% involved orders for parenting classes 

(13% for the opposing party, 10% for the client); and 23% involved restraining orders (11% against the 

opposing party, 12% against the client). Smaller percentages of cases involved orders for batterer’s 

treatment (7%), substance abuse counseling (4%), and anger management classes (3%). An additional 

16% of cases involved an “other” order, which was typically something specific to the case (e.g., 

restricting parents from moving out of state with child).  

Other Services and Innovations for Custody Cases 

Shriver custody pilot projects provided other, innovative services, such as:  

Shriver Settlement Conferences 

One court implemented Shriver Settlement Conferences, which were special conferences facilitated by 

a designated judicial officer that parties attend with counsel. These conferences were scheduled for all 

cases with Shriver representation to provide an opportunity for parties to reach an agreement before 

the case went to hearing or trial.  

Social Services Coordinator 

Two pilot projects included a social services coordinator position within their legal teams. One project 

created a relationship with a local graduate school of social work whereby graduate students (working 

toward their MSW) could intern at the legal services agency. In this position, the MSW intern 

conducted comprehensive needs assessments of all legal clients and then worked with clients to 

connect them to local community services and other resources. The goal of this position was to help 

stabilize families so that custody arrangements were possible and sustainable. 
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Domestic Violence Cases 

In 2015, one of the Shriver custody pilot projects expanded its services to assist domestic violence 

survivors in domestic violence restraining order (DVRO) cases. During the past 5 years, 287 DVRO cases 

received Shriver services. All these cases were offered representation from a Shriver attorney at the 

DVRO hearing. The median number of attorney hours spent on a DVRO case was 20. 

Clients 

Over half of DVRO clients (57%) were between the ages of 25 and 44. Nearly all clients (96%) were 

female, and 81% were women of color, with most clients identifying as Hispanic/Latinx (52%) or Black 

or African American (11%). Almost one quarter (22%) spoke a language other than English and required 

interpretation assistance for court proceedings. The median monthly household income among Shriver 

DVRO clients was $880 (less than $11,000 per year).  

Many clients had children in the household. In almost half of cases (47%), children were involved in the 

domestic violence incident that prompted the DVRO request and Shriver service. 

Outcomes 

Of the 287 survivors assisted, 270 cases received representation from a Shriver attorney at a DVRO 

hearing. In all these cases (100%), a Temporary Restraining Order was granted in full. With regard to 

Orders After Hearing (OAH), in half of these cases (49%) such orders were granted, and just 1% were 

denied. The remaining half of cases (49%) were effectively dismissed by the client due to the client not 

appearing or losing contact with the Shriver attorney. 
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C l i e n t  S e l f - S u f f i c i e n c y :  W h a t  n o n - l e g a l  
s e r v i c e  n e e d s  d o  S h r i v e r  c l i e n t s  h a v e ?  

Poverty presents myriad challenges for families, many of which can impact parenting, such as 

difficulties with housing, transportation, or food security. Understanding this, one Shriver custody pilot 

project incorporated social service coordinators into their legal teams who used a standardized tool to 

assess clients’ functioning across a range of life domains to inform various social service referrals. At 

the end of FY2019, this project shared the assessment data with the Shriver evaluation team. These 

analyses reflect many of the non-legal needs experienced by many Shriver clients.   

Methods  

This custody pilot project used an adapted version of the Arizona Self-Sufficiency Matrix (ASSM)67 to 

assess clients, and staff sought to conduct assessments at service intake and again at service exit. The 

ASSM inquires about a person’s functioning across a variety of life domains. The 13 domains assessed 

by the Shriver staff included: housing, income, employment, job readiness, food security, healthcare 

coverage, safety, health/disabilities, mental health, child care, transportation, family/social relations, 

and life skills. Based on information given during the interview, each client was assigned a score for 

each domain on the following 5-point scale (see appendix for scoring criteria, Figure A2): 1 (“in crisis”), 

2 (“at risk”), 3 (“building capacity”), 4 (“stable”), and 5 (“thriving”). 

Results 

Assessments at Service Intake (Baseline) 

Staff completed baseline assessments on 322 Shriver custody clients. Of these clients, 36% received 

representation by a Shriver attorney for their custody case.  Others received unbundled services. A 

little more than half (56%) were the moving party. 

When presenting for services, Shriver clients reported the highest levels of need in the areas of 

employment, job readiness, and income. In particular, more than two thirds of clients were in crisis or 

at risk with regard to employment, and only 15% were stable or thriving. Two out of five clients were in 

crisis or at risk with regard to income, and only 19% were stable or thriving. Food security and housing 

were also significant needs reported by parents. Figure C1 shows these findings.  

In contrast, the majority of clients reported stability regarding practical needs such as transportation 

and child care. Most clients also reported stability with regard to mental health, life skills, safety and 

health/disabilities. These domains, in which more than half of the clients were stable or thriving, are 

shown in Figure C2.  

 
67 Self Sufficiency Matrix. Retrieved from http://www.performwell.org/index.php/find-surveyassessments/outcomes/employment-a-
housing/housing-and-shelter/self-sufficiency-matrix-an-assessment-and-measurement-tool-created-through-a-collaborative-partnership-
of-the-human-services-community-in-snohomish-county  The Shriver custody project used 13 of the 18 domains. 

http://www.performwell.org/index.php/find-surveyassessments/outcomes/employment-a-housing/housing-and-shelter/self-sufficiency-matrix-an-assessment-and-measurement-tool-created-through-a-collaborative-partnership-of-the-human-services-community-in-snohomish-county
http://www.performwell.org/index.php/find-surveyassessments/outcomes/employment-a-housing/housing-and-shelter/self-sufficiency-matrix-an-assessment-and-measurement-tool-created-through-a-collaborative-partnership-of-the-human-services-community-in-snohomish-county
http://www.performwell.org/index.php/find-surveyassessments/outcomes/employment-a-housing/housing-and-shelter/self-sufficiency-matrix-an-assessment-and-measurement-tool-created-through-a-collaborative-partnership-of-the-human-services-community-in-snohomish-county
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Figure C1. Domains with the Highest Needs at Service Intake 

 

Figure C2. Domains with the Highest Stability at Service Intake 

 

Assessments at Service Exit (Follow-up) 

Staff completed follow-up assessments with 75 clients. On average, follow-up assessments were done 

4 months (mean = 130 days) after the baseline assessment (range = 7 to 570 days). Of clients with 

follow-up assessments, 51% received representation by a Shriver attorney.  

The assessment results at service exit largely showed the same areas of need as those at service intake. 

Clients reported the highest need in the areas of employment, job readiness, and income. Food 

security followed. Figure C3 shows these results. In contrast, most clients continued to report stability 
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in terms of practical issues such as transportation, and psychosocial issues such as mental health, life 

skills, safety, and health/disabilities. Figure C4 shows the domains for which more than half of clients 

were stable. 

Figure C3. Domains with the Highest Needs at Service Exit 

 

 

Figure C4. Domains with the Highest Stability at Service Intake 
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Change Over Time 

Figure C5 below shows the average change in assessment scores from baseline to follow up for all 75 

clients. Across all clients, the largest increases in scores were seen for job readiness (.34), safety (.31), 

and transportation (.37). Many other domains showed little change. Child care was the only domain to 

decrease over time (-.35). It is important to note that these change statistics must be considered within 

the context of the baseline score. For example, despite the fact that one of the largest increases was 

for job readiness (.34), this domain remained an area of need among clients. In contrast, while there 

was a notable decrease for child care, more than half of clients remained stable in this domain. 

Figure C5 also shows the average change in scores separately for the 38 clients who received 

representation and the 24 client who received unbundled services (some clients were missing 

information about service level). For many domains, the relative change over time appeared to differ 

between the service groups. These differences were statistically significant for two domains: job 

readiness68 and mental health.69 In both instances, representation clients’ scores showed greater 

positive change than unbundled services clients’ did—that is, clients that received representation by a 

Shriver attorney showed significantly greater improvements in mental health and job readiness than 

unbundled services clients did. These statistics are based on relatively small samples of litigants, so the 

results should be considered preliminary.  

Figure C5. Average Change Between Baseline and Follow-up Assessments  
by Level of Service Received 

Domain All Clients 
Representation 

Clients 
Unbundled  

Services Clients 

Job readiness [sig.] 0.34 .90 -.29 

Employment 0.13 .29 -.11 

Income 0.20 .29 .17 

Food security 0.03 .03 -.08 

Housing 0.17 -.21 .38 

Health care coverage 0.11 .11 -.21 

Health/disabilities 0.16 .32 -.08 

Mental health [sig.] 0.17 .50 -.33 

Safety 0.31 .21 .33 

Life skills 0.09 .14 .00 

Family/social relations 0.24 .11 .29 

Child care -0.35 -.68 -.05 

Transportation 0.37 .03 .63 

Total N = 75. Representation N = 38. Unbundled services N = 24. (13 clients were missing service level.) 

  

 
68 t(44) = 2.463, p < .05 
69 t(60) = 3.075, p < .01 
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C o m p a r a t i v e  S t u d y  o f  C a s e  O u t c o m e s :  W h a t  
i m p a c t  d i d  S h r i v e r  s e r v i c e s  h a v e ?  

A comparative study of case outcomes was conducted in FY2016, at one custody pilot project, to assess 

the impact of Shriver services. Services included representation by a Shriver attorney and court-based 

Shriver settlement conferences. In addition to the other Shriver eligibility requirements, litigants had to 

be involved in a case with sole custody at issue.70  

Methods  

Random assignment was not conducted at the custody project, due to the relatively small number of 

eligible cases that present for service. Instead, staff at the superior court selected a comparison sample 

using the court case management system. Data on case outcomes were gathered from the court files 

of all sampled cases. The study sample included two groups: (a) 53 cases that received representation 

from a Shriver attorney and (b) 56 “comparison” cases that did not receive Shriver services. Shriver 

representation cases were drawn from the Shriver Program Services Database. Nearly all (92%) of 

these cases had legal representation on both sides. Shriver clients were the moving party (i.e., the 

person who instigated the pleading) in 49% of cases and the responding party in 51%. Most (89%) of 

these Shriver clients were mothers. Comparison cases were drawn by superior court staff from the 

court case management system. These cases all had a request for orders (RFO) involving sole custody 

and a fee waiver71 granted to at least one party. Half of the comparison cases involved both sides self-

represented, 16% had both sides represented, and 18% had imbalanced representation.  

A custody matter in family court stays open until the child turns 18 years old. Because of this, cases 

often involve multiple pleadings over time. Shriver services addressed a single pleading (one RFO) at 

any time during the life of the case. A single RFO can involve several court events (hearings, etc.) and 

can last for several weeks or months. For this study, one RFO was considered a “case” for the purposes 

of analysis. The RFO for which Shriver services were provided was considered the study relevant 

pleading (SRP). For the comparison group, one pleading during the same timeframe that involved a 

sole custody request was selected to be the SRP. Analyses compared outcomes related to the SRP 

between the two groups (not outcomes for other pleadings in the case) in three primary areas:  

• Case resolution and court efficiency: Analyses examined the rate of settlement versus decision 
by hearing, the number and type of hearings, and the impact of Shriver settlement conferences.  

• Case outcomes: Analyses examined orders for legal custody, physical custody, and visitation.  

• Durability of orders: Analyses assessed whether SRP custody orders were maintained over 
time, specifically whether parties submitted a request to modify the custody orders within 2 
years of SRP resolution. 

 
70 When this comparative study was done, AB590 set sole custody as an eligibility requirement for Shriver services. Sole physical custody 
is defined differently in different jurisdictions. In this jurisdiction, it typically meant 70% or greater parenting time. In 2019, AB330 
removed the sole custody eligibility requirement. 
71 Judges can waive the court fees for litigants with incomes not more than 125% FPL.  
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Description of Sampled Custody Cases 

Type of Petition 

Although parties can petition the court for custody, it is 

more common for them to file a petition in family court 

for another matter—most often, dissolution of 

marriage—in which child custody is among the issues 

subject to disposition by the court. In the current sample, 

nearly all (98%) of the comparison cases were initiated 

with a petition for dissolution of marriage. By contrast, 

cases that received Shriver representation showed more 

variability in the initial circumstances that led them to 

petition the court: 42% were initiated by a petition for 

dissolution of marriage, 28% by a uniform parentage 

petition, 23% by a governmental child support petition,72 8% by a petition for custody/visitation, 4% by 

a domestic violence restraining order petition, and 4% by a final judgment for custody in a juvenile 

court case.73 The homogeneity of the comparison group is likely due to the capabilities of the court 

case management system used to sample the cases. This difference in the study groups may indicate a 

lower rate of marriage among Shriver participants, which may be relevant for case outcomes, given the 

additional challenges often faced by low-income, never-married parents navigating the family law and 

child support systems.74  

Initial Custody Pleading or Modification Request 

Custody cases can remain open for years, and it is possible for parties to submit requests to modify the 

existing orders multiple times over the life of a case, as circumstances in the parents’ and children’s 

lives change. Shriver clients could be at any point in their case when they received assistance. 

The SRP was the initial custody pleading for 53% of Shriver representation cases and 66% of 

comparison cases. In the remainder of the cases, the SRP was a request for modification. For both 

groups when the SRP was a modification, the SRP was, on average, the third RFO filed in the case and 

occurred 2 to 3 years after the initial custody pleading.  

 
72 Governmental child support cases are filed by the local child support agency, and the County is named as the petitioner and the non-
custodial parent is the respondent. Governmental child support cases are always filed if the custodial parent seeks welfare (Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families [TANF]) benefits for the child, or if the child becomes a ward of the state in a dependency action and foster 
care funds are provided for the child. In addition, any parent can request the services of the child support agency to establish parentage, 
or to obtain, modify or collect a child support order at no charge. While the local child support agency provides assistance only with the 
child support portion of the case, California law provides that custody and visitation can be determined in these cases. The mechanism 
for requesting a custody or visitation order is to legally “join” the custodial parent after parentage has been established, which involves 
filing papers with the court. Once the parent has been joined, either parent can file a motion for child custody or visitation and those 
issues will normally be heard in the family law court in the same way that a divorce, parentage, or other family law case would proceed. 
73 Percentage do not sum to 100% because there may be more than one type of petition that initiated a custody case.  
74 Boggess, J. L. (2017). Low-income and never-married families: Service and support at the intersection of family court and child support 
agency systems. Family Court Review, 35(1), 107-119. 

 
children were involved across 
Shriver representation cases, 
average age of 5.6 years. 

children were involved across 
comparison cases, average 
age of 8.3 years. 
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Complicating Issues and Allegations 

Custody cases can involve other allegations that may complicate the proceedings, such as domestic 

violence, substance abuse issues, and child maltreatment. These issues can bear on the court’s ability 

to determine fit parents and the best 

interests of the child. They may also reflect 

the environment in the home or the 

contentiousness between parties.  

Figure C6 shows the allegations made by 

either party over the life of the custody 

case (not just the SRP). Shriver cases 

tended to involve other complicating 

issues, most often domestic violence and 

mental health concerns. Altogether, 

three quarters (72%) of Shriver 

representation cases involved at least 

one allegation, versus half (55%) of 

comparison cases. (Note: Allegations may 

or may not have been substantiated.)  

