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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Women’s Legal Service Victoria (WLSV) provides free 
legal services to women experiencing particular disad-
vantage to address legal issues arising out of relation-
ship breakdown or violence. 

At WLSV we are always looking for ways to increase 
our impact and reach the most disadvantaged women. 
We recognise that those who need us most are the very 
same women who face the greatest barriers to access-
ing our service. 

The Priority Pathways project aimed to:

This project demonstrates that the method and means 
of intake can significantly impact on whether WLSV can 
assist the most disadvantaged women with their legal 
issues.

Prior to the establishment of the Priority Pathways Pro-
ject, WLSV had ceased its open-access clinic and real-
located resourcing to appointments referred in direct-
ly by partner agencies. There was a significant shift in 
the demographics of the clients seen at appointments, 
compared with an open-access clinic. This included an 
increase in women with disabilities, women from rural 
areas, women who spoke little English, and those with 
low or no income.

 The Triage Project involved developing an intake 
model for our services to ensure the most vulnera-
ble were assisted, which meant referring out women 
we can’t assist as early as possible. A triage model 
for our phones service, our only open-access service, 
was developed and trialed in late 2016 and early 2017. 
Those trials saw a significant increase in the number of 
women we were able to assist, and a drop in missed 
calls.  In March 2017 the triage model was put in 
place across the service, which involved retraining our 

volunteers and staff lawyers, and developing support-
ing materials.  We have seen continued improvements 
since that time, despite a drop in volunteer numbers.

The Priority Client Project was drawn from a legal 
needs analysis undertaken by WLSV in 2015.  This 
analysis showed there were certain demograph-
ics that, although we know they experience higher 
rates of family violence and relationship breakdown, 
were not accessing our service at rates we would 
expect. We have worked at implementing the rec-
ommendations of the legal needs analysis including: 
Unfortunately there have been some difficulties access-
ing the data we need to assess the impact of this pro-

ject. In early 2017 WLSV, along with all community legal 
centres in Australia, have migrated to a new database 
‘CLASS.’ At this point the database does not allow us 
to extract demographic data on the women we assist. 
We have also seen that implementing the changes 
above have taken some time. We have, however, seen 
an immediate improvement on our efficiency of intake 
through the phones service after implementation of the 
triage model. As we recruit more volunteers we hope 
to see continued improvement, in both intake efficiency 
and also shifts toward focussing our resources on the 
women that most need our assistance.

• increasing the accessibility of WLSV for women 
with disabilities;

• being more responsive to women in prison who 
require legal assistance;

• creating a culturally safe service for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women; and,

• making WLSV easier to access for women living in 
regional, rural and remote communities.

• improve the efficiency of intake at WLSV (Triage 
Project)

• building stronger pathways for particular groups 
of women that we know experience unmet legal 
need (Priority Client Project)
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This section outlines the purpose of this project report, 
the reporting methodology, as well as the contents of 
the report.

This report provides accountability to our funders Vic-
toria Legal Aid for the sum expended in this project. We 
describe what we could achieve within that budget, but 
what our limitations were. The project report outlines 
the broad aims and methodology of the project and 
describes the data and information we used to make 
changes to services at WLSV. We also provide the out-
comes and learnings from the Priority Pathways pro-
ject. The report is aimed at sharing these learnings with 
the community legal and legal assistance sector, hop-
ing others with benefit from what we have learned.

The project is aimed broadly at how clients access 
WLSV and at improving pathways into our service for 
the most vulnerable Victorian women. The project was 
split in two parts. The first related to assessing the 
intake model at WLSV and comprised the development 
of a triage model to create greater efficiencies in that 
system (‘triage project’). The second related to the 
service delivery and warm referral pathways of WLSV, 
so that our service would help the client groups most 
in need (‘priority client project’). These two parts 
were separate as they worked on different mechanisms 
of intake, but shared the aim of improving access to 
WLSV services.

This report was produced with the use of data from 
WLSV’s internal monitoring and evaluation sources. 
The project utilised an action research methodology. As 
changes to the service were made or tools tested, the 
data were used to assess the impact of changes. This 
project report will outline how data informed design 
decisions were made. It will also outline the outcomes 
of this project and the impact it has had on the service 
delivery model of WLSV. We made use of an external 
evaluator to oversee the development of a robust action 
research methodology, and to oversee and strengthen 
the evaluation and project reporting.

This report is also an important means to share what we 
have learned with the legal assistance sector. A shared 
issue across the sector is the struggle to address the 
need for legal information and advice in community with 
scarce resources. Just as we have benefitted from the 
experiences of the services with whom we consulted, 
we intend to share what we have learned in undertaking 
this project. The report describes why we undertook 
this project, the funding model and limitations for the 
project, how the two parts of the project were designed 
and the steps taken, and the findings and impacts of 
the changes made.

PROJECT REPORT
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The need 
This section contains the background to this project, 
and what we aimed to achieve, and how the project 
falls within our organisational goals. WLSV provides 
free legal services to women experiencing particular 
disadvantage to address legal issues arising out of rela-
tionship breakdown or violence. WLSV is always look-
ing for ways to increase our impact and reach the wom-
en who need us most, and we recognise that those that 
need us most are the very same that face the greatest 
barriers accessing our service.