Study Relevant Pleading (SRP) 

What was requested by parties? 

Recall that Shriver representation was intended for cases with sole custody at issue. Sole legal custody 

provides one parent the right and responsibility to make all decisions related to the health, education, 

and welfare of the child, without having to consult the other parent. Sole physical custody pertains to 

the parent who has the substantially greater percentage of parenting timeshare (i.e., child is with that 

parent most or all the time). 

Figure C7 shows the legal and physical custody requests made by parties in these cases. Moving party 

requests were similar across the two groups and, overall, parents showed more willingness to share 

legal rather than physical custody. Regarding legal custody, approximately 50% of cases in both groups 

involved a moving party seeking sole custody and roughly 50% seeking joint custody. In contrast, 

regarding physical custody, roughly 80% of moving parties in both groups sought sole physical custody.  

Not all cases involved a responding party who submitted counter requests. Responsive declarations 

were more common among Shriver representation cases (87%) than among comparison cases (41%). 

Recall that about half of Shriver clients were responding parties; thus, it appears that Shriver 

representation increased the likelihood that responding parties submitted counter requests, ensuring 

that both parents were able to voice their opinions to the court. Among responses, 28% of Shriver 

cases involved a responding party requesting sole legal custody, versus 9% of comparison cases. More 

Figure C6. Percentage of Cases with Each Allegation 
Made over Life of Custody Case  

45%

34%34%

20%

28%
32%

28%
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Shriver Reprsentation Cases Comparison Cases

Domestic Violence Mental Health Substance Use
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than two thirds of Shriver cases involved a responding party requesting sole physical custody, versus 

less than one quarter of comparison cases. 

Figure C7. Legal and Physical Custody Requests by Study Group 

Custody Requests 

Shriver Representation 

N = 53 

Comparison 

N = 56 

Moving Party 

Request 

Responding Party 

Request 

Moving Party 

Request 

Responding Party 

Request 

Legal Custody    

Sole to mother 12 (23%) 9 (17%) 14 (25%) 3 (5%) 

Sole to father 12 (23%) 6 (11%) 13 (23%) 2 (4%) 

Joint 26 (49%) 26 (49%) 28 (50%) 13 (23%) 

None/NA 3 (6%) 12 (23%) 1 (2%) 38 (68%) 

Physical Custody     

Sole to mother 21 (40%) 24 (53%) 26 (46%) 10 (18%) 

Sole to father 20 (38%) 8 (15%) 23 (41%) 2 (4%) 

Joint 9 (17%) 10 (19%) 6 (11%) 6 (11%) 

None/NA 3 (6%) 11 (21%) 1 (2%) 38 (68%) 

 

Court Efficiency 

How were SRPs ultimately resolved? 

Shriver representation cases were significantly more likely to settle and less likely to be decided by the 

court than were comparison cases.75 Overall, 53% of Shriver representation cases were ultimately 

settled and 40% were decided at a hearing. In contrast, 30% of comparison cases settled and 63% were 

decided at a hearing. See Figure C8. (Of both groups, 7% were resolved another way or unknown.)  

Figure C8. SRP Resolution by Study Group 

 

Of the 28 Shriver representation cases that settled, 18 were ultimately resolved by a Shriver settlement 

conference, eight settled outside of a settlement conference, and two settled via Family Court Services 

mediation. Of the 17 comparison case settlements, all settled outside of mediation.  

 
75 χ2(1) = 4.28, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .206. 
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Shriver Settlement Conferences 

Shriver settlement conferences were a key court innovation of 

this custody pilot project (see sidebar).76 These conferences 

were scheduled for all Shriver representation cases and were 

ultimately held for 85% of them. A few did not occur, most 

often because an agreement was reached earlier or because 

one of the parties did not appear.  

Of the 45 cases that involved a Shriver settlement conference, 

60% reached some level of agreement. Specifically, 42% 

reached full agreement on all issues, 18% reached partial 

agreement (parties agree on some issues, but other issues 

require additional court intervention), 33% reached no 

agreement, and 3 cases were missing data. Whether parties 

reached agreement during the Shriver settlement conference 

was not related to the pleading type (initial orders vs. 

modification) nor to other allegations in the case. Anecdotally, 

judges and attorneys involved in the Shriver project described 

that these settlement conferences were effective at 

narrowing the issues, even if agreement was not reached. 

Approximately three quarters of cases in both study groups 

participated in at least one Family Court Services (FCS) 

mediation session, but only two cases were ultimately 

resolved in a mediation session. This contrasts with the higher 

proportion of cases resolved during Shriver settlement 

conferences. This heightened effectiveness of the Shriver 

settlement conferences may reflect the benefit of having counsel present during the negotiation to 

help clients determine whether terms are reasonable and to facilitate agreement or the benefit of 

having a judge facilitate the discussion. 

Were there fewer hearings? 

A single pleading can involve multiple hearings, particularly when the case is contentious. This can 

increase burdens on the court and contribute to overall congestion. When agreement can be swiftly 

reached, court hearings are not necessary. Shriver representation cases were significantly more likely 

 
76 Extant (non-Shriver) settlement conferences were facilitated by a volunteer attorney and offered only to cases set for trial. 

 

 

Shriver Settlement Conferences 

Shriver settlement conferences are 

special conferences facilitated by a 

designated judicial officer. Parties 

attend the Shriver settlement 

conference with counsel, unlike 

traditional Family Court Services 

mediation sessions. Parties can 

confer with their counsel, who can 

help them determine reasonable 

terms and if agreement is reached, 

the judicial officer can issue orders 

immediately. These conferences 

are scheduled for all cases with 

Shriver representation to provide 

an opportunity for parties to reach 

an agreement before the case goes 

to hearing or trial. 
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than comparison cases to resolve without a hearing.77 Specifically, among Shriver representation cases, 

16% were resolved without a hearing, versus one (2%) comparison case.  

Cases in the study groups did not differ in the average number of hearings per pleading (2.5), but they 

did differ significantly in terms of the type of hearings that were held.78 A total of 105 hearings were 

held among Shriver representation cases and a total of 140 hearings among comparison cases. As seen 

in Figure C9, among the hearings held for Shriver cases, 59% were regular, 23% were review, 10% were 

long cause,79 and 8% were temporary emergency (ex parte) hearings. In the comparison group, a large 

majority (82%) were regular hearings and the remaining were review (9%), ex parte (7%) and long 

cause (1%). A lower percentage of regular hearings among Shriver representation cases indicates that, 

with counsel, parties were more often able to resolve their key issues in the settlement conference and 

therefore did not need a hearing.   

Shriver cases had fewer regular hearings and more review hearings, relative to the comparison group. 

Review hearings are often used by the court to allow families some time to try out a new custody or 

visitation arrangement and then to report back to the court on the suitability of the arrangement. In 

this way, review hearings can alleviate the need for parents to file a new RFO to change existing 

custody orders that are not working out well. 

Figure C9. Type of Hearing by Study Group 

 

Were pleadings resolved faster? 

Shriver representation did not significantly impact the length of time it took to resolve the pleading.80 

The length of the SRP was the number of days between the filing of the SRP and the date of order, 

settlement, or judgment. On average, proceedings lasted about 4 months in both groups.81  

Case Outcomes 

Child custody cases are complex. Myriad requests can be made, diverse outcomes are possible (e.g., 

various derivations of timeshare between parents), and a litigant’s role in the case (i.e., moving party 

 
77 χ2 (1) = 6.869, p < .01 
78 χ2(3) = 21.022, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .293. 
79 A long-cause hearing is any hearing longer than one trial day (i.e., more than 2.5 hours as defined by CRC 5.393(a)(1)-(2)). 
80 Given the skewed distribution, a nonparametric test was used. Mann-Whitney U = 1399.5, p = .608. 
81 For Shriver representation cases, the mean length was 140 days (median = 111). In the comparison group, the mean length was 135 
days (median = 99). 
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https://www.courts.ca.gov/cms/rules/index.cfm?title=five&linkid=rule5_393
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vs. responding party, self-represented litigant or not, current custodial parent or not) can change over 

time. Recall that 89% of Shriver representation clients were mothers. Analyses compared the custody 

outcomes for mothers and fathers among the 47 (of 53) Shriver representation cases with mothers as 

clients and among the 56 comparison cases. Analyses examined custody orders for parents, regardless 

of whether they were the moving party or the responding party for the SRP.  

Regarding attorney representation, all of the mothers in the Shriver representation group were, by 

nature of being a Shriver client, represented. Among the comparison group, 70% of mothers were self-

represented and 23% were represented by an attorney (7% were missing this information).  

What custody and visitation orders were issued for the SRP? 

Custody. Custody orders were similar between the groups, as demonstrated in Figure C10. Joint legal 

custody was commonly ordered. At least three quarters of both groups (81% of Shriver representation 

cases, 75% of comparison cases) resulted in joint legal custody. In both groups, 11% of mothers were 

awarded sole legal custody.  

Regarding physical custody, roughly one quarter of both groups (26% Shriver representation cases, 

27% comparison cases) resolved with joint physical custody. About one half of cases (45% of Shriver 

representation cases, 54% of comparison cases) resolved with mothers receiving sole physical custody. 

Thirty percent of Shriver cases ended with sole custody awarded to fathers, versus 16% of comparison 

cases. None of these differences were statistically significant.82 

Figure C10. Legal and Physical Custody Orders by Study Group 

 
 

 
 
  

 
82 χ2(2) = 2.536, p =.281. 
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Visitation. The groups were similar in terms of visitation outcomes. Figure C11 compares the visitation 

orders for study groups, organized by the physical custody orders issued. For example, if sole physical 

custody was granted to the mother, the type of visitation granted to the father is shown. Scheduled 

visitation was most commonly ordered for cases in both groups. These visits are scheduled, but 

unsupervised, which means the parent has time with the child independently. However, when there 

are concerns for child safety, the court can order the visits to be supervised by a third party. In both 

study groups, when mothers were granted sole physical custody, roughly 80% of fathers were granted 

scheduled and unsupervised visitation and about 10% of fathers were ordered to have scheduled and 

supervised visitation. When fathers were granted sole physical custody, a greater percentage of 

mothers were ordered to have scheduled and supervised visitation (31% of Shriver representation 

cases, 44% of comparison cases). 

Also seen in Figure C11, no Shriver cases and only one comparison case involved an order of 

reasonable visitation,83 which may be indicative of contentiousness between parties and the court’s 

presumption that these families would benefit from additional structure. 

Figure C11. Visitation Orders by Physical Custody Ordered and Study Group 

Visitation Order 

Shriver Representation Comparison 

Mom has 
Sole 

Dad has 
Sole 

Joint Mom has 
Sole 

Dad has 
Sole 

Joint 

Reasonable visitation 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Scheduled, unsupervised 17 (81%) 9 (69%) 8 (67%) 24 (80%) 5 (56%) 7 (47%) 

Scheduled, supervised 2 (9%) 4 (31%) 0 (0%) 4 (13%) 4 (44%) 0 (0%) 

Other 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 2 (13%) 

None 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Not applicable 1 (5%) 0 (0%) 4 (33%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (40%) 

Total 21 14 12 30 9 15 

Note. Data were missing for the terms of visitation for one Shriver case with sole custody ordered for the father. 

 

What additional orders were issued at the resolution of the SRP?   

Given that these custody cases often involved serious concerns about the welfare of the child(ren) and 

about parental fitness, additional orders beyond custody and visitation were often requested by 

parties. Such additional orders included, for example, mandated mental health treatment, substance 

abuse counseling, parenting classes, or batterer intervention programs. Figure C12 shows the 

percentage of cases with such orders issued at the end of the SRP.  

 
83 “Reasonable visitation” is a term used when the court enables the parties to establish a visitation schedule that works for them without 
court order or supervision. This type of arrangement tends to occur in cases with high cooperation and low conflict between parties. 
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Two thirds (66%) of Shriver representation cases involved at least one additional order, versus one 

third (34%) of comparison cases, which was a significant difference.84 Most additional orders were for 

parenting classes85 and non-specified “other” orders86 which were typically more detailed, case-

specific orders for the parents to follow, such as provisions limiting parents’ ability to move away or 

take the children on vacation.  

The higher frequency of other orders among Shriver 

representation cases may be due to the added 

expertise brought by the Shriver attorneys. In 

particular, attorneys know what can be ordered by 

the judge and what is reasonable to request, while 

self-represented litigants may not know these 

options exist. Further, having counsel on both sides 

of a case likely yields more comprehensive 

information about the case for the court, which 

could also result in additional orders. 

 

Durability of SRP Custody Orders 

Were the custody orders among Shriver cases more durable? 

Analyses explored the durability of custody orders by examining whether parties returned to the court 

to request a modification of the orders issued at the resolution of the SRP. Because custody cases can 

involve multiple requests for modifications, especially in contentious cases, this examination may help 

elucidate whether providing representation and more intensive settlement services can help bolster 

cooperation during and after the court case to create more sustainable outcomes. Increased durability 

of custody orders both increases stability for children and facilitates court efficiency over the longer 

term, as fewer cases repetitively congest the court.  

Durability of orders was defined as whether a subsequent RFO to modify legal or physical custody 

orders was filed within 2 years of the SRP resolution. As shown in Figure C13, litigants in Shriver 

representation cases were significantly less likely to return to court to modify their custody orders 

within the 2-year follow-up period.87 In particular, 11% of Shriver representation cases filed a 

subsequent custody-related RFO within 2 years, versus 32% of comparison cases. Said differently, the 

SRP custody orders were durable over 2 years for nine out of ten Shriver representation cases and for 

seven out of ten comparison cases.  

 
84 χ2(1) = 11.230, p < .01, Cramer’s V = .321. 
85 χ2(1) = 5.394, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .222. 
86  No cases in either group involved a restraining order being issued as part of the custody determination or a batterer intervention 
program being ordered. It is likely that these orders, if granted, were part of other hearings.  
87 χ2(1) = 6.876, p < .01, Cramer’s V = .251. 
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Figure C13. Durability of Custody Orders (2 years) by Study Group 

Did either party file an RFO to modify the custody 

orders established by the SRP?a 

Shriver 

Representation 

N = 53 

Comparison 

N = 56 

Yes [sig.] 6 (11%) 18 (32%) 

No 47 (89%) 38 (68%) 

a Within 2 years after the resolution of the study relevant pleading (SRP). 
Note. sig. = significant difference between groups; noted in bold. 

 

This effect was more pronounced among cases with SRPs that were modifications. In the Shriver 

representation group, the custody orders were durable for roughly 90% of cases regardless of whether 

the SRP was the initial custody pleading or modification. However, in the comparison group, there was 

a notable difference in the durability of orders based on whether the SRP was the initial custody 

pleading or a modification. In particular, 22% of cases in which the SRP was the initial pleading 

returned to court within 2 years—that is, the custody orders were durable for about three quarters of 

these cases. In cases where the SRP was a modification, 53% of cases had filed a subsequent RFO 

within 2 years—that is, the custody orders were durable for less than half of the cases. 

Shriver representation and the Shriver settlement conferences seem to be especially impactful when 

parties were further along in their custody cases and had already used the court to modify their 

agreement more than once. 