Prior to this project WLSV ceased its drop-in clinic 
which was an open-access advice service, and real-
located resources to appointments referred-in direct-
ly by partner agencies. As a result of these changes 
our demographic data showed a dramatic increase in 

numbers of women from vulnerable groups. These find-
ings highlight that the method and means of intake can 
significantly impact on us achieving the organisational 
goal of assisting the most disadvantaged women with 
their legal issues.

The Priority Pathways project aimed to improve the effi-
ciency of intake at WLSV; and building stronger path-
ways for particular groups of women that we know 
experience unmet legal need. Both aspects of the pro-
ject were directed at improving the pathways in for vul-
nerable women, but were distinct projects with different 
intents. Each was aimed at increasing the proportion of 
WLSV clients experiencing the most significant barriers 
accessing justice.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

PRIORITY 
PATHWAYS 
PROJECT

GOAL
Increase 

in the 
proportion of 
clients facing

significant 
barriers to 
accessing 

justice

Triage 
Project

Priority 
Client 

Project

Research 
and 

consultation

An accessible 
WLSV

WLSV responsive 
to women in prison

A culturally safe 
WLSV

WLSV easier to 
access for women 

living in non-
metropolitan areas

Research 
and 

consultation
Embed 

at WLSV
Increase 
in calls 

answered

Develop 
triage 
model

Test 
and 

refine

FIGURE 1: Goal of Priority Pathways Project
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Scope of project 
Timeline, budget, boundaries

This project was funded by Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) 
from the Innovation and Transformation fund that pro-
vides a one-off investment to community legal centres 
on projects to evolve and transform the sector. The 
funding was just over $130k for a 12 month project.

This provided for one project manager position with 
administrative support. The funding was also directed 
to the education and engagement section of WLSV to 
train staff and volunteers on the changes made, and to 
support communications about the project both inter-
nally and externally. Some of the funding was used for 
infrastructure improvements, and the remainder funded 
an external evaluation consultant on the project. That 
work sat beside and informed the development of and 
final evaluation of the project. VLA allowed WLSV to 
extend the project life to 18 months to extend the eval-
uation period with the aim of allowing a more effective 
assessment of any changes.

At commencement of the project a steering group 
was established, with members of that steering group 
selected to inform the methodology of the Priority Path-
ways projects. The group was made up of representa-
tives of Legal Aid Legal Help, Wire (women’s informa-
tion and resource phoneline), Women with Disabilities 
Victoria, Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service, and Murray 
Mallee Community Legal Service. Quarterly meetings 
were held at WLSV.

Unfortunately, the reporting functions of the nation-
al CLCs database (CLASS) have not been operation-
al in the period of the project, limiting the data analysis 
possible for this project (data limitations are discussed 
below). That said, this project made use of WLSV’s 
existing demographic and client experience data col-
lection processes, which include quarterly quantitative 
and qualitative reporting measures, which allowed us to 
draw useful conclusions for sector practice. 
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Triage Project
The triage project progressed in four distinct stages: 

This section of the report runs through the methodolo-
gy of this section of the project.

How does intake at WLSV work; and best 
practice review
As noted above, the beginnings of the project entailed 
reviewing how intake occurs at WLSV, and the crite-
ria for determining the provision of increasing levels of 
service. That is: to whom does WLSV provide minimal 
information and/or advice, for whom does it act for on 
a one-off basis, and which clients does it take on for 
more resource intensive casework.

We undertook a review of intake models across the 
sector, including at VLA, in particular where legal assis-
tance and allied organisations had reviewed and devel-
oped a triage model.1 This was supplemented by broad-
er research on effective provision of legal advice at each 
level of resource investment.2 The focus of this part of 
the project necessarily had to be –WLSV’s self-referral 
intake point (our night phones advice service), which is 
the service over which we exercise the most control. 
This is a service that does not form part of a contract-
ed arrangement, like our duty lawyer services or media-
tion services, where intake is managed by registrars or 
intake officers.

Developing a triage model
The triage model was needed to guide the changes 
made to the phones service. Our model was some-
what based on the model used at the VLA Legal Help 
service, which deals with a much greater volume of 
calls than our service, and requires a robust model that 
guides it’s 30-40 lawyers on shift how to deal with all 
those callers.

1 Consultations included: the Federation of Community Legal Centres Referrals Network, VLA, Safe Steps, WIRE, Women’s Legal Service Queensland, 
Consumer Action Law Centre, and Youthlaw; prisoner services including PLEA, Inside Access, Dame Phyllis Frost Centre, Melbourne City Mission, Flat Out;  
2 This included a review of the online resources and intake information for all Women’s Legal Services in Australia and all specialist community legal 
services in Victoria; and the recent state and federal Access to Justice reviews and associated reports.