Figure C14. Proportion of Cases Returning to Court to Modify Custody Orders  
within 2 Years of SRP Resolution 
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Shriver Representation Cases 
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L i t i g a n t  P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  t h e  S h r i v e r  C u s t o d y  
P i l o t  P r o j e c t  S e r v i c e s   

To better understand their experiences in court and with Shriver services, phone interviews were 

conducted with litigants at one Shriver custody pilot project at the conclusion of their case.88  

Methods 

After the resolution of their custody pleadings, 21 Shriver representation clients89 participated in 

telephone interviews to discuss their perceptions of their cases, the legal process, and the services 

they received through the Shriver custody pilot project. While this is a small sample, it constituted 

about half of the clients served by this project during FY2015.  

Results 

Case Characteristics 

Children involved. Half of these cases involved the custody of one child. Another eight cases involved 

two children, one case involved three children, and one case involved six. The average age of the 

children in these cases was just under 9 years (approximately 2 years older than the average age of 

children across all three pilot projects). 

Interparental cooperation and conflict. Litigants were asked to rate their agreement with six 

statements regarding their relationship with the other parent. Items included aspects of co-parenting, 

such as “We basically agree about our child’s needs” and “We usually manage to work together as 

parents.” For each item, clients rated their agreement on a four-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all; 

highly contentious) to 4 (very much; highly cooperative).  

Across these six items, the average score was 2.4—the mid-point on the scale. While the average 

seems to suggest modest cooperation across the group, it masks the variability across individual cases. 

In particular, half of the clients had an overall average scale score of 1 or 2, indicating a contentious 

relationship with the opposing party. The other half had an overall average scale score of 3 or 4, 

indicating a cooperative relationship. 

Legal and physical custody goals. Half of Shriver clients (48%) were seeking an initial order for custody. 

Others were seeking either to modify (38%) or enforce (14%) an existing custody or visitation order. 

The majority of interviewees reported seeking joint legal (71%) and/or joint physical (67%) custody. 

Approximately one quarter (24%) were seeking sole legal and physical custody. This did not vary by 

 
88 Phone interviews were conducted at a different project from that where the comparative outcomes study was done.   
89 For a short period, Shriver project staff identified potential study participants at the beginning of their custody pleading. A total of 50 
litigants—25 Shriver representation clients and 25 individuals who met the eligibility requirements but did not receive Shriver services—
were identified. At the resolution of the pleading, only four comparison litigants were able to be located. Because they were not provided 
Shriver services, the staff did not have contact with them over time or maintain updated contact information. 
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whether the pleading was for an initial custody order or to modify an existing order. Figure C15 

displays the custody goals of the interviewed Shriver clients. 

Figure C15. Shriver Client Goals for Case 

  Client’s Goals  

Objective of Custody Pleading 

Obtain 

Initial Order 

Modify 

Existing Order 

Enforce 

Existing Order  Total 

Legal Custody     

  Sole legal custody to me 3 (30%) 1 (13%) 1 (33%) 5 (24%) 

  Sole legal custody to the other parent 0 (0%) 1 (13%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 

  Joint legal custody 7 (70%) 6 (75%) 2 (67%) 15 (71%) 

Physical Custody     

  Sole physical custody to me 3 (30%) 1 (13%) 1 (33%) 5 (24%) 

  Sole physical custody to the other parent 0 (0%) 2 (25%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 

  Joint physical custody 7 (70%) 5 (63%) 2 (67%) 14 (67%) 

N = 21. Obtain initial order n = 10; Modify existing order n = 8; Enforce existing order n = 3. 

 

 

Other case goals. Shriver clients were asked what, 

if any, additional goals (beyond custody and 

visitation arrangements) they had for their custody 

pleadings. As shown in Figure C16, 33% of clients 

hoped that the pleading would be dismissed, 29% 

wanted the opposing party to be ordered to take a 

parenting class, and 19% hoped that the court 

would order their children to get therapy. 

Consistent with results of the comparative 

outcomes study, parents in these contentious 

custody cases sought social services and felt the 

help of the court was needed to ensure the other 

parent participated in those services. 

Satisfaction with Case Outcomes, Perceived Fairness, and Procedural Justice  

Litigants were asked about their satisfaction with the outcomes of their custody pleadings and their 

perceptions of fairness and procedural justice regarding their cases. When asked to rate their 

satisfaction with their case outcomes,90 Shriver clients reported being marginally satisfied, with the 

 
90 Litigants’ satisfaction with case outcomes was assessed with one item: “How satisfied are you with how your case turned out?” 
Responses were on a 5-point Likert Scale, with 1 being very dissatisfied and 5 very satisfied. 

29%

10%

19%

10%

5% 5% 5%

33%

Parenting Class for OP Parenting Class for me

Therapy for children Therapy for me

Substance abuse tx for OP Substance abuse tx for me

Restraining order against OP Case dismissed

Figure C16. Shriver Representation 
Clients’ Other Case Goals 
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average rating being 3.6 (on a 5-point scale). However, responses ranged from 1 to 5, indicating 

notable variation across clients. 

Litigants were also asked about the fairness they perceived in the legal process. Fairness was assessed 

using a scale that included statements such as “My case was handled fairly by the court” and “My legal 

rights were taken into account.” Interviewees rated how much they agreed with each statement from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 3 (neither agree nor disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).91 When asked to rate the 

fairness of the legal process, Shriver representation clients’ average fairness score was 3.2 on the 5-

point scale, indicating that, on average, litigants were unsure whether the court process was fair.  

Litigants were also asked about their perceptions of procedural justice. Procedural justice was assessed 

using a scale that included items such as “The judge listened to what I had to say” and “I was treated 

the same as others in the same position.”92 When asked about their perceptions of procedural justice 

Shriver clients’ average rating was 3.8 on the 5-point scale, indicating that respondents perceived a 

modest amount of procedural justice in their proceedings.  

Figure C17. Average Ratings of Satisfaction with Case Outcomes,  
Perceived Fairness of the Legal System, and Procedural Justice 

 

 

Relationship between satisfaction with outcomes and perceptions of fairness and procedural justice. 

Shriver clients’ perceptions of fairness and procedural justice were related to their satisfaction with 

their case outcomes (see Figure C18). Clients were categorized as either satisfied or dissatisfied with 

their outcomes93 and their fairness and procedural justice scores were analyzed. Clients who were 

 
91 Fairness was assessed using a 4-item scale adapted from Frazer (2006). Interviewees rated how much they agreed with each statement 
on a 5-point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 3 (neither agree nor disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A scale score was calculated as the 
average across the scale items for the 19 litigants who had answered at least 75% (3 out of 4) scale items. Higher scores indicate greater 
perceived fairness with court proceedings.  
92 Perceptions of procedural justice were computed using an 8-item scale adapted from the Specific Procedural Justice Scale (Bornstein, 
Tomkins, & Neeley, 2011).  Interviewees rated their agreement with each statement on the same 5-point scale used for the fairness 
measure, and a scale score was calculated as a mean across the items for the 17 litigant who answered at least 63% (5 out of 8) scale 
items. Higher scores indicate greater perceived procedural justice. 
93 Clients were categorized as satisfied if they reported being somewhat or very satisfied with their case outcomes (average scale scores 
of 3 or 4). Others were categorized as dissatisfied if they reported being somewhat or very dissatisfied with their case outcomes (average 
scale scores of 1 or 2). 

 

3.8

3.2

3.6

1 2 3 4 5

Satisfaction with Case Outcomes

Pereived Fairness

Procedural Justice



Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act Evaluation – Custody Pilot Projects                                                                              75 

satisfied with their case outcomes perceived significantly more fairness and procedural justice in their 

cases, as compared to clients who were dissatisfied with their outcomes.94 Satisfied clients had an 

average score of 4.0 for fairness and 4.3 for procedural justice, whereas dissatisfied clients had average 

scores of 1.8 and 2.8, respectively. 

Figure C18. Perceptions of Fairness in the Legal Process and Procedural Justice  
by Client Satisfaction with Case Outcomes 

 

 

Perceptions of Shriver Representation, Fairness, and Procedural Justice 

Notably, clients who perceived low levels of fairness and procedural justice still reported being 

satisfied with the services they received from Shriver attorneys. Of the 11 clients who scored below the 

mid-point of either the fairness or procedural justice scales, nine clients (82%) indicated satisfaction 

with the legal services they received. Clients explained that Shriver counsel was knowledgeable and 

professional and that the attorney effectively helped them through the proceedings. Overall 

perceptions of Shriver services are described in more detail at the end of this section. 

Perceptions of the Impacts of the Custody Case and of Shriver Services 

Impacts of the custody case. Shriver clients were asked “How do you think the results of your custody 

case will make a difference in your life or your family’s life?” Of the 21 clients interviewed, 11 (52%) 

described something positive, eight (38%) described something negative, and two (10%) were neutral. 

Positive Perceptions: Nine clients expressed positive 

sentiments about a specific aspect of their case outcome. 

For example, such comments included “Absolutely, because 

they finally established an order that both of us parents can 

live with in taking care of our child” and “I wouldn't have 

been able to see my kids or speak to them on the phone for 

4 years without the legal help” and “I feel that my son has a better structure and it's more consistent. 

It's best for him and me.” In addition, two clients gave generally positive comments, such as “It’s just in 

the better interests of my children…their having both parents involved in their lives.”  

 
94 Perceived fairness: t(17) = 3.60, p < .01  d = 1.75.  Procedural justice: t(17) = 3.18, p < .01  d = 1.64 
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Negative Perceptions: Three clients expressed negativity about a specific aspect of their case outcome. 

For example, one person said, “My intention was to move out of state and I was not able to do that 

because of the court order. My life has been stagnant. I feel like I'm kind of stuck. I have the same child 

care issues I had before.” In addition, five clients gave a generally negative comment, such as “It’s 

negatively affecting my son, so it’s negatively affecting me.”  

Neutral Perception: Two clients gave neutral responses, such as “Everything is fine.” 

Impact of Shriver representation. Lastly, clients were asked to describe the impact of the services they 

received through the Shriver custody pilot project. Specifically, they were asked “Do you think having 

received legal services for your custody case will make a difference in your life or your family’s life in 

any way?” Twenty clients answered this question, and all of them were very positive about and 

grateful for Shriver services, despite any negative impact their cases may have had for them. Most 

often, clients expressed appreciation for the Shriver attorney’s knowledge and gratitude for the 

support he provided to them. They felt that they were better equipped for the legal process and better 

able to have their voice heard in court. A few clients even expressed regret that the Shriver project 

could not continue to help them with the rest of their custody case.  

A few examples of client responses include: 

“Having somebody in the court is very important. [The Shriver attorney] helped me. He is 

knowledgeable and fair. He knows the law and could tell me what was possible.”  

“The legal services actually made my life a lot better and easier. They helped me through a 

system that most people without legal knowledge cannot navigate.” 

“Receiving legal services has already made a difference. I've been seeing my daughter regularly. 

The services were great. [The Shriver attorney] and [Project Coordinator] were very passionate 

about helping me out. He has a heavy caseload and I appreciate his effort.”  

“The other lawyer might have pushed me around or confused me with legal jargon. [The Shriver 

attorney] was able to make sure my voice was heard. It leveled the playing field. When it came 

from [the Shriver attorney], it weighed more. I felt that [the Shriver attorney] was more 

competent and better educated than my ex-husband's lawyer, who he was paying for. [The 

Shriver attorney] was 10 times better. Having [the Shriver attorney] there for me, it was 

priceless. He was phenomenal.” 

“Yes, through [the Shriver attorney’s] support I got my children. He made me believe in the court 

system.”  
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S t a f f  a n d  J u d i c i a l  O f f i c e r s ’  P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  
t h e  S h r i v e r  C u s t o d y  P i l o t  P r o j e c t s   

The Shriver Act evaluation gathered information from the three Shriver custody pilot project staff and 

stakeholders about their perceptions of the Program and its impacts. Data were collected from 

multiple legal services agency staff members (e.g., staff attorneys, supervising attorneys, paralegals, 

intake coordinators, and executive directors) and superior court judicial officers and staff members 

(e.g., program managers, clerks, self-help managers). In 2015, telephone interviews were conducted 

with eleven staff from across the three pilot projects. In 2018, in-person site visits were conducted at 

each of the three projects and 35 legal services staff members and court stakeholders participated in 

one-on-one interviews or focus groups. This section summarizes the information collected across the 

projects at these two points in time.  

Pilot Project Successes and Accomplishments 

Access to Justice 

Project staff thought that their Shriver pilot project helped low-income litigants gain greater access to 

justice. This was because services were able to “level the playing field” by providing representation to 

otherwise unrepresented litigants who were facing an opposing party with an attorney. Shriver 

representation provides support and information to parents, ensures their full and active participation 

in their cases, and supports fairer judgments and more efficient proceedings, which benefit the 

families and the court. Shriver services enabled litigants to present their side of the case effectively, 

which resulted in judges having information that was more organized, relevant, and appropriately 

presented. This increased availability of information helps judges make decisions that are were the 

best interests of the children.  

Legal Education, Easing Tensions 

Staff reported that the custody court process is intimidating and unfamiliar for parents and that having 

the support and expertise of an attorney helps to reduce stress and make the process more 

manageable. Given the highly charged emotional setting, litigants without counsel may behave in ways 

that make it harder for them to effectively plead their cases, thus they obtain little to no satisfaction 

with the legal process or case outcomes. Having an attorney can help rectify, or prevent, these 

situations, and represented parties are more likely to achieve their case goals, or at least better 

understand the reasons behind court decisions that are not in alignment with their goals. 

Staff described the positive impact of litigants being educated by their attorneys about the legal 

process and reasonable expectations for their cases. When parents are knowledgeable, they generally 

feel more empowered during the custody process, are more likely to perceive the court process as fair 

and are more accepting of their case outcomes. This can also benefit the court because when litigants 
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are amenable to the case outcomes, they are less likely to challenge the orders by returning to court to 

file another pleading, thus reducing the number of unnecessary actions filed with the court.  

Increased Collaboration 

Staff believed that balanced representation in custody cases 

helped increase collaboration between the parties, 

especially in contentious cases. Having attorneys negotiate 

with each other, while educating their clients about 

reasonable expectations, paved the way for settlement 

agreements that both parties found acceptable. Staff also 

hoped that successful collaboration on the custody case 

would foster subsequent co-parenting efforts, which 

require a good deal of communication and agreement. 

Ongoing collaboration benefits the parents, children, and 

the court, allowing everyone to achieve resolution and 

move on with their lives sooner, providing children stability 

faster, and creating efficiencies for the court because cases 

are not being constantly relitigated. 

Shriver Settlement Conferences 

When asked about project accomplishments, Shriver 

Settlement Conferences were named by legal services staff 

and court staff at the one pilot project where they were 

implemented. These conferences were successful in 

encouraging a high rate of settlement. They resulted in 

orders that were more durable over time, and they reduced 

the need for additional hearings or mediation sessions, 

therefore reducing the burden on the court. Having counsel 

present at the conference bolstered the settlement process, 

because attorneys helped clients to discern and accept 

reasonable terms, ensured that their clients’ needs were 

expressed, and increased the likelihood that clients would 

enter into agreements. Having the conference facilitated by 

a judicial officer increased buy-in from the parties and 

enabled full and fast resolution if the parties came to an 

agreement. Judges also reviewed the entire case, which put 

them in a better position than a mediator to find workable 

solutions that were in the best interests of the child.  

 

Shriver Custody Program Goals 

Staff members across the three custody 
pilot projects described similar program 
goals: 

• Provide access to quality legal services 
for parents in high-conflict custody 
cases and “level the playing field” so 
that both parents can voice their 
opinions to the court 

• Educate litigants about the legal 
system and help them understand the 
court process and encourage them to 
develop reasonable expectations for 
their case 

• Support case outcomes that serve the 
best interests of children  

• Increase cooperation between parties, 
which benefits families and the court 

• Support court efficiency by helping 
parties find sustainable agreements, 
thereby relieving pressure on the court  

Shriver Domestic Violence Service Goals 

• Provide comfort and confidence to 
survivors who are often intimidated and 
bullied into unfavorable terms by their 
opposing parties  

• Ensure that survivors’ cases are 
presented effectively and that 
settlements are fair  
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More Stability 

With increased collaboration and buy-in from the parties, staff thought that cases with balanced 

representation, and especially those that settled, likely reached outcomes that would be more durable 

over time. Having more durable orders translates to more stability for families and children over time, 

which is a key point of success.  

Court Efficiency 

Court staff reported that the Shriver project’s impact on the court was a positive one, because having 

representation made the courtroom run more efficiently and fairly. Staff believed that, in general, 

judges preferred to have attorneys on both sides of a case because their familiarity with the legal 

procedures made the case proceed more smoothly. Attorneys helped explain the rules and procedures 

to their clients and would describe what was transpiring with the case; they also helped manage the 

emotional tone of the situation and assisted in alleviating anxiety. They also reported that Shriver 

services reduced the number of cases that needed to be heard by the court by increasing the likelihood 

of pre-hearing settlements, as well as decreasing the number of cases that returned to court for 

subsequent orders. 

Staff thought that when parents had counsel, they were more satisfied with the results of the case.  In 

the event they were not satisfied, rather than returning to court to file a modification right away, they 

could consult their attorney, resulting in more informed litigants and more efficient court proceedings. 

Court clerks and staff were grateful to have a place to refer low-income, self-represented litigants for 

legal assistance, and judicial officers appreciated having to educate litigants on the legal process in the 

courtroom less often.  

Reaching and Helping Families in Challenging Circumstances 

Some staff commented that the Shriver Program enabled them to reach and help families in crisis. 

Shriver attorneys took on some of the hardest cases—those with people in very difficult situations with 

few or no resources and at risk of losing their children—and used the authority of the court to help 

these parents take necessary steps to regain or retain custody of their children. For example, Shriver 

attorneys were often able to calm emotional tensions between parties and could sometimes help 

facilitate parents’ entry into needed substance use treatment or mental health counseling.   

Two of the custody pilot projects sought to provide more holistic services by incorporating a social 

services coordinator position in their legal teams. This position expanded their ability to connect clients 

with other resources and services to help address contextual issues such as substance abuse, mental 

health, housing, and food stability in order to help stabilize the family situation, which can impact 

custody decisions and child well-being.  
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Expansion to Provide Services to Domestic Violence Survivors 

When asked about project accomplishments, staff at one custody pilot project named their expansion 

of Shriver services to address domestic violence restraining order (DVRO) cases. Through the Shriver 

grant, this legal services organization was able to assist many domestic 

violence survivors who would otherwise have had to undertake the court 

process alone. Having support in the legal process—not having to attend the 

hearing alone and having an attorney who could communicate with the 

opposing party—made a significant difference in terms of the case outcomes 

and the survivor’s emotional and physical well-being. In response to this 

expansion of legal services, the court established a dedicated domestic 

violence calendar to hear the DVRO cases. Staff reported that this change has also created substantial 

court efficiencies because attorneys were always present, clients were adequately prepared, and 

continuances were rare. 

Pilot Project Challenges  

Eligibility Criteria 

Staff commented on the restrictiveness of the statutory eligibility criteria. In particular, the statute 

required that, for a parent to be eligible for Shriver services, she must have an income at or below 

200% FPL, be facing an opposing party with legal representation, and have a case with sole custody at 

issue. Staff explained that, in practice, if one parent is poor enough to meet the income eligibility 

requirements, then the opposing party is often similarly poor and therefore unable to retain counsel. 

Thus, enforcing both the income requirement and the opposing party representation requirement 

excluded many low-income families that would have benefited from services. In addition, staff noted 

that most custody cases did not involve requests for sole custody, and they felt that this restriction 

ruled out too many cases that would have otherwise been eligible and would have benefitted from 

legal help. (Note: The more recently passed statute [AB330] maintains the income requirement, but 

eliminated the requirements regarding sole custody or opposing party representation.) Some staff also 

explained that the income threshold was unrealistic in many areas of California, where the cost of 

living is high. As in housing cases, the staff reported that there are many parties with incomes above 

200% FPL, who are unable to afford an attorney.   

Opposing Counsel 

Some legal services staff reported challenges with opposing counsel. They perceived that many private 

bar attorneys resisted settlement because it did not fit within their business model. While Shriver 

attorneys made settlement a priority for their cases and strove to calm tensions between parties to 

make agreement possible, they reported that these overtures were not always matched by the 

opposing attorneys.  
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Emotions and Stresses of Poverty 

Staff explained the difficulties of working with individuals embroiled in 

very stressful and emotional cases. Family law cases are highly 

emotional by nature.  Shriver attorneys worked to support their clients 

throughout an otherwise intimidating process, and they were often 

subjected to the emotional outbursts that the clients managed not to 

exhibit in the courtroom.  

In addition, by nature of being low-income, Shriver clients struggle with various poverty-related 

barriers (e.g., transportation, inflexible work schedules, unstable housing) that created challenges for 

them to meet the expectations of the court. 

Capacity and Resources 

Staff from two of the pilot projects reported that their projects lacked sufficient capacity to serve 

eligible litigants because their attorneys were persistently overbooked. Staff at one project mentioned 

that funding cuts to the court system had slowed the flow of cases toward a speedy resolution due to 

reduced availability of court clerks and the loss of a judicial officer. The resultant court congestion 

created challenges for everyone involved. 
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S u m m a r y  o f  R e s u l t s  f o r  t h e  S h r i v e r  C u s t o d y  
P i l o t  P r o j e c t s  

Child custody cases are, by nature, complex, emotionally charged, and have critical implications for 

families and children. The unique attributes of each family, parent personalities, relationship dynamics 

and histories, and circumstances of children can add layers of intricacy and tension. When cases are 

contentious, as most cases served by the Shriver pilot projects were, the adversarial nature of the 

judicial process can be compounded. It is no wonder, then, that issues related to children and custody 

were reported to be the most stressful civil legal problems experienced by low-income people in the 

2019 California Justice Gap Study.95 

Who was served by the Shriver Custody Pilot Projects? 

From October 2014 to September 2019, the three custody pilot projects served 1,565 litigants involved 

in child custody matters. Shriver services were provided to both mothers and fathers—though most 

clients were female—and to both custodial and non-custodial parents. The average monthly income of 

Shriver clients was well below the 2019 FPL. Many cases had intertwined issues of domestic violence, 

which added complexity to the custody disputes. Further, many Shriver clients encountered the added 

difficulties of having other cases in the court system including cases to determine parentage and child 

support.  

The statute required Shriver pilot projects to serve cases that stood to have particularly acute 

consequences for families. Specifically, AB590 required that Shriver services be targeted toward self-

represented parents who faced a represented opposing party in cases with sole custody at issue. 

(AB330, the more recent statute, has relaxed these requirements.) Legal services attorneys 

acknowledged that their primary goal was to level the playing field, ensuring both parents had 

reasonable access to justice. 

What Services Were Provided by the Shriver Custody Pilot Projects? 

The three projects offered two levels of legal service: (1) representation by a Shriver attorney (limited 

scope to cover all aspects of the child custody case, but no other family law issues), and (2) unbundled 

services (help with discrete legal tasks). Across the three projects, 47% of clients received Shriver 

representation and 53% received at least one unbundled service. Two projects incorporated social 

service coordinators into their legal teams to address the serious and persistent social service needs 

they recognized in their clients. Families were often in crisis regarding critical areas of livelihood (e.g., 

food security, income, housing), which inflamed custody disputes and undermined the creation of 

stable environments for children. While these needs were beyond the scope of the attorney, social 

work staff could connect clients to community services to ease stress and support sustainability of 

 
95 The State Bar of California (2019). 2019 California justice gap study. Retrieved from: 
http://board.calbar.ca.gov/docs/agendaItem/Public/agendaitem1000025128.pdf 

http://board.calbar.ca.gov/docs/agendaItem/Public/agendaitem1000025128.pdf
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custody arrangements. In addition to the legal services, one custody pilot project also offered court-

based Shriver Settlement Conferences facilitated by a judicial officer.  

What Were the Impacts of the Shriver Custody Pilot Projects? 

Results demonstrated several beneficial impacts of the Shriver custody pilot projects.  

Attorneys improved participation in the legal process and collaboration between parties.  

Project staff reported that when custody cases had attorneys on both sides, they became less 

emotional and more collaborative. With counsel, parents were better able to present their side of the 

case, better informed about the court process, and more willing to agree to settle when their attorneys 

helped them understand when terms were reasonable. This helped parents feel that they were heard 

and that they played an active role in their cases (rather than having the court decide for them), which 

contributed to a greater sense of satisfaction with the outcome. By supporting successful negotiations 

and reducing emotional tensions between parties, Shriver attorneys were able to increase the 

likelihood of pre-trial settlements, which positively impacts families and reduces burden on the court.  

Representation and Shriver Settlement Conferences, together, yielded more settlements. 

The comparative study conducted at one custody project found that the combination of representation 

by a Shriver attorney and access to Shriver Settlement Conferences significantly increased the odds of 

settlement. Overall, 54% of Shriver representation cases resolved via settlement versus 30% of 

comparison cases. The higher rate of settlements among Shriver cases meant that fewer cases with a 

Shriver attorney were decided at hearings (40%), compared to the majority (63%) of non-Shriver 

comparison cases. This difference reduces burden on court staff and can create cost savings over time.  

This pilot project offered special Shriver Settlement Conferences conducted by a judge, with attorneys 

present. These conferences differed from mediation, which is required for parties in child custody 

cases, in that mediation sessions are facilitated by a mediator and counsel generally do not attend. In 

the pilot, the combination of representation by a Shriver attorney and participation in a Shriver 

Settlement Conference greatly increased the likelihood of settlement. In fact, 60% of Shriver 

Settlement Conferences reached full or partial agreement, which was higher than the rate of 

agreement during Family Court Services mediation sessions. 

The heightened success of Shriver Settlement Conferences was likely due, in part, to the presence of 

counsel. Parents may have been afraid to enter into an agreement because they were uncertain about 

what would happen later. Having their attorney present during the conference may have increased 

their confidence entering into agreements, improved their ability to negotiate terms that were 

manageable for them, and strengthened their subsequent investment in the success of the agreement. 

Furthermore, Shriver Settlement Conferences were likely successful because a judge facilitated the 

discussion, which allowed the pleading to be resolved and likely generated buy-in from parties. 
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Representation and Shriver Settlement Conferences, together, yielded more durable custody 
orders. 

Findings from the comparative study indicate that the combination of representation by a Shriver 

attorney and participation in a Shriver Settlement Conference yielded custody orders that were more 

sustainable over time. Specifically, within the 2 years of pleading resolution, one in 10 Shriver cases 

had filed a Request for Order (RFP) to modify the existing custody orders, versus one in three 

comparison cases (which received no Shriver services). 

These services seem to be especially impactful when parties were further along in their custody cases 

and had already used the court to modify their agreement more than once. In particular, only 10% of 

Shriver clients returned to court for custody issues, regardless of whether they were just starting their 

case or were seeking a modification of an existing order. In contrast, among comparison cases, parties 

returned to court about 25% of the time when they were just starting their case and more than 50% of 

the time when they were seeking a modification.  

With appropriately supportive services, it appears that parties were not only able to settle their 

custody disputes, but could also extend their collaboration beyond the dispute resolution. The effects 

of more durable custody orders are many. For example, orders that remain in place for long periods of 

time can increase stability for children of separated parents. Further, increased durability of orders can 

positively impact court efficiency by reducing the number of families returning to court. This can 

translate into cost savings over time, as the investment costs of Shriver services are more than 

recovered by the reduction in subsequent refilings.  

Shriver services improved court efficiency. 

Increasing the settlement rate and contributing to more durable custody orders improved court 

efficiency. Shriver project staff (from legal aid and the court) also reported that representation for 

litigants in high-conflict custody cases helped to facilitate more efficient courtroom proceedings. 

Attorneys educated parents about the legal process and helped to shape reasonable expectations for 

case outcomes. As a result, judicial officers spent less time managing litigants who were 

unknowledgeable about the process, and the court benefited from more comprehensive information 

about the family on which to base decisions. Shriver attorneys were able to ease tensions and reduce 

emotional turmoil that could otherwise cloud and complicate proceedings, and this helped to expedite 

the legal process. Parents with Shriver representation were more prepared for court proceedings, 

more informed about their rights and what was possible, and more often able to settle their cases 

without the need for a hearing, relieving the court calendar. 

Court orders provided some additional structure for families.  

Shriver pilot projects assisted custodial parents in some cases and non-custodial parents in other cases, 

and clearly the goals of these two types of clients differed. For example, one client was seeking to gain 

sole custody, whereas another wanted to retain the current amount of parenting time when an 
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opposing party filed for sole custody. For these two cases, a “successful” outcome looked very 

different. As a result, aggregated data regarding custody orders are not an easily interpretable 

indicator of project impact.  

However, data across the three pilot projects showed some common themes. In general, the courts 

appeared to favor joint legal custody but sole physical custody arrangements. This is consistent with 

other research that found joint physical custody uncommonly ordered among cases96 and that joint 

physical custody arrangements may be particularly problematic for high conflict couples97, like those 

served by the Shriver projects. This is because joint custody necessitates more contact between 

parents, which creates more opportunity for conflict. In cases resolved with sole physical custody 

granted to one parent, orders for scheduled, unsupervised visitation for the non-custodial parent were 

also common. Ordering scheduled parenting time can also relieve high-conflict couples from the 

burden of having to negotiate visitation in an ongoing manner. These outcomes suggest that the court 

felt parties would benefit from some additional structure and fewer opportunities for conflict.  

Results also suggest that parents were enlisting court intervention to compel the other parent to 

participate in needed services, such as parenting classes or therapy. Parents with Shriver 

representation requested and received these orders more frequently than did parents in non-Shriver 

cases. This may be due to the added expertise brought to the case by the Shriver attorneys. In 

particular, attorneys knew what could be ordered by the judge and what was reasonable to request, 

while self-represented litigants may not have known those options existed. Further, having counsel on 

both sides of a case likely yielded more comprehensive information about the case for the court, which 

resulted in additional orders that would serve the best interests of the child(ren). 