GOAL
Increase in the proportion of clients facing

significant barriers to accessing justice

Triage Project

Research and consultation

Embed at WLSV

Increase in calls answered

Develop 
triage model

Test and 
refine

FIGURE 2: Methodology of Triage Project

• preparatory research - both internally and 
externally to WLSV

• development, testing, and refining of triaging 
model

• embedding of model in WLSV phones service
• data analysis and evaluation
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The above research informed how the model should 
look for a much smaller specialist service.. The triage 
model aimed to balance WLSV’s intake criteria - put 
simply, it sought to reach women with entrenched dis-
advantage, while offering some guidelines to ensure 
criteria would be applied consistently. This approach 
acknowledges that the discretion used by staff must be 
exercised in line with WLSV’s broader purpose. This bal-
ancing act can be more nuanced for a community legal 
centre than for a legal aid commission because there 
is greater flexibility in the allocation of CLC resources.

Testing the model

The triage model is set out below as a flowchart, see 
Figure 3, with the steps split into ‘operator’ and ‘advis-
er’. The operator was given a script to use for that sin-
gular entry point. For this triage model, a WLSV staff 
member applied the first filter as operator, and the vol-
unteer lawyers are the adviser in a structured, scripted 
fashion. The project manager tested, over a 4 month 
period, the operator script. Once this script was settled, 
a subset of volunteer lawyers were trained as advisers. 
After 3 months of review and adjustment, the remain-
ing volunteer staff were trained in the model, as well as 
the WLSV staff members that would be the operators.The Priority Pathways was split into the Triage Project, which looked at how we could increase the effi  ciency of our 

intake, information and referrals. The Priority Client project looked at building stronger pathways for particular groups of 
women that we know experience unmet legal need.

Phones Triage

Are you calling about a 
family law, family violence, 
child protection or victims 

compensation issue?

Have you made an 
appointment or spoken with a 

lawyer about this issue?

Briefl y, what is your 
call about?

Family 
violence-related: 

criminal

Non family violence-
related:

Refer to VLA, private 
lawyer, LIV, LSB+C, etc

Refer to VLA or local CLC

Information Red Flag Issues

Complete CLASS 
intake sheet

Is it safe to email?
Handover/call back

Refer back to their lawyer, 
or explore complaint briefl y 

and refer to LSB+C

What is a WLSV priority client?

WLSV assists women from highly 
disadvantage backgrounds facing 
barriers accessing justice including 
(but not limited to):

• Entrenched disadvantage
• Disability/health issues
• Literacy or language barrier
• Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

Islander background
• CALD
• Geographic isolation
• Social isolation
• No or low income
• Not eligible for legal aid

Screen for VLA eligibility

Confl ict check

No

No

5-10 minutes

5-10 minutes 10-15 minutes

< 5 minutes

< 5 minutes

< 5 minutes

Outcome = email Outcome = appointment 
and email

Yes

Yes

Confl ict

Self-help client Client with barriers

No confl ict

Standard Triaged intake

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

NovemberOctoberSeptemberAugust 3

6

9

12

15

NovemberOctoberSeptemberAugust

Missed calls
Triaged intake trial

Advice sessions provided
Triaged intake trial

On the nights where all calls in were centrally triaged, the missed call rates were approximately half that of the normal 
service. Similarly, the number of answered calls rose to about double the normal rate.   

FIGURE 3: Phone service triage model
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 At each point of testing, the utility of the model and 
script were measured against the quantitative (service 
delivery) data, as well as reflections and feedback from 
volunteers recorded after each session. The dual aims 
were to improve the experience for WLSV clients, but 
also for those providing services. We also surveyed the 
volunteers 6 months after implementation of the model. 
The client experience was also measured through phone 
surveys each quarter. Finally, as this project was aimed 
at creating efficiencies in intake we hoped to see shifts 
in the demographic data of those we are helping, as a 
corollary to disadvantage, which was assessed through 
WLSV’s ongoing monitoring.

Incorporating the model into the organisation’s  
services

The project manager worked with WLSV’s Education 
and Engagement team to develop training materials for 
the volunteer staff and internal staff. Training sessions 
were delivered with the support of, or by, this team at 
each stage of the project. The triage model is now incor-
porated into the general training delivered to new vol-
unteers at WLSV. Self-directed learning guides are also 
available to support volunteers and staff.

Project Evaluation
The evaluation of this project is looking at whether the 
central aims of the project have been met, namely:

a. are we assessing more clients that self-refer to our 
service for assistance

b. are we more efficiently determining if they are ‘pri-
ority clients’ for our service

c. are we allocating our resources, including volun-
teer time, to those with the greatest need

d. is there an improvement in the experiences of 
self-referring clients

e.  is there an improvement in experiences of volun-
teer staff

The data used to answer these evaluation questions is:

b.   Service demographic data, including

i. Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
heritage

ii. location - metro, regional or rural
iii. employment status and income level
iv. family violence indicator
v. homelessness indicator
vi. country of birth, and main language
vii. disability - physical, psychiatric, intellectu-

al and other
viii. marital status and dependant children or 

others 

c.   qualitative caller data, from WLSV quarterly  
      surveys, undertaken with 10% of the women  
         we assist