Parents felt supported in the legal system. 

Parents expressed substantial gratitude for the assistance of their Shriver attorneys. They felt informed 

about their cases, supported throughout the process, and not lost in the system. Notably, litigants’ 

perceptions of fairness of the judicial system and procedural justice varied with their satisfaction with 

their case outcomes. In particular, if they were satisfied with their case outcomes, they felt the court 

process was fair; if they were dissatisfied with their outcomes, they felt the court process was not fair. 

However, litigants’ perceptions of Shriver services were overwhelmingly positive, regardless of their 

satisfaction with their case outcomes. Even when parents were dissatisfied with how their case ended, 

they expressed appreciation for their attorneys. Having an attorney’s expertise and support accessible 

to them was important and impactful despite the actual custody orders. 

 

 

 
96 Maccoby, E., & Mnookin, R. (1992). Dividing the child: Social and legal dilemmas of custody. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
97 Buchanan, C. M., & Jahromi, P. L. (2008). A psychological perspective on shared custody arrangements. Wake Forest Law Review, 43, 
419-439. 
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Additional Needs Noted by Projects 

Shriver project staff expressed concern about the restrictive nature of the statute eligibility 

requirements. Specifically, mandating the combination of an income less than 200% FPL, opposing 

party representation, and sole custody requests made it difficult to find eligible participants. Often, if 

one parent was low income, then the other party was also low income and therefore not able to afford 

an attorney. In that situation, meeting the income requirement and the opposing party representation 

requirement was not possible. Additionally, staff could identify many contentious custody cases that 

would benefit from service but were ineligible because neither parent was explicitly asking for sole 

custody. 

Importantly, these concerns have been addressed by the more recent statute (AB330), which retains 

the income eligibility, but relaxes the requirements for opposing party representation and sole 

custody. 

Methodological Limitations and Considerations 

The comparative study of case outcomes was conducted at a single pilot project. Although the sample 

of Shriver cases drawn for this study was a near census of clients served that year, it is possible that the 

cases seen at this court may not be representative of cases in other jurisdictions. In addition, the 

comparison group was selected using the court case management system and the selection criteria 

were limited by that system’s parameters. While most Shriver custody cases were highly contentious, it 

was not possible to identify contentious cases in the court case management system. Therefore, the 

two study groups may not have been equivalent on some pre-existing characteristics that could have 

impacted case outcomes. The litigant interview sample was drawn from one project, was small in size, 

and did not involve a comparison group. Therefore, while the interview data may reflect clients at this 

project, the findings may not generalize to other courts.  



 

GUARDIANSHIP/ 
CONSERVATORSHIP 
(PROBATE)  
PILOT PROJECT  

3 
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G U A R D I A N S H I P  A N D  
C O N S E R V A T O R S H I P  
( P R O B A T E )  P R O J E C T  
This section presents data on cases served by the sole probate pilot project from FY2015 to 

FY2019. The Shriver evaluation incorporates mixed methods and compiles data from multiple 

sources. During this 5-year period, this has included ongoing data collection in the Shriver 

Program Services Database, a comparative study of outcomes among cases provided Shriver 

representation and those assisted by the court-based probate facilitator, and interviews with 

Shriver project staff.  

 

A  F e w  H i g h l i g h t s  

From FY2015 to FY2019: 

• 173 cases received Shriver services (122 guardianship cases, 51 conservatorship cases). 

• By extension, services impacted 154 minor children (wards) and 51 conservatees. 

• 41% of cases received full representation by a Shriver attorney. 

Among cases that received Shriver full representation: 

• Litigants were able to successfully file their petitions and see the case to resolution.  

• Letters of guardianship were granted to the Shriver client in most cases. 

• Petitioners were more likely to use the legal tools available to them to support their 
cases, such as calling witnesses and entering declarations. 

• Cases were more likely to resolve with just one hearing and no continuances. 

• Shriver attorneys and the Probate Facilitator provided valuable assistance to litigants 
and also helped to preserve court resources. In particular, court clerks spent less time 
reviewing (and rejecting) errant petitions and judges spent less time educating litigants. 
Reducing the number of cases with continuances also helped to alleviate some court 
congestion. 
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S h r i v e r  P r o g r a m  S e r v i c e s :  W h o  w a s  s e r v e d  
a n d  h o w ?   

The Shriver Program Services Database 

collects information about the litigants 

served and services provided by the legal 

services agencies affiliated with each pilot 

project. These data have been collected 

since the first round of grants. This report 

focuses on the sole probate pilot project—

addressing guardianship and 

conservatorship cases—between FY2015 

through FY2019.  

During this 5-year time period, the legal 

services organization affiliated with this 

project served 173 low-income litigants. By 

extension, Shriver services impacted 154 

children in need of protection (wards) and 

51 conservatees.  

Services Provided 

During the 5-year period, 71 cases (41%) 

were provided full representation by a 

Shriver attorney and another 102 cases 

(59%) were provided at least one unbundled 

service.98 Shriver attorneys worked an 

average of 17 hours per each full 

representation case and 3 hours per each 

unbundled services case.  

Of the 173 cases served, 71% pertained to 

guardianship and 29% to conservatorship. 

Among guardianship cases, about half of the clients (47%) received full representation and half 

(53%) received unbundled services. Among conservatorship cases, one quarter (27%) received 

full representation and nearly three quarters of clients (73%) received unbundled services.    

  

 
98 An additional 59 litigants were provided unbundled services and then subsequently determined to be ineligible for Shriver 
services, usually due to being over income, outside of the jurisdiction, or having a conflict. These individuals are not included in 
the above counts. 

WHO RECEIVED SHRIVER SERVICES? 

Between FY2015 and FY2019: 

122 guardianship cases received services, 

impacting 154 wards 

51 conservatorship cases received services, 

impacting 51 conservatees  

Of these clients: 

 62% were a multiple people 

(e.g., grandparents) 

    75% were people of color  

 29% had a disability or 

chronic health condition 

Many clients had characteristics that would 
challenge their ability to complete the 
complex probate process: 

had a HS diploma or less 

had limited proficiency with 
English 

WHAT SERVICES WERE PROVIDED? 

   59% received unbundled legal services 

   41% received full representation 

57% 

31% 
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Characteristics of Clients and Cases 

Of the 173 cases served, half (51%) of clients were between the ages of 45 and 61 years and 

most (62%) were couples—for example, grandparents looking to establish guardianship of their 

grandchildren. Three quarters of clients identified as people of color (61% as Hispanic/Latinx 

and 6% as Black or African American) and one quarter (23%) identified as White. More than half 

of clients (57%) had a high school diploma or less, and about one third (31%) required 

assistance with language interpretation to participate in court proceedings. More than one 

quarter (29%) identified as having a chronic health condition or disability. 

To be eligible for Shriver services, individuals must have household incomes of not more than 

200% FPL. Across Shriver clients, the median monthly household income was $1,600. This 

equates to an annual income of less than $20,000, below the FPL for a family of three. 

The majority of clients sought to establish a guardianship or conservatorship and needed help 

filing the petition. Among full representation cases, the Shriver client was the petitioner in 81% 

of guardianship cases and all conservatorship cases. A small number of clients wanted help to 

object to an existing petition, terminate a current guardianship or conservatorship 

arrangement, or find an alternative to a guardianship or conservatorship.  

Outcomes Among Full Representation Cases 

Note: When attorneys provide unbundled services, they often do not know how the case ends. 

Therefore, the data about case outcomes in the Shriver Program Services Database refers only 

to cases that received full representation. This includes 71 cases in total: 57 guardianship cases 

and 14 conservatorship cases.  

Petitions Successfully Filed 

Guardianship cases. The proposed guardian was a relative of the ward (e.g., grandparent, 

aunt/uncle, sibling) in 89% of the cases. Almost half (46%) of the cases had an objection filed to 

the guardianship petition. Oftentimes, the persons objecting to the guardianship petitions were 

the parents of the ward. 

At Shriver intake, 35% of clients had already successfully filed a petition but needed help with 

additional paperwork and other assistance to complete their cases. At the end of Shriver 

service, 77% of clients had successfully filed a petition. One client had withdrawn their petition 

and another had pursued an alternative arrangement outside of probate court. (Nineteen 

percent of guardianship cases were missing this information.) 

Conservatorship cases. The proposed conservator was a relative of the conservatee (e.g., 

parent, adult child, sibling) in 100% of the cases. Just one petition had an objection filed. At 
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Shriver intake, 36% of clients had successfully filed a petition. At the end of Shriver service, all 

but one client had successfully filed a petition. One client had decided not to file. 

Outcomes of Petitions  

Guardianship cases. Shriver representation 

assisted many petitioners with establishing a 

guardianship. Of the 57 full representation 

cases, 68% ended with letters of guardianship 

granted to the client. Three cases (5%) ended 

with letters granted to an opposing party. Two 

cases (4%) had a guardianship terminated at the 

request of the Shriver client, one case (2%) had 

no letters granted, and one (2%) petition was 

withdrawn (19% were missing outcomes). 

Conservatorship cases. Shriver representation 

facilitated an order for a conservatorship for 

nearly every client. Of the 14 representation 

cases, 12 (86%) ended with letters of 

conservatorship granted to the client. One case 

(7%) ended with an alternative arrangement and 

one petition (7%) was never filed.  

Court Efficiency 

The complicated nature of guardianship and conservatorship petitions renders most self-

represented litigants unable to file them successfully on their first try, if at all. This difficulty 

results in court clerks spending considerable time reviewing and rejecting improperly 

completed petitions, often multiple times for the same petitioner. Having the Shriver attorney 

complete the petition not only saved the litigants’ time, but court clerks’ time as well. 

Moreover, due to the complexity of the process, probate cases with self-represented litigants 

can involve multiple continuances and take a long time to resolve. This expends valuable court 

resources, including judicial officer time. Of those with Shriver full representation, 28% of 

guardianship cases and 15% of conservatorship cases resolved without a continuance. 

Other Services and Innovations 

Probate Facilitator 

In addition to the legal services organization providing services to clients, the superior court 

affiliated with this Shriver pilot project also staffed a new “probate facilitator” position. The 

WHAT OUTCOMES WERE ACHIEVED 
FOR FULL REPRESENTATION CASES? 

Between FY2015 and FY2019: 

Among the 57 guardianship cases: 

77% successfully filed a 
petition 

68% ended with letters 
guardianship granted to 
the Shriver client 

Among the 14 conservatorship cases: 

All but one  successfully filed a petition 

All but two  ended with letters of 
conservatorship granted to  
the Shriver client 
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probate facilitator provided intensive self-help services to litigants at the courthouse. She 

assisted litigants with paperwork and with the notification process. She also provided legal 

education about the probate process and often helped educate other members of the family to 

try to support better collaboration among the relatives. Importantly, she did not provide legal 

advice. Because there is no attorney-client privilege, the probate facilitator did not have any 

conflicts of interest and could therefore assist multiple parties in the same case.  

From FY2015 to FY2019, the probate facilitator assisted a total of 472 litigants: 384 litigants in 

guardianship cases and 88 litigants in conservatorship cases. Litigants were most often referred 

to her by the clerk’s office, the county Child Welfare Services, the court, and legal aid. She also 

had many litigants who would return to her for help on a new issue. 
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C o m p a r a t i v e  S t u d y  o f  C a s e  O u t c o m e s :  
W h a t  i m p a c t  d i d  S h r i v e r  S e r v i c e s  h a v e ?  

A comparison study was conducted in FY2016 to investigate the impact of the Shriver probate 

pilot project on low-income litigants in guardianship cases. This study assessed the outcomes of 

two project services: full representation by a Shriver attorney and assistance from the court-

based probate facilitator. Recall that the probate facilitator provided self-help but did not 

provide legal advice. Thus, litigants who received her help were otherwise self-represented. 

Methods 

Random assignment of litigants was not possible at the Shriver probate pilot project due to the 

small number of litigants presenting for service. Instead, a sample of litigants was drawn from 

each of three sources to reflect three service levels: (a) 38 full representation clients were 

drawn from the Shriver Program Services Database, (b) 40 litigants who received probate 

facilitator services (but not legal representation) were identified from the probate facilitator’s 

database, and (c) 37 comparison litigants who received no Shriver legal services and no help 

from the probate facilitator were identified by superior court staff by querying the court case 

management system during the same time period. All sampled cases had evidence of low-

income status (e.g., fee waiver granted99 or income less than 200% FPL) and all litigants had 

filed petitions to establish guardianships.  

After the cases had closed, standardized data were gathered from the court files for each of the 

cases in the study sample. Case file reviewers were blind to litigants’ study group assignments. 

Information was collected pertinent to case characteristics, events, and outcomes, and the 

study groups were compared. Analyses focused on three areas: 

• Litigants’ participation in the justice system: Analyses examined indicators such as how 
often litigants saw their case to resolution versus abandoned their petitions, and how 
often litigants called witnesses or entered declarations to support their cases.   

• Case outcomes: Analyses examined how cases resolved, in particular whether letters of 
guardianship were granted.  

• Court efficiency: Analyses assessed case length and number of hearings and 
continuances.  

Guardianship Case Characteristics 

In all sampled cases, the petitioner was also the proposed guardian. Nearly two thirds (63%) of 

cases involved guardianship over one ward, and the remaining third involved the care of 

multiple minors. The average age of wards was 6.4 years among probate facilitator cases and 9 

years among full representation cases.  

 
99 The court can grant a fee waiver to litigants whose incomes are not more than 125% FPL. 
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Reasons for Guardianship 

Guardianship cases are heard in probate court because, traditionally, guardianships were 

needed when parents were deceased. A review of the petitions in the study sample, however, 

shows that overall only about 10% of cases involved a deceased parent (Figure P1). In most 

instances, guardianships were sought because wards’ parents were unable/unavailable to care 

for them. Overall, the most common reasons for filing a petition included: the parent had 

abandoned the ward or was otherwise absent, the parent had a drug or alcohol abuse problem, 

the parent was going to prison or jail, or there was a history of abuse. Of those cases with data, 

at least three quarters of each group listed multiple reasons, indicating that these are families 

facing myriad, complex issues. Notably, this information was unknown for 45% of full 

representation cases, which makes the direct comparison of group percentages difficult. 

Figure P1. Petitioner Reasons for Seeking Guardianship by Study Group 

 Current Parent/Guardian … Full Representation Probate Facilitator Comparison 

Abandoned/not cared for ward  14 (37%) 21 (51%) 18 (49%) 

Had a drug or alcohol abuse problem 11 (29%) 22 (54%) 16 (43%) 

Was going to jail/prison long term 7 (18%) 19 (46%) 21 (57%) 

Other indication of absent parent 11 (29%) 6 (15%) 8 (22%) 

Had a history of abuse 9 (24%) 8 (20%) 1 (3%) 

Had a serious physical or mental illness 5 (13%) 4 (10%) 4 (11%) 

Became involved with Child Welfare Svcs. 3 (8%) 9 (22%) 4 (11%) 

Had unstable housing/became homeless 2 (5%) 8 (20%) 6 (16%) 

Became deceased 2 (5%) 7 (17%) 2 (5%) 

Was in the military and had to go overseas 3 (8%) 1 (2%) 5 (14%) 

Had to go to a rehabilitation program 1 (3%) 2 (5%) 3 (8%) 

Questionable or uncertain paternity 0 (0%) 5 (12%) 3 (8%) 

Other 3 (8%) 2 (5%) 3 (8%) 

Unknown 17 (45%) 13 (32%) 6 (16%) 

Note. Petitioners may indicate more than one reason, so column percentages will sum to more than 100. 
Full representation N = 38. Probate facilitator N = 40. Comparison N = 37. 