d.  qualitative data from WLSV volunteer staff  
         surveys

e.    reflective data from the project manager and  
         staff engaged in this project

a. caller data, including:

i. the number of calls answered
ii. the number of calls received
iii. the number of unique callers
iv. from (i) and (ii) we can establish the missed 

calls data, or how many attempts have been 
made by each caller before they are an-
swered

v. hold times for callers
vi. talk time for each call, or how long the advice 

session takes
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Limitations
The greatest limitation on a project of this size, in a rel-
atively large but under-resourced organisation, is the 
impact it can have over a 12 or 18 month timespan. 
Any development or change in practice takes time to 
assess, develop, and implement. There was a tension 
between what we might implement as an ideal model, 
and the level of resources available to implement that 
model.

In a community service organisation there is constant 
organisational change, with staffing transitions and var-
iations in client demand. Additionally WLSV operates in 
a particularly uncertain funding environment and in ear-
ly 2017 WLSV was facing a $230k funding cut. This 
necessitated a pivot by senior staff toward campaign-
ing to reverse the impending cuts so that the service 
could continue to survive with current capacity. There 
was some possibility that the phones service would 
have to be cut entirely at that point.

There were also limitations in data availability. In ear-
ly 2017 the community legal sector across the country 
implemented a new database (CLASS) that to date has 
not been able to deliver many of its reporting functions. 
There are also some shortcomings in the internal WLSV 
data for the phones service due to limitations of our IT 
capacity. This is being addressed in November 2017, 
as the project concludes.
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Priority Client Project 
The priority client project progressed in four stages:

This section of the report describes these steps - the 
final implementation stage is of an ongoing nature.

Warm referrals in to WLSV
The Priority Client project was aimed at looking at the 
warm referral pathway for women in to WLSV, with 
particular focus on demographics we assessed could 
be better served by WLSV. This section describes the 
methodology for this section of the project.

Unmet legal need is notoriously difficult to quantify3 but 
the demand for the services of WLSV since it began to 
operate has always been greater than we can realisti-
cally provide for. Prior to commencement of the Priority 
Pathways project, in 2015 WLSV undertook an exten-
sive ‘legal needs analysis’ of our client demographics to 
assess how well we serve the clients we claim to serve: 
those experiencing entrenched disadvantage.

One immediate change brought about by this analy-
sis was that we significantly reduced avenues for cli-
ent self-referral, as we found that women who manage 
to find WLSV tend not to experience the level of disad-
vantage that our target clients experience.. As a result, 
WLSV ceased providing drop-in clinics, but instead 
devoted those resources to providing advice appoint-
ments for women referred in by services such as fam-
ily violence agencies. Other services working with dis-
advantaged women are ultimately our greatest allies, 
and so this project aimed at strengthening the path-
ways already established, and also effecting the inter-
nal change required to build these links.

The project method was to draw out priority popula-
tions from the legal needs analysis, to identify the top 
three or four particular communities we could aim to 
better serve. A project steering group was established 
with a particular focus on those priority groups, and we 
undertook broad but targeted consultations. Particular 
sub-projects were identified and prioritised.

3 Productivity Commission, Access to Justice Arrangements, Vol I, p99 relied on the survey methodology of the LAW survey to obtain the ‘whole 
picture

A

had a 
disability

born in 
non-English 
speaking 
country

women living in 
non-metropolitan 
areas

Clinic for Jul-Dec 2015

Appointments for Jan-Jun 2016

11%

3%
11%

28%

57%

54%

spoke 
English 
not well 
or not at 
all23%

14%

not living in a family*
* Not living in a family means eg living 
as boarder, in shared house, alone, in 
hostel, boarding house etc and probably 
indicates a higher level of vulnerability 
here given that 34% of our appointments 
clients are at risk of homelessness

21%

11%low or no 
income

83%

67%

single 
parent 
families

46%

54%

FIGURE 4: Before Priority Pathways

• preparatory research
• internal and external consultation
• development of solutions to issues identified
• implementation
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Improving warm referrals
WLSV has found, by looking at the impact of reduc-
ing drop-in services, and increasing day appoint-
ments open to referring agencies that the most effec-
tive form of referral in to WLSV has been from agencies 
that already work with women facing barriers access-
ing justice. That is, we tend to see a greater propor-
tion of women with entrenched disadvantage through 
this means. WLSV has invested significant educa-
tion and engagement resources into developing train-
ing and tools to aid sector workers in identifying legal 
issues and knowing when and how to refer clients into 
our service. WLSV has primarily done this through the 
Link project, by partnering with (currently 23) agencies 
across Victoria to provide legal advice appointments. 
Ordinarily the worker will sit with the client as the advice 
is given over Skype. Agencies receive training from 
WLSV at the commencement of such a partnership.

WLSV also runs an “on call” lawyer service (see Figure 
5) which is a shared rostered duty. The lawyer provides 
secondary consultation to workers and lawyers, but 
this is also the mechanism for an agency to refer a client 
in for an appointment where they are not a Link agen-
cy partner. Prior to the project, all on call requests were 
fielded by the lawyer rostered on, however sometimes 
it proved difficult to track whether a request had been 
responded to, noting that rostered duties are shared 
among a growing group of staff lawyers. An email inbox 
was therefore created so that WLSV and administrators 
could keep track of all requests made and respond-
ed to.

WLSV has also been negotiating an agreement with 
Victoria’s largest legal assistance intake point, VLA’s 
Legal Help. Legal Help has previously struck agree-
ments with other community legal centres for cross-re-
ferring clients. Once an memorandum of understand-
ing had been developed, we found that during the first 
trial period of the agreement up to 50% of the referrals 
were found to be outside our target client group - for 
example: the dispute was outside Victoria; the marital 

property pool was large enough that a private law-
yer would be more appropriate; or the woman did not 
appear to be experiencing entrenched disadvantage 
(for example she was only temporarily unemployed). 
This agreement will continue to be refined to ensure 
appropriate referrals are received.

WLSV has also reached agreements with agencies to 
provide direct referrals through the on call email where 

Link appointment

Legally assisted mediation

< 30 minutes 1-1.5 hours

3 hours

5+ hours

Link partner

Mediation services

FIGURE 5: Intake at WLSV

Key

Focus of project/WLSV controlled

Other service/court

WLSV Lawyers

Child protection duty service

Family Law duty service

Family 
Violence 
duty service

Night phones

Advice 
Appoint-
ment Casework

Vocat

On call

Note: The area of each section of the graph 
reflects the proportion of clients we assist at 
each service.
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sufficient information is provided for us to assess how 
appropriate the referral is before an appointment can 
be made. Receiving “good referrals”is an ongoing chal-
lenge due to staff turnover, partner agency priorities, 
and the pressure in the sector of delivering services 
where the need far outstrps the resources available to 
service it.

Outcomes of Priority Client Project
The project outputs included structured plans for 
increasing warm referrals in to WLSV and for reduc-
ing the barriers we ourselves create (for example the 
accessibility of the information we provide to the com-
munity). We focussed on four distinct groups; women 
in prison, women with disability, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women, and women in rural and region-
al locations.

The primary evaluation questions are:

a. Have we identified manageable sub-projects that can 
be undertaken within the project life?

b. Have these been achieved?

c.  Have we seen any impact on the demographics 
of those we provide services to?

d.  Could we draw an inference that the changes 
made to WLSV are attributable to the project?

The limitations on this part of the project are linked with 
those already cited. Twelve to eighteen months is a very 
short project time span where the aim is to impact on 
organisational policies and behaviours. We foresaw 
there may only be a marginal likelihood of impacting 
significantly on the demographics of our client base, 
and any changes may not be attributable to this pro-
ject. However, the increased organisational capacity 
and focus brought by the additional funding allowed for 
the sub-projects to be delivered, which lays the foun-
dations for the organisational change that was envis-
aged at the outset.
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Triage Project 
This section outlines the preliminary research conduct-
ed at the outset of this project. The extant intake mod-
el was examined. The research then focussed on how 
other similar services manage intake, particularly those 
services that had recently reviewed their model and 
developed a triage methodology.

Intake and service delivery
WLSV has a number of defined intake pathways, 
including:

Each of these services (apart, largely, for mediation ser-
vices) are intake points for more intensive casework 
services.

WLSV provides service levels that can roughly be 
grouped into three levels of intensity:

A client assisted for advice or a duty service may be 
assessed as needing a one-off more intense service, 
usually an advice appointment for 1 to 1.5 hours (where 
an interpreter is needed). The assessment of whether 
an advice appointment is required is generally done by 
a staff lawyer providing the duty service, or by a trusted 
or contracting agency.

Once a client receives an advice appointment or oth-
er mid-level assistance, they may be referred in for 
ongoing casework. Ongoing casework generally takes 
upward of 5 hours, and some matters may stretch over 

years. Given the level of resourcing required, the deci-
sion for referral in for casework is made by the case-
work team at a weekly meeting supervised by the man-
aging lawyer. This assessment is done against the 
criteria outlined in the casework guidelines (You can 
find casework guidelines at this link). While the capacity 
of WLSV generally increases over time, the proportion 
of clients in each of the above levels of service remains 
approximately steady - please refer to the intake graph-
ic (Figure 5).

This project is aimed at the filter through which clients 
access any of our services (in Figure 5, that is the space 
above the funnel). The method by which we assess cli-
ents as suitable for more intense services is an ongoing 
challenge for WLSV, but does not fall within the scope 
of this project. Of the intake points, only two fall within 
the control of WLSV and scope of this project. They are 
the ‘on call’ or warm referral point, and the self-referral 
‘phones’ service. 

Usefulness of a phone service for our target group

Phone advice is the only means by which women 
can now self-refer into WLSV for assistance. As not-
ed above, we discontinued our walk-in service in 2015 
after we found that women using that service tended 
not to face the same barriers accessing justice as the 
majority of our clients. The phone line similarly receives 
a high number of calls from women who will likely be 
referred elsewhere, however a phone call is a much 
quicker and easier way to find that out and to be point-
ed in the right direction than physically attending a ser-
vice.