 

Child Welfare Involvement 

The severity of family issues was further evidenced by an overlap between the guardianship 

case and the child welfare and dependency court systems. In all groups, a notable minority of 

families were referred to probate court by the child welfare system: 26% of full representation 

cases, 17% of probate facilitator cases, and 16% of comparison cases. A small number of cases 

in each group (2-4 cases) involved open juvenile dependency court cases.  



Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act Evaluation – Probate Pilot Projects                                                                95 

 

Objections to Guardianship Petition 

Objections were on record for 29% of cases receiving full representation, 22% of cases helped 

by the probate facilitator, and 30% of comparison cases. In all groups, those objecting to the 

guardianship were most often parents. At least one additional party, such as another family 

member, was on record for 32% of full representation cases, 37% of probate facilitator cases, 

and 22% of comparison cases.  

Litigants’ Participation in the Justice System 

Did fewer litigants abandon their petitions?  

Guardianship petitions are complex and require voluminous amounts of information, and many 

would-be petitioners become worn out by the demands of process and give up. A primary goal 

of Shriver service providers was to support the successful filing and following through 

guardianship petitions, and to ultimately reduce the number of petitioners who withdraw or 

abandon their cases from fatigue and confusion with the process.  

More than three quarters of litigants in all three groups saw their cases to completion, as 

shown in Figure P2. No full representation clients abandoned their cases, whereas 3% and 5% 

of litigants in the other groups did. One quarter of full representation clients withdrew their 

petitions, versus 13% and 14% of the other groups. Although these differences were not 

statistically significant,100 the rate of withdrawals among full representation cases appears 

higher than the other groups. This may be because, upon receiving consultation from the 

Shriver attorney about the likelihood of their petition being granted and/or the activities 

required during the case (e.g., court investigations), full representation clients may have 

decided to withdraw their petitions and seek alternative arrangements (e.g., Caregiver 

Affidavits). This type of legal consultation might not have been readily available to self-

represented litigants in the other two groups. 

Figure P2. Percentage of Cases with Complete, Withdrawn, and  
Abandoned Petitions by Study Group 

 

 
100 χ2 (2, n = 115) = 0.95, p = .621 
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Was there more inclusion of relevant parties? 

Petitioners are required to notify certain relatives of the ward about the pending guardianship 

case and, if the child is of Native American heritage, the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) 

requires that the appropriate tribal authorities are also notified. Across the study groups, the 

majority (70%-85%) of mothers were notified and about half of them consented to the 

guardianships. Across the groups, roughly two thirds of fathers were notified, and about two 

thirds of them consented. Shriver services did not appear to impact the rate of family member 

notification, although the probate facilitator had an especially high rate of successfully 

completed ICWA notifications. ICWA notifications are particularly challenging for self-

represented litigants because there are specific federal regulations governing this notice.  

Did petitioners use available legal tools to support their cases? 

In a guardianship case, parties can call witnesses and enter declarations to support their 

petitions. These actions can also provide the court with additional information to support fair 

rulings. Self-represented litigants may not be aware of the utility of these legal tools or fully 

understand how to implement them.  

Having an attorney enabled litigants to more fully participate in the court process. Full 

representation cases were significantly more likely to include a witness than were cases in the 

other two groups.101 Specifically, witnesses were called in 31% of full representation cases, 12% 

of probate facilitator cases, and 5% of comparison cases. The same was true for entering 

declarations. 102 Declarations were entered in 22% of full representation cases, 7% of probate 

facilitator cases, and 3% of comparison cases. Figure P3 shows these findings. 

Figure P3. Percentage of Cases that Called Witnesses and Entered 
Declarations by Study Group 

 

  

 
101 χ2 (2, n = 114) = 9.30, p < .01, Cramer’s V = .28 
102 χ2 (2, n = 114) = 8.80, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .27 
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Case Outcomes 

Were more guardianships granted? 

Of the cases that were seen through to completion,103 most petitions in each of the three 

groups ended with letters of guardianship granted. In particular, 86% of full representation 

clients, 74% of litigants in probate facilitator cases, and 70% of comparison litigants were 

appointed as permanent guardians (see Figure P4). Though the difference among the study 

groups was notable, it was not statistically significant.  

Figure P4. Percentage of Cases with Permanent Guardianship Appointments by Study Group 

 
Note. Percentages are calculated out of the number of completed petitions. Full representation N = 29; 
Probate facilitator N = 34; Comparison N = 30. 

 

Case Events and Court Efficiency 

Were cases resolved faster with Shriver services? 

Guardianship cases can become protracted due to multiple continuances when unrepresented 

litigants struggle to meet the informational demands of the process. Shriver services sought to 

expedite cases and limit the need for continuances by ensuring that paperwork was complete 

and accurate and that litigants were informed about each step of the process.  

Figure P5 displays the average case length104 for each study group. Full representation was 

associated, although not significantly,105 with faster case resolution. Cases receiving full 

representation lasted, on average, 92 days (median = 56), compared with an average length of 

119 days (median = 72) among probate facilitator cases and 103 days (median = 84) among 

comparison cases. Notably, more than half (53%) of full representation cases resolved within 60 

days, versus about one third (38% and 35%, respectively) of the other groups. 

  

 
103 itigants in 24% of full representation cases, 15% of probate facilitator cases, and 19% of comparison cases either withdrew 
or abandoned their petitions. 
104 Case length was defined as the number of days between the petition filing and the date of disposition. 
105 Given the skewed distribution, a nonparametric test was used. Kruskall-Wallis χ2(2) = 2.54, p = .281 
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Figure P5. Case Length (in Days) by Study Group 

 Case Length 
Full  

Representation 
Probate  

Facilitator Comparison 

Mean number of days (SD)  92.4 (96.1) 118.5 (108.9) 103.2 (78.0) 

Median number of days [ns] 55.5 71.5 84 

Range  7 – 431  15 – 472  8 – 269  

 

Were there fewer hearings or continuances? 

In the most efficient circumstances, a guardianship case is resolved with one hearing and no 

continuances for the court to issue orders.106 Cases receiving full representation were 

significantly more likely to resolve with just one hearing, as compared to cases without an 

attorney.107 As shown in Figure P6, 88% of probate facilitator cases and 75% of comparison 

cases required multiple hearings to be resolved, compared to 61% of full representation cases. 

However, the average number of hearings per case—2.4 for full representation cases, 3.4 for 

probate facilitator cases, and 3.1 for comparison cases—did not statistically differ.108  

Continuances occurred in 52% of full representation cases, 70% of probate facilitator cases, and 

80% of comparison cases (see Figure P6). Full representation cases were significantly less likely 

than comparison cases to involve a continuance; the probate facilitator group fell in between 

and did not significantly differ from either of the other two groups.109 On average, full 

representation cases involved one continuance, whereas probate facilitator and comparison 

cases involved two. While notable, this difference was not significant.110 Court stakeholders 

reported that many self-represented litigants who prepared the initial petition on their own 

were referred to the probate facilitator at a hearing, when the court determined that they 

needed additional assistance. Thus, one might expect a higher rate of continuances among 

those cases. 

  

 
106 Four cases were dismissed before a hearing was held, due to the petition being withdrawn or the court lacking jurisdiction. 
These cases were removed from the analysis for this outcome. 
107 χ2 (2, n = 114) = 8.47, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .273  
108 F(2,111) = 1.96, p = .145. 
109 χ2 (2, n = 112) = 6.98, p < .05. 
110 F(2,105) = 2.204, p = .115. 
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Figure P6. Average Number of Hearings and Continuances by Study Group 

 Hearings and Continuances Full Representation Probate Facilitator Comparison 

Hearings    

    Cases with one hearing 13 (39%) 5 (12%) 9 (25%) 

    Cases with more than one hearing [sig.]     20 (61%) 35 (88%) 27 (75%) 

    Average (SD) number of hearings [ns] 2.4 (1.8) 3.4 (2.3) 3.1 (1.9) 

Continuances    

    Cases with no continuances 16 (48%) 12 (30%) 7 (20%) 

    Cases with at least one continuance [sig.]     17 (52%) 28 (70%) 28 (80%) 

    Average (SD) number of continuances [ns] 1.0 (1.5) 1.8 (2.2) 2.2 (1.8) 

Note. Four cases were dismissed before a hearing occurred: 3 full representation and 1 comparison. These cases 
are not included in the hearing computations. Data for number of hearings and continuances were missing for two 
full representation cases, and data for number of continuances were missing for one comparison case.  
Full representation N = 33. Probate facilitator N = 40. Comparison N = 36. 
Note. Sig. = Full representation cases were statistically significantly more likely to be resolved with one hearing, 
and less likely to have continuances, than the other groups (noted in bold).  

ns = study group differences were not statistically significant. 

 

Reduction in Court Costs Due to Increased Efficiency 

Average Cost to Process a Typical Guardianship/Conservatorship Case  

Court staff described five primary activities associated with processing  guardianship and 

conservatorship cases: (a) a front counter clerk provides the paperwork and referrals to the 

litigants, (b) a judicial assistant receives and processes the petition, (c) the probate attorney 

reviews the case, (d) the parties are notified of and attend hearing(s), and (e) the court issues 

continuances when one or more parties requires more time to prepare. For each activity, court 

staff estimated the amount of time spent preparing and conducting the activity by the relevant 

staff members (e.g., clerk/judicial assistant, probate attorney, judge). Salaries, benefits, indirect 

support rates, and jurisdictional overhead rates for each position were located online111 (for 

FY2014, when the sampled cases were active) and used to calculate hourly rates, which were 

multiplied by the time spent for each activity.  

Figure P7 compares the amounts of time court staff reported spending on these activities, for 

cases with and without Shriver services (by either legal aid or the probate facilitator), and the 

associated costs. The resulting savings summarized below and calculated in Figure P7 are 

notable. The results show multiple benefits and savings from the Shriver pilot project: 

• After the Shriver project began, front counter clerks were able to refer litigants to legal 
aid and the probate facilitator to receive direct assistance, whereas before the Shriver 
project, they had only the resource center and a reference book.  

 
111 Retrieved from http://publicpay.ca.gov/Reports/PositionDetail.aspx?employeeid=15199249     

http://publicpay.ca.gov/Reports/PositionDetail.aspx?employeeid=15199249
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• Before the Shriver project, judicial assistants estimated spending, on average, 2.5 hours 
to review and process a petition and noted that litigants returned to the clerk’s office 
approximately three times before successfully filing their paperwork. With Shriver 
services, processing a petition took an average of 25 minutes and most litigants filed 
successfully on their first attempt. This difference yielded a savings of $81 per case. 

• Time spent by the probate attorney preparing cases was estimated to be an average of 
3.5 hours per petition before the Shriver project. With Shriver services, these tasks took 
an average of 2.5 hours per petition. This difference yielded a savings of $92 per case. 

• Case file data showed that guardianship cases that received Shriver full representation 
had an average of 2.4 hearings, whereas cases without Shriver services had an average 
of 3.1 hearings. The reduction resulted in a savings of approximately $723 per case.112 

• Case file data showed that guardianship cases with Shriver full representation had an 
average of 1.0 continuance and cases without Shriver services had an average of 2.2 
continuances. The reduction resulted in a cost savings of approximately $238 per 
case.113 

As shown in Figure P7, in FY2014, the average cost to process a typical guardianship case before 

the Shriver probate pilot project was estimated to be $4,061. The average cost to process a 

typical guardianship case that received both Shriver services was estimated to be $2,927. This 

represents an average savings of $1,134 per case (or 28%). In addition to these savings, there 

are potential opportunity resources associated with these results. For example, clerks saved 

nearly 2 hours on processing each case and probate attorneys saved an hour preparing each 

case. These staff can now spend this time in other ways that would maximize efficiency for the 

court. For example, this change may increase the overall number of petitions clerks are able to 

process in one day and it may free up their time to address and complete other tasks. 

 

 

 

 
112 Court staff estimated that a typical evidentiary hearing lasted, on average, 3 hours and required the presence of the judicial 
assistant, court reporter, bailiff, and judge, in addition to preparations or post-hearing processes by the judicial assistant, judge, 
and probate attorney. The average cost per hearing was estimated to be $1,034.  
113 Court staff estimated that a typical continuance required staff time from the probate attorney and judicial assistant in 
preparation, and from the judicial assistant, court reporter, bailiff, and judge for the courtroom time and processing. The 
average cost of a continuance was estimated to be $198. 
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Figure P7. Summary of Court Efficiencies and Related Savings and Improvements for Combined Shriver Probate Services 

 Court Activity 

Estimated Time to Complete Activitya  

and Related Cost 

Savings and Improvements Before Shriver Project  During Shriver Project 

Front counter clerk provides 
paperwork and referrals  

2 minutes -- 2 minutes -- 
Clerks are able to refer  
litigants to legal aid and  

probate facilitator 

Judicial assistant receives and 
processes petitionb  
(includes calendaring and providing 
court investigator with paperwork) 

150 minutes 

(petitioners  
return an avg.  

of 3 times) 

2.5 hrs x $39/hr = 
$98 

25 minutes 

(petitioner submits 
on first attempt) 

.42 hr x $39/hr = 
$17 

Quicker processing by clerks,  
due to probate facilitator 

assistance, yields  
savings of $81 per petition 

Probate attorney review and 
preparation of case 

 210 minutes 
3.5 hrs x $92/hr = 

$322 
150 minutes 

2.5 hrs x $92/hr = 
$230 

Quicker processing by probate 
attorney, due to probate 

facilitator assistance, yields 
savings of $92 per petition 

Hearing(s)  
Average of  

3.1 per case 
3.1 x $1,034 = 

$3,205 
Average of   

2.4 per case 
2.2 x $1,034 = 

$2,482 

Fewer hearings, due to  
Shriver full representation, yields  

savings of $723 per case 

Continuance(s)  
Average of  

2.2 per case 
2.2 x $198 =  

$436 
Average of   

1.0 per case 
1.0 x $198 =  

$198 

Fewer continuances, due to 
Shriver full representation, yields 

savings of $238 per case 

Average Total Costc  $4,061  $2,927 $1,134 saved per case  

Data source: Court case file review data, staff time estimates, superior court online budget information for FY2014. 
a Estimates provided by court judicial assistants. 
b Clerk processes petition after litigant prepares and submits petition, notices, consents, proposed order, proposed letters. 
c This table does not include all costs associated with a guardianship/conservatorship case. For example, the costs of the court investigation are not 
included here. This table lists only those case activities that were potentially impacted by Shriver services. 
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S t a f f  a n d  J u d i c i a l  O f f i c e r  P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  t h e  
S h r i v e r  P r o b a t e  P i l o t  P r o j e c t   

To better understand the broader effects of Shriver services beyond what was in the court case files, 

project stakeholders were interviewed about their perceptions of the Shriver pilot project's impact on 

various aspects of probate cases. In 2015, a total of eight phone interviews were conducted with staff 

members at the legal services organizations and the court. In 2018, a total of 14 project staff, from 

both legal services and the court, were interviewed during in-person site visits. In all these interviews, 

court staff primarily focused on the services provided by the probate facilitator, as that was the Shriver 

service/position with which most court-based staff had interacted. 