In seeking to improve the phone advice service, we 
looked at what the research said about effective phone 
advice. A large cohort study (N=2034 completed inter-
views) in the US of legal assistance “hotlines” across 
5 states surveyed users approximately 3 to 6 months 
after they had accessed the service to see how the 
matter had progressed.4 The main perceived benefits 

FINDINGS

• Duty lawyer services
• “Link” - partnerships with community agencies 

that direct refer in for advice appointments
• Phone advice line
• On-call intake (agency referrals through WLSV 

lawyer)
• Direct referrals for legally assisted mediation one-

off services

• advice and duty services (5-30 minutes)
• discrete once-off casework services (30 minutes - 

3 hours)
• ongoing casework (3+ hours)

http://www.womenslegal.org.au/files/file/Final%20-%20External%20Casework%20Gudelines%20Policy.pdf
http://www.womenslegal.org.au/files/file/Final%20-%20External%20Casework%20Gudelines%20Policy.pdf
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of using an advice hotline were:

The study also found, however, that:

Services similar to WLSV that have conducted reviews 
of their universal access services include the Consum-
er Action Law Centre (CALC)5 and the Women’s Legal 
Service Queensland (WLSQ). Both engaged consult-
ants to review their service delivery methods, and these 
reviews found that phone advice lines are important for 
those who cannot leave the house, those with children, 
and those without transportation. They also found our 

target client group, those facing entrenched disadvan-
tage, do not readily access websites for legal informa-
tion or to find out who can assist, they prefer verbal 
advice.

CALC reviewed their consumer legal advice service 
in 2015. This service is primarily focussed on provid-
ing the tools needed for those able to self-advocate in 
consumer disputes - such as self-help kits and tem-
plate documents. CALC provides services in 3 levels 
of intensity:

This evaluation found that:

There is an ongoing tension between the advantages 
of providing a phone line, with questions about whether 
the most needy are the ones accessing it.

How to make phone service better

Despite the question over the utility of a phone advice 
line, building in systems to make the line more acces-
sible and useful to those who need it most is crucial. 
The recommendations arising out of the US study6 for 
phone advice lines include:

4 Pearson, J and Davis L The Hotline Outcomes Assessment Study, Final Report - Phase III: Full-Scale Telephone Survey (November 2002)
5 Consumer Action Law Centre Evaluating Consumer Action’s consumer legal advice service, October 2015; Consumer Action Law Centre Eval-
uating Consumer Action’s worker advice service, June 2016.

• The caller felt more confident about being able to 
handle a similar problem in the future

• The caller felt “heard” by people within the system
• The caller was able to prevent a problem from 

growing into something bigger
• The caller was able to understand their problem 

better, and to make better decisions

• Certain types of matters are more amenable to 
resolution by phone advice (housing, consumer) 
while family law had the lowest rates of ‘favourable 
outcomes’ or were still pending;

• Clients most likely to report favourable outcomes 
were those that were white, English-speaking, 
more highly educated, and not identifying as 
‘separated’ from a spouse; the lowest levels of 
success were clients that were Spanish-speaking, 
lower education levels, low or no income, and 
separated;

• Other attributes reported as barriers to follow-
ing through on advice include disability or health 
issues, transportation issues, depression, fear of a 
partner or ex-partner, inflexible schedules, difficul-
ties with language or literacy that impedes their 
ability to complete forms or legal paperwork;

• Unfavourable outcomes were largely attributable 
to the caller not understanding the advice that was 
given, or were frightened of acting, feared failure, 
or did not have time to act;

• Factors increasing the likelihood of success from 
hotline advice were follow-up calls or letters/pa-
perwork, or assistance from someone other than 
the hotline worker.

• Triage (5-15 minutes) - referral to other services; 
access to tools; or booking a call back

• Call back (up to 60 mins) - intensive advice, re-
viewing documents, drafting assistance

• Ongoing assistance or casework

• The more resourceful the client, the more helpful 
they found the service and the higher the likeli-
hood that they achieved a positive outcome

• Clients with a disability, poor education, low liter-
acy or low income, are more likely to be confused 
by the advice

• Callers from certain demographics including 
non-English speaking backgrounds and lower 
education levels should be provided with more 
extended services to increase the chances of 
favourable outcomes;
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6 Pearson, J and Davis L The Hotline Outcomes Assessment Study, Final Report - Phase III: Full-Scale Telephone Survey (November 2002)
7 This is also supported in relation to the family violence support and safety hubs in recommendation 3.5 of Department of Justice and Regulation, 
Access to Justice Review - Report and Recommendations - Volume 1 (August 2016), p190

• Hotlines should screen callers for certain barri-
ers, such as those listed above, to provide those 
extended services;

• Hotlines should provide follow-up call-back or oth-
er services to increase the prospects of success 
- providing written materials is an example;

• “Brief services” - such as writing a letter or making 
a phone call - are more likely to result in a suc-
cessful outcome than just providing advice or 
referral; and,

• Hotlines should conduct random follow-up tele-
phone interviews to gauge effectiveness.