Pilot Project Successes and Accomplishments 

Access to Justice  

Staff thought that probate litigants—both petitioners and objectors—had better access to the court 

system and more meaningful participation in the process as a result of Shriver services. They explained 

that the complexity of the probate process makes it almost impossible for a layperson to navigate 

alone. They noted that the complexity and volume of paperwork, as well as the research skills required 

to locate family members, present a significant barrier for most individuals seeking to file a 

guardianship or conservatorship petition, and especially those with limited English proficiency or 

literacy challenges. With Shriver services, litigants received individualized assistance with many of 

these tasks and thus were able to tell their stories before the court hearing, reducing the stress of an 

already stressful process, providing the court with better information on which to base decisions, and 

increasing overall access to justice.  

More Petitions Successfully Filed 

Court staff reported that, before the Shriver pilot project, it was common for petitioners to get 

frustrated with the technicalities and give up in the middle of the process thereby leaving vulnerable 

minors and dependent adults without a stable care arrangement. However, with Shriver services in 

place, they thought that more litigants persisted with the process and followed cases through to 

resolution. Project staff were confident that Shriver services, both representation by the legal services 

agency and the assistance by the probate facilitator, resulted in more litigants successfully filing 

petitions, which led to more letters of guardianship and conservatorship being granted and, therefore, 

more families having the stability of a lasting legal arrangement.  

Probate Facilitator Position 

The probate facilitator, funded jointly by the Shriver Act and court self-help grants, provided intensive 

self-help services to all self-represented litigants in guardianship or conservatorship cases, regardless 

of income level. Project staff, including judicial officers, reported high levels of satisfaction with the 
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probate facilitator services. The probate facilitator eased 

the burden on court staff and enabled individuals who 

lacked the means to hire attorneys to meaningfully engage 

with the legal system. They thought the probate facilitator’s 

assistance was instrumental in helping litigants successfully 

file petitions, which reduced frustration and stress among 

litigants and decreased the amount of time spent by clerks 

reviewing repetitively errant or incomplete paperwork.  

Fewer Rejected and Unnecessary Petitions 

While Shriver project staff thought that their services 

increased the number of successful filings, they were also 

confident that their services reduced the number of 

unnecessary petitions filed with the court. Attorneys were 

able to discern when a petitioner would benefit from an 

alternative arrangement (e.g., Caregiver Affidavit) that 

would not require a court filing or could help petitioners 

understand when success might be unlikely, given aspects 

of their background (e.g., criminal record, child welfare 

involvement). Diverting litigants with potentially 

unsuccessful fact patterns or inappropriate circumstances 

cases from probate court to other appropriate avenues to 

establish caring arrangements alleviated burden on the 

court and potentially maximized litigants’ chances of 

finding a successful arrangement sooner. 

Court Efficiency 

Court staff stated that there was an increase in the number 

of petitions filed with the clerk's office since the Shriver 

project began, including a dramatic, positive shift in the 

quality of the paperwork filed. Litigants became more educated about the probate court process, and 

proposed guardians and conservators became more familiar with their roles and responsibilities (e.g., 

complying with the court’s investigation and being prepared for completing future status reports to the 

court). These improvements reduced the amount of time clerks spent reviewing errant and incomplete 

paperwork and decrease the number of times they had to review and reject the same petition. Prior to 

Shriver services, clerks estimated it took an average of three attempts before a petitioner was able to 

file case paperwork successfully, but with Shriver services, paperwork was usually accepted on the first 

attempt. With an average of 45 minutes required to review a petition each time the paperwork was 

submitted, this change represented a substantial time savings for court staff.  

 
Goals of the Shriver Program 

Staff members at the probate pilot 

projects described three main goals:  

(a) To support meaningful participation 

by all parties in the process by ensuring 

that more petitions are successfully 

filed; fewer petitions abandoned; more 

family members available to provide 

information to the court; and litigants 

are educated about their rights and the 

rights of others. 

(b) To reach outcomes that are in the 

best interests of wards/conservatees. 

These cases often involve complex 

family structures that will persist after 

the case closes. Outcomes that are 

agreeable to all parties and that can be 

sustained is paramount to providing 

stability for the ward or conservatee. 

(c) To increase court efficiency by 

reducing the amount of court time 

spent on incomplete or ill-prepared 

petitions and resolving cases faster 

with fewer continuances. 
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Staff reported that the quality of information provided to the court was vastly improved, as a result of 

more people participating in the process, more evidence presented, and clearer documentation. This 

quality improvement allowed judges to make more informed decisions, thus better serving wards and 

conservatees. Judges also reported appreciating being able to refer litigants to the probate facilitator 

for help. Ultimately, as a result of these improvements, court staff thought that more letters of 

guardianship and conservatorship were granted. Because litigants were more prepared for the process, 

staff also supposed that fewer guardians and conservators were removed from their positions at 

annual status reviews, leaving more wards and conservatees in stable environments.  

Family Harmony  

Most cases did not involve objections, but for those that did, project staff 

thought that Shriver services helped to educate parties and foster a more 

collaborative approach to the case. After learning about the process and 

about guardianships (e.g., no loss of parental rights), parents tended to be 

less fearful, more apt to consent, and more accepting of the outcome. 

When child welfare services (CWS) referred a family member to file for 

guardianship, obtaining consent from parents was particularly important, as 

it meant that children could be placed in a safe home with a family member more quickly.   Staff 

believe that those persons objecting to the guardianship were more satisfied with the court’s decision 

because they were able to participate in the process. This more inclusive process reduced family 

tension and stress and brought family members closer together to care for children and adults in need. 

Serving the Best Interests of the Children and Adults Needing Care 

All staff agreed that the most important impact of the Shriver project was that more children and 

adults with disabilities were in safer homes, being cared for by loving and capable family members. In 

addition to a more nurturing environment, staff noted that Shriver assistance made it possible for 

guardians and conservators to enroll children in school, obtain public benefits (such as SNAP benefits), 

and to connect children and adults to the medical services they needed.  

Pilot Project Challenges 

Eligibility Criteria 

The primary challenge reported by staff at this pilot project was that the statutory income threshold 

was too restrictive to reach all of the litigants who need help but could not afford it. Many people with 

incomes just above 200% FPL have critical needs for legal assistance but cannot afford an attorney. 

Moreover, litigants in probate cases with combined person and estate issues sought services, but 

Shriver project staff could only assist with the guardianship or conservatorship of the person issues and 

not with the estate portion. Several staff noted that many of the estates in question were quite small—

for example, social security checks—and lamented that these issues were excluded from consideration.  
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S u m m a r y  o f  R e s u l t s  f o r  t h e  S h r i v e r  P r o b a t e  
P i l o t  P r o j e c t  

Establishing legal guardianships and conservatorships help to ensure that vulnerable children and 

adults are living in stable environments and have the care they need. These cases are technically 

complicated and involve volumes of paperwork that can be very challenging for most laypeople, and 

insurmountable for those with limited English proficiency or literacy challenges. The Shriver probate 

pilot project was designed to provide individuals with meaningful access to the judicial system, 

knowledge about alternative procedures, and assistance with these complex and emotionally charged 

cases that have critical implications for families.  

Who was served by the Shriver Probate Pilot Project? 

From October 2014 to September 2019, the Shriver probate pilot project provided legal services to 

low-income litigants in 173 cases. The most common case involved multiple individuals seeking 

assistance with a petition for guardianship (e.g., couples, such as grandparents, seeking to care for 

grandchildren). Most clients were Hispanic or Latinx, and many had limited proficiency with English, 

limited education, or a disability or a chronic health condition. The median monthly income of Shriver 

clients was $1,600, or approximately $19,200 per year.  

During this same 5-year period, the court-based Shriver probate facilitator served 472 parties across 

cases (mostly guardianships). Most of these parties were female, more than half were Hispanic/Latinx, 

over one third had a household income of less than $2,000 per month, and many received some form 

of public assistance.  

Families served by the Shriver project evidenced substantial dysfunction and considerable risk factors 

to the children involved. Guardianships were sought not because parents were deceased but because 

parents were unable/unavailable to care for children due to issues such as abandonment, substance 

abuse, incarceration, maltreatment, and homelessness. Moreover, roughly a quarter of families were 

referred by the child welfare system (CWS), suggesting that CWS recognized guardianships as a way to 

ensure care for children if CWS was unprepared to file an action in dependency court.   

What services were provided by the Shriver Probate Pilot Project? 

The legal services partner affiliated with the Shriver probate pilot project endeavored to provide full 

representation to all eligible litigants. However, some litigants were recorded as having received 

unbundled services (brief counsel and advice) if, after the initial consultation, they did not return for 

subsequent appointments or decided not to pursue the case. In total, of the 173 litigants who sought 

help, 41% received full representation and 59% received unbundled services.  

The probate facilitator assisted all parties who presented at the court (no income requirement) and 

aimed to support the completion of all necessary forms so that the petition could be successfully filed. 

The probate facilitator also assisted litigants with various documents to proceed with their case, 
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including service of notice and declarations. She made it possible for litigants, who otherwise lacked 

the resources to retain attorneys, to have meaningful access to the legal system, thereby ensuring 

access to justice for these at-risk families. 

What were the Impacts of the Shriver Probate Pilot Project? 

Results demonstrated several beneficial impacts of the Shriver probate pilot project.  

Petitions were successfully filed. 

As a “pure access” project, the Shriver probate pilot project sought to stabilize families by removing 

barriers to filing petitions for guardianship and conservatorship. The complexity and volume of the 

paperwork necessary for petitions, as well as the skills and time required to locate family members for 

notification, present significant barriers to successfully filing a petition. As a result, historically, many 

people never successfully file and instead abandon the process due to confusion and fatigue. Among 

those litigants provided full representation by a Shriver attorney, nearly all successfully filed a petition.  

Nearly one quarter of full representation clients in guardianship cases subsequently withdrew their 

petitions. This may have been due to families pursuing a different arrangement (e.g., Caregiver’s 

Affidavit), after learning about their options from their attorneys. None of these clients abandoned 

their petitions without explanation. 

The probate facilitator also had a substantial impact on litigants’ abilities to successfully file their 

petitions. Court staff estimated that, before the Shriver project, it would take three attempts for 

litigants to successfully file a petition, and many would give up before succeeding. However, those who 

received help from the probate facilitator were generally able to file successfully on their first attempt, 

which eased the burden on both the litigants and court clerks.  

There was increased participation in the legal system by relevant parties. 

Individuals who received representation by a Shriver attorney were afforded more meaningful access 

to the legal system. An attorney was instrumental in helping litigants navigate the system and employ a 

range of strategies to support their cases. In particular, 31% of Shriver representation clients called 

witnesses and 22% submitted declarations during their proceedings, versus 12% and 7% (respectively) 

of probate facilitator cases and 5% and 3% of litigants without any Shriver service. These actions not 

only further supported the petitioners’ cases, but they also offered the court more complete and 

comprehensive information on which to base decisions, which was valuable to judicial officers.  

Shriver services also supported effective notice procedures, including those for relatives and tribes. 

Ensuring effective and complete notification provided other relevant parties with an opportunity to 

participate in the cases. While adding complexity that would be hard for petitioners to navigate on 

their own, proper notice with the assistance of Shriver services provided the court with more 

information about the circumstances of the child and family on which to base decisions.  
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Engaging more people in the process had the indirect effect of increasing collaboration and 

communication among family members who may have otherwise been in opposition to each other. 

Shriver staff were able to educate parties about guardianships and conservatorships—notably, to 

inform parents that their parental rights would not be terminated when a guardianship was 

established and that such arrangements could be temporary—which often eased tensions and 

supported cooperation. Shriver project staff sought to establish an arrangement that was manageable 

for the family and in the best interests of the children or vulnerable adult. 

Court proceedings were more efficient. 

The provision of Shriver services made notable contributions to court efficiency. Cases with a Shriver 

attorney were resolved more quickly than were cases with self-represented litigants. More than half of 

Shriver representation cases were resolved within 60 days, compared to about one third of cases with 

self-represented litigants. Further, these full representation cases involved fewer hearings and 

continuances, compared to cases without representation.  

Prior to the Shriver pilot project, multiple continuances were typical in probate cases, which protracted 

proceedings and frustrated litigants. The attention and expertise of an attorney ensured that common 

causes of continuance (e.g., incomplete paperwork, improper notification procedures) were avoided. 

Indeed, 48% of Shriver full representation cases were resolved without a continuance, versus 30% of 

probate facilitator cases and 20% of comparison cases. Resolving cases without continuances reduces 

the burden on the court and hastens the stability of the family, whereby the caregiver can more quickly 

be able to secure relevant resources for the ward or conservatee. 

Efficiencies in proceedings translated to savings for the court. 

Shriver services resulted in more litigants filing petitions successfully on their first attempts, rather 

than taking multiple attempts, as had been typical before the Shriver pilot project. In addition to 

helping litigants, this service also substantially reduced the clerk time necessary to review and process 

petitions. It also streamlined the paperwork and increased the level of information therein, which 

supported more efficient processes for the clerks and the court’s probate attorney reviewing the case. 

The Shriver probate pilot project produced efficiencies created by the probate facilitator (e.g., reduced 

clerk time to process petitions) and those created by the Shriver attorneys (e.g., fewer hearings and 

continuances). Taken together, these services yielded a savings to the court. The average cost to 

process a typical guardianship case before the Shriver pilot project was estimated to be $4,061. The 

average cost to process a typical guardianship case that received both Shriver services was estimated 

to be $2,927 – an average savings of approximately $1,134 per case.114  

 

 
114 These estimates are based on FY2014 salary estimates, because that is the year the sampled cases were active. 
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Additional Needs Noted by Project Staff 

Shriver project staff expressed some concern about the income eligibility criteria. Specifically, they 

noted that there were many families in difficult situations with incomes just above the 200% FPL 

threshold who could afford to pay for an attorney but were considered ineligible for Shriver 

representation. Additionally, project staff saw a need in the community for assistance with adoption 

cases, as well as guardianship, conservatorship, and other probate cases involving small estates.  

Methodological Limitations and Considerations 

Probate petitions are challenging. Without legal assistance, many people are never able to successfully 

file a petition for guardianship or conservatorship, and many give up due to confusion and fatigue with 

the process. Because these individuals never file petitions with the court, there are no data to reflect 

them. Thus, the evaluation was not able to investigate this population of litigants and their unmet legal 

needs. 
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S U M M A R Y  A N D  S T U D Y  
R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  
S u m m a r y  

Since its inception, the Shriver Program has provided services to more than 43,000 low-income litigants 

in civil legal cases involving critical livelihood issues. In the last 5 years alone, more than 19,000 

litigants have been assisted with evictions, child custody, domestic violence restraining orders, 

guardianships, and conservatorships. This Shriver Program evaluation has collected data from all ten 

pilot projects funded during this time, and some key themes have emerged. 