 
WLSV already monitors the satisfaction of those we 
assist with phone surveys. It may be that we could 
enhance the data we obtain through this monitoring, 
as currently we ask 4-5 questions of our former clients. 

The recommendations from the literature, as outlined 
in this section and adopted in this project, are aimed at 
increasing the efficiency of the identification of clients 
that need our help, and also providing follow-up mate-
rials to those we assist.

How to most efficiently resource this service whilst 
maintaining quality

WLSV relies primarily on volunteers to staff the phone 
advice line. Approximately two-thirds of those volun-
teers do not practice family law. The training provided 
to the volunteers is extensive, and volunteers must also 
attend a yearly ‘refresher’ training. However volunteers 
are not going to have the same capacity to issue-spot 
or pick up urgent matters as staff lawyers.

At the time that WLSQ undertook the review of their 
service, they were missing up to 90% of the calls com-
ing in, which reduced to 40% after changes were made 
to the service. Improving the efficiency of intake proved 
paramount in this reduction. At first WLSQ utilised vol-
unteers to do the initial screening of calls but found that 

they needed a staff lawyer to oversee that process. The 
gains of using volunteers were therefore offset by the 
need for oversight in the issue-spotting process. WLSQ 
made a decision to have staff lawyers undertake initial 
screening.

WLSQ also faced the dilemma of whether a women’s 
legal service should be providing general guidance to 
women who could otherwise be eligible for legal aid, or 
could fund a private lawyer. During the review WLSQ 
initially set a target that 75% of the people they assist 
should be priority clients. Even at that rate WLSQ found 
they were still missing calls and didn’t have capacity to 
assist some women experiencing family violence. Now 
WLSQ only assists priority clients, and has cut back on 
providing general guidance to women who will eventu-
ally be assisted by another service.

CALC too consider it necessary to utilise staff lawyers 
(and at the least legally trained volunteers) to under-
take initial triage.7The other outcome common to the 
CALC and WLSQ reviews was that effective triage will 
assess who should be assisted by the service early on, 
and devote as little time as possible to providing sup-
port or assistance to those who can self-help through 
publicly-available resources. CALC have put significant 
resources into developing ‘self-help’ kits published for 
use by those who can self-advocate. This allows them 
to direct the more capable clients elsewhere and retain 
the phone advice for their more vulnerable clients. While 
WLSV has developed resources for the website, it is 
not clear whether these are being accessed or are use-
ful for clients. We are currently restructuring our web-
site we will be assessing what is used and how often 
in determining what we should include in the new web-
site.

We also undertook consultations with the large vol-
ume phone assistance services, including VLA Legal 
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Help, Safe Steps and WIRE. VLA Legal Help provides 
short advice session and screens for clients likely to be 
referred-in for more intense services. After the call ends, 
where appropriate, a “no-reply” self-help email to the 
caller is sent to reinforce the advice and provide links to 
appropriate services. WLSV benefitted from VLA shar-
ing these no-reply email resources to inform how we 
would develop our own, and has adopted this practice. 
We have some evidence through our monitoring and 
evaluation that these emails are helpful for clients, how-
ever we are yet to incorporated a specific question on 
this in our client qualitative surveys.

The phone advice line
This section first outlines our intake model through the 
phone advice service prior to the project commencing. 
It then describes the process we undertook to develop 
the triage model, including the trialling of the model. It 
then outlines the impact the new model has had, using 
quantitative and qualitative measures.

The phone advice line operates between 6 and 8pm 
on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Prior to this review we uti-
lised 1-5 volunteers per shift to answer calls, depend-
ing on volunteer availability. The volunteers would han-
dle the calls from beginning to end. This involved first 
conducting a conflict check and then taking the client 
details. The conflict checks would usually take some 
time because the database used by all CLCs at the 
time was quite difficult to use, particularly when the vol-
unteers would only be trying to use it once per month. 

The volunteer would then take instructions regarding 
the caller’s legal issue and the caller would be put on 
hold for the volunteer to discuss what advice would be 
given with the supervising staff lawyer. The volunteer 
would get back on the line and the advice would then 
be relayed. Volunteers were encouraged to limit calls to 
20 minutes, however the average call time prior to this 
project was 21 minutes, and average maximum was 
about 40 minutes. Callers were also being put on hold 
from between 5 to 10 minutes.

Once the call ended the lawyer would either write out or 
type the instructions and advice for the file. The super-
visor, and also principal, would need to check over this 
advice. On occasion the advice might need to be cor-
rected or supplemented, or a client given more appro-
priate referrals or be advised of a limitation date. This 
oversight was fairly resource-intensive.

Monitoring and evaluation data shows that prior to this 
review about half of the time when a referral was giv-
en over the phone and recorded in the advice by the 
lawyer, that the caller did not remember being given a 
referral, or follow it up.