Shriver services are reaching the intended populations 

The Shriver Act recognizes that many low-income litigants are at risk of being unable to effectively 

navigate the court system or of experiencing significantly deleterious consequences as a result of their 

court case. The Shriver pilot projects sought to reach and assist these people, and available data 

suggest they are achieving this goal. According to the statute, individuals are eligible for Shriver 

services if they have an income at or below 200% of the federal poverty level (FPL).115 Program service 

data show that the median income of Shriver clients was significantly below the FPL, illustrating that 

services are reaching the poorest of litigants. In addition, service data also reveal that many Shriver 

clients demonstrate additional indicators of vulnerability. These factors include characteristics that 

would render someone vulnerable if evicted, such as having a disability, being an older adult, or having 

children in the home. They also include characteristics that would make it difficult for a litigant to 

navigate the court system or represent themselves, such as having literacy challenges, limited 

proficiency with English, or a cognitive disability.  

Shriver services are providing low-income litigants with improved access to the legal 
system 

Shriver services support low-income litigants’ access to the legal system. Shriver pilot projects 

effectively balance representation in many cases. This is especially important in unlawful detainer 

cases, in which landlords are often represented and tenants rarely are. In these cases, Shriver services 

ensured that tenants successfully file answers to their unlawful detainer complaints and therefore 

avoided defaulting on their cases. This is a significant achievement, given that the average default rate 

in 2019 across four counties with Shriver housing projects was 40%. In probate court, Shriver services 

helped would-be guardians and conservators successfully file their petitions and complete the rigorous 

probate paperwork, which unrepresented litigants are often unable to do. 

  
 

115 In 2019, the FPL (annual household income) for a family of four was $25,750. 
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Shriver services are helping low-income litigants utilize appropriate legal procedures 

Shriver attorneys improve low-income litigants’ access to justice by supporting their use of available 

legal procedures to more effectively defend their case. This includes raising affirmative defenses in 

unlawful detainer cases, requesting additional orders in child custody cases, and calling witnesses and 

entering declarations in guardianship cases. Compared to self-represented litigants, Shriver clients are 

more likely to utilize these legal tools, helping them to more actively participate in the legal system. 

The increased use of these tools also yields more information for the court, which supports judicial 

officers’ abilities to make informed and just decisions. 

Shriver attorneys are educating litigants and helping them settle their cases 

Shriver attorneys educate litigants about the legal process and help them form reasonable 

expectations for their cases. In child custody cases, this intervention often calms emotional tensions 

between the parties and opens a pathway toward settlement. In probate cases, this intervention can 

help ease discord among family members and make an uncontested care arrangement possible. In 

housing cases, Shriver attorneys often broker settlements that involve various tenant-friendly terms as 

a way to provide tenants a “soft landing” while allowing landlords to regain possession of their 

property. 

Shriver services are improving court efficiency 

Shriver services support court efficiency in several ways. First, Shriver representation increases the 

likelihood of settlement, which decreases the necessity for trials which are resource-intensive for the 

court. Shriver services also support more efficient court proceedings. Litigants are better educated 

about the process and therefore better prepared for court-related events. Filings are complete and 

accurate, and requests are reasonable for the case and appropriate for the context. As a result, clerks 

spend less time reviewing errant and incomplete paperwork, and judges spend less time educating 

litigants in the courtroom and having to handle unnecessary hearings and continuances. Judges also 

receive more comprehensive information about the case, enhancing their ability to make just and fair 

decisions. 

Shriver services are supporting low-income litigants’ longer-term stability 

Shriver pilot projects help low-income litigants resolve their civil cases in ways that create more 

stability for them and their families. In unlawful detainer cases, Shriver attorneys are generally able to 

settle the cases with various terms that support tenants’ ability to find replacement housing. Most 

clients avoid a lockout, have extra time to move, with reduced debt and protected credit, supporting 

their longer-term housing stability. In child custody cases, combining Shriver representation and 

Shriver Settlement Conferences yielded custody orders that were durable for 90% of families over the 

course of 2 years. Having custody arrangements stay in place over time increases the stability for the 

children involved and reduces court congestion. In probate court, the large majority of guardianship 

and conservatorship cases resolved with letters being granted, thus ensuring that the children and 

dependent adults had a stable and legal care arrangement in place. 
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Across the Shriver pilot projects, the benefits of Shriver services were clear, both for low-income 

litigants and the courts. Shriver services supported litigants’ access to the court system and access to 

justice, and they also supported the courts’ ability to efficiently dispense justice.  

S t u d y  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  

The following recommendations are made based on information gathered as part of the evaluation 
and are intended to strengthen the already successful Shriver pilot projects, as well as to provide 
useful ideas for those seeking to replicate the Shriver model. 

• In cases where one side is represented, provide full representation to the other side as often as 
possible. While limited scope legal assistance is beneficial, no amount of unbundled services can 
replace a trained attorney. A represented litigant will nearly always fare better than a self-
represented litigant in the courtroom. 

• Continue to emphasize litigant education. Informing litigants about the legal process, courtroom 
standards, and other court-related events (e.g., guardianship investigation) will help alleviate some 
fear and confusion. Litigants’ stress levels will be lower, and they are more likely to be prepared if 
they know what is coming. This education can also help litigants’ form more reasonable 
expectations for their cases, which may ease settlement negotiations. 

• Provide more comprehensive tools for settlement options and strategies.  Develop checklists that 
litigants can take to court or settlement discussions that outline topics that are commonly 
considered at settlement (such as what a tenant might request or an attorney might request). 
Helping litigants prepare to discuss issues such as extended time to move out, sealing eviction 
records, and providing neutral references can help bridge the information and experience gap 
between the tenant and landlord’s attorney and assist parties in obtaining more comprehensive 
and equitable solutions.    

• Continue and expand alternative dispute resolution services. Evidence regarding the effectiveness 
of the Mandatory Settlement Conferences for eviction cases and the Shriver Settlement 
Conferences for child custody cases is positive. Both services have a high utilization rate among 
litigants and a high rate of reaching mutually beneficial settlements. Consider how these services 
may be expanded throughout project services areas, as well as adopted by other pilot projects. 

• Consider ways to address litigants’ non-legal needs. Data indicate that Shriver clients experience a 
range of social service needs. These other needs—such as mental health issues—can become 
intertwined with, and in some instances exacerbate, the legal problem. For example, a tenant may 
be served an eviction notice due to disruptive behavior that stems from a mental health problem, 
or child custody arrangements may be complicated by a parent’s food insecurity or lack of stable 
housing. As noted, some pilot projects incorporated social service assessment and referrals into 
their approaches. Promising practices could be developed and disseminated to other projects. 

• Consider ways to strengthen the working relationships between legal services agencies and the 
court. Some pilot projects had strong collaborations, and others experienced challenges. When the 
collaborations were strong, innovation was more likely and the continuum of service for litigants 
was more streamlined. Pilot projects would benefit from identifying key staff from each partner—
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including at least one leadership position and at least one line staff position—to attend regular 
collaborative meetings and from establishing protocols for consistent interagency communication. 
If projects develop a coordinated workplan and ensure that roles and expectations are well 
articulated, they will increase their chances of establishing successful collaborations. 

• Consider ways to reach low-income litigants who are not accessing services. Although the pilot 
projects are reaching the intended population of low-income and vulnerable litigants, data suggests 
that there remains a larger population of low-income individuals who would benefit from services. 
The California Justice Gap Study found that low-income individuals are likely to seek non-legal help 
for their problems. These data suggest that legal services organizations may do well to expand 
existing partnerships with other social service organizations to strengthen existing referral 
mechanisms and create new active referral pathways. These expanded collaborations would enable 
legal services providers to reach individuals with legal issues but who would not otherwise present 
for legal help. 

• Consider requesting an amendment to the Shriver statute to expand eligibility. Project staff 
voiced the need for services among individuals with incomes over 200% FPL, who are currently 
ineligible for Shriver assistance but lack the resources to retain counsel on their own. Adjusting the 
income threshold would allow legal assistance to reach more Californians who need it. Staff also 
wished that the statute could be revised to allow for assistance with small estates in guardianship 
and conservatorship cases, as these sources of potential income are often critical resources for 
poor families. 

 

We hope this overview of the successes of the Shriver pilot projects as well as the 
ideas for expanding on these successes and addressing challenges are valuable for all 
those concerned about improving court access, increasing court efficiency and 
improving the quality of justice. 
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Figure A1. Logistic Regression Results for Triage Factors 

Factor β SE Odds Ratio p 

Opposing Party or Counsel known 2.210 .662 9.115 .001* 

Merit/Defenses Present 1.659 .499 5.255 .001* 

Opposing Party Represented 1.127 .522 3.087 .031* 

Vulnerabilities Present .904 .388 2.469 .020* 

Case was complex .788 .490 2.198 .108 

Subsidized Housing .539 .374 1.714 .150 

Tenant has other plans -1.116 .416 .328 .007* 

Case was pre-filing -1.196 .427 .302 .005* 

Other factor present -.370 .453 .691 .414 

Nagelkerke R-squared: .437 

Note. An odds ratio is significant when p < .05.  
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Figure A2. Arizona Self-Sufficiency Matrix Domains and Categories 

 ASSM Assessment Category 

ASSM Domain In Crisis At Risk Building Capacity Stable Thriving 

Employment No job. 
Temporary, part-time or 
seasonal; inadequate pay, no 
benefits. 

Employed full time; 
inadequate pay; few or no 
benefits. 

Employed full time with 
adequate pay and benefits. 

Maintains permanent 
employment with adequate 
income and benefits. 

Food 

No food or means to 
prepare it. Relies to a 
significant degree on other 
sources of free or low-cost 
food. 

Household is on food stamps. 
Can meet basic food needs, 
but requires occasional 
assistance. 

Can meet basic food needs 
without assistance. 

Can choose to purchase any 
food household desires. 

Income No income. 
Inadequate income and/or 
spontaneous or inappropriate 
spending. 

Can meet basic needs with 
subsidy; appropriate 
spending. 

Can meet basic needs and 
manage debt without 
assistance. 

Income is sufficient, well-
managed; has discretionary 
income and is able to save. 

Job Readiness 

Literacy problems and/or 
no high school 
diploma/GED are serious 
barriers to employment. 

Enrolled in literacy and/or GED 
program and/or has sufficient 
command of English to where 
language is not a barrier to 
employment. 

Has high school diploma/GED. 

Needs additional 
education/training to 
improve employment 
situation and/or to resolve 
literacy problems to where 
they are able to function 
effectively in society. 

Has completed 
education/training needed 
to become employable. No 
literacy problems. 

Family/Social 
Relations 

Lack of necessary support 
form family or friends; 
abuse (DV, child) is 
present or there is child 
neglect. 

Family/friends may be 
supportive, but lack ability or 
resources to help; family 
members do not relate well 
with one another; potential for 
abuse or neglect. 

Some support from 
family/friends; family 
members acknowledge and 
seek to change negative 
behaviors; are learning to 
communicate and support. 

Strong support from family 
or friends. Household 
members support each 
other’s efforts. 

Has healthy/expanding 
support network; 
household is stable and 
communication is 
consistently open. 

Housing 
Homeless or threatened 
with eviction. 

In transitional, temporary or 
substandard housing; and/or 
current rent/mortgage 
payment is unaffordable (over 
30% of income). 

In stable housing that is safe 
but only marginally adequate. 

Household is in safe, 
adequate subsidized 
housing. 

Household is safe, 
adequate, unsubsidized 
housing. 

Life Skills 

Unable to meet basic 
needs such as hygiene, 
food, activities of daily 
living. 

Can meet a few but not all 
needs of daily living without 
assistance. 

Can meet most but not all 
daily living needs without 
assistance. 

Able to meet all basic needs 
of daily living without 
assistance. 

Able to provide beyond 
basic needs of daily living 
for self and family. 

Healthcare 
Coverage 

No medical coverage with 
immediate need. 

No medical coverage and great 
difficulty accessing medical 
care when needed. Some 
household members may be in 
poor health. 

Some members (e.g., 
children) have medical 
coverage. 

All members can get 
medical care when needed, 
but may strain budget. 

All members are covered by 
affordable, adequate health 
insurance. 
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 ASSM Assessment Category 

ASSM Domain In Crisis At Risk Building Capacity Stable Thriving 

Transportation 

No access to 
transportation, public or 
private; may have car that 
is inoperable. 

Transportation is available, but 
unreliable, unpredictable, 
unaffordable; may have care 
but no insurance, license, etc. 

Transportation is available 
and reliable but limited 
and/or inconvenient; drivers 
are licensed and minimally 
insured. 

Transportation is generally 
accessible to meet basic 
travel needs. 

Transportation is readily 
available and affordable; 
car is adequately insured. 

Mental Health 

Danger to self or others; 
recurring suicidal ideation; 
experiencing severe 
difficulty in day-to-day life 
due to psychological 
problems. 

Recurrent mental health 
symptoms that may affect 
behavior, but not a danger to 
self/others; persistent 
problems with functioning due 
to mental health symptoms. 

Mild symptoms may be 
present but are transient; only 
moderate difficulty in 
functioning due to mental 
health problems. 

Minimal symptoms that are 
expectable responses to life 
stressors; only slight 
impairment in functioning. 

Symptoms are absent or 
rare; good or superior 
functioning in wide range of 
activities; no more than 
everyday problems or 
concerns. 

Safety 

Home or residence is not 
safe; immediate level of 
lethality is extremely high; 
possible CPS involvement. 

Safety is threatened/temporary 
protection is available; level of 
lethality is high. 

Current level of safety is 
minimally adequate; ongoing 
safety planning is essential. 

Environment is safe, 
however, future of such is 
uncertain; safety planning is 
important. 

Environment is apparently 
safe and stable. 

Health/Disabilities 

In crisis – acute or chronic 
symptoms affecting 
housing, employment, 
social interactions, etc. 

Vulnerable – sometimes or 
periodically has acute or 
chronic symptoms affecting 
housing, employment, social 
interactions, etc. 

Safe – rarely has acute or 
chronic symptoms affecting 
housing, employment, social 
interactions, etc. 

Building capacity – 
asymptomatic – condition 
controlled by services or 
medication. 

Thriving – no identified 
disability. 

Child Care 
Needs child care, but none 
is available/accessible 
and/or child is not eligible. 

Child care is unreliable or 
unaffordable, inadequate 
supervision is a problem for 
child care that is available. 

Affordable subsidized child 
care is available, but limited. 

Reliable, affordable child 
care is available, no need 
for subsidies. 

Able to select quality child 
care of choice. 

Note. Minnesota Housing (1996). Arizona Self Sufficiency Matrix [PDF]. Retrieved from www.mnhousing.gov/get/MHFA_010996    

The original tool, without Arizona’s revisions, can be found here: http://www.performwell.org/index.php/find-surveyassessments/outcomes/employment-a-
housing/housing-and-shelter/self-sufficiency-matrix-an-assessment-and-measurement-tool-created-through-a-collaborative-partnership-of-the-human-services-
community-in-snohomish-county   
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