Triaged intake though the phones service
The triage model (see Figure 3) separates the tasks 
of screening / triaging calls, and advice-giving. The 
screening / issue spotting is undertaken by a law-
yer (solid line in the diagram). Callers must be ‘priori-
ty clients’ or those facing barriers to accessing justice 
before being considered for a further advice appoint-
ment, which is the right-hand track on the dotted line in 
the diagram. It was determined that at the current lev-
el of volunteer staffing, a more structured approach to 
determining need and providing advice could speed up 
that process. A ‘brief advice’ tick-box sheet was devel-
oped to provide that structure.

No-reply emails for 14 of the most common legal issues 
addressed by WLSV were developed to send to callers 
after the call ended. The emails also contained a link to 
VLA where a client is aidable, and to private lawyers if 
it was determined they should be assisted by the pri-
vate sector.

The aim was to convert the line from one where we pro-
vided lengthy advice sessions on the phone, to an infor-
mation and intake line. The main difference is that there 
is one single operator entry point managed by a WLSV 
staff lawyer. After that screening, women who call that 
will be eventually referred out (the left track in the dot-
ted line part of Figure 3), including those that are eligible 
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for a grant of aid or can privately fund a lawyer, are 
provided with five to ten minutes of general advice and 
told they will receive an email with referrals out. Women 
identified as priority clients (the right hand track of the 
dotted line section) are also provided with brief advice 
and an email but we advised they would be booked in 
for an appointment with the service. The advice is brief, 
and only to provide a roadmap for a caller so they can 
access assistance from someone else, or so they can 
be fast-tracked into WLSV.

The Priority Pathways was split into the Triage Project, which looked at how we could increase the effi  ciency of our 
intake, information and referrals. The Priority Client project looked at building stronger pathways for particular groups of 
women that we know experience unmet legal need.

Phones Triage

Are you calling about a 
family law, family violence, 
child protection or victims 

compensation issue?

Have you made an 
appointment or spoken with a 

lawyer about this issue?

Briefl y, what is your 
call about?

Family 
violence-related: 

criminal

Non family violence-
related:

Refer to VLA, private 
lawyer, LIV, LSB+C, etc

Refer to VLA or local CLC

Information Red Flag Issues

Complete CLASS 
intake sheet

Is it safe to email?
Handover/call back

Refer back to their lawyer, 
or explore complaint briefl y 

and refer to LSB+C

What is a WLSV priority client?

WLSV assists women from highly 
disadvantage backgrounds facing 
barriers accessing justice including 
(but not limited to):

• Entrenched disadvantage
• Disability/health issues
• Literacy or language barrier
• Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

Islander background
• CALD
• Geographic isolation
• Social isolation
• No or low income
• Not eligible for legal aid

Screen for VLA eligibility

Confl ict check

No

No

5-10 minutes

5-10 minutes 10-15 minutes

< 5 minutes

< 5 minutes

< 5 minutes

Outcome = email Outcome = appointment 
and email

Yes

Yes

Confl ict

Self-help client Client with barriers

No confl ict

Standard Triaged intake
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250
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350

NovemberOctoberSeptemberAugust 3

6

9

12

15

NovemberOctoberSeptemberAugust

Missed calls
Triaged intake trial

Advice sessions provided
Triaged intake trial

On the nights where all calls in were centrally triaged, the missed call rates were approximately half that of the normal 
service. Similarly, the number of answered calls rose to about double the normal rate.   

FIGURE 3: Phone service triage model
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Changes to the model through testing
The intake point was tested from August to Novem-
ber 2016. After each session, the staff lawyer opera-
tor recorded reflections. The call data was also mon-
itored on a weekly or bi-weekly basis. The call data 
indicates how many calls are missed and how many 
are answered, wait times, call attempts, and so on.

Over time, the triage flowchart and script used by the 
operator was adapted. For example, the opening was 
framed with an explanation that the operator would not 
provide advice but just ask a few questions to deter-
mine if WLSV is the service that is most appropriate to 
the caller’s issue. When that opening was used more 
calls were processed, as otherwise the caller would tell 
their whole story and then have to recount this again to 
the volunteer lawyer. 

Following this testing period it was determined that 
a smaller group of volunteers would be trained in the 
structured advice-giving, and the model would be used 
one session per fortnight to test its utility. The second 
stage trial was conducted from January to March 2017. 
Feedback from the volunteers was sought and again 
the operator recorded reflections. Quantitative data 
from the trial period showed calls were much shorter 
(taking about half the time), and so double the number 
of calls could be answered. The volunteers provided 
positive feedback on the model and pointed out parts 
of the form that needed more clarity. At the end of this 
trial training materials were developed and all volun-
teers were trained in the new model. From April 2017, 
the service has operated under the new model. 

The difference the project made 
Prior to the changes to the phones service, the data 
from mid-2016 showed that each night the service 
receives about 25 unique calls per night, that is 25 dif-
ferent women. Of these, some women would call mul-
tiple times. At that stage we were providing extensive 
advice to callers, so we would only manage to answer 
about 7 calls per night. Each advice session was about 
20 minutes but could last from 40 minutes to 1 hour.

The data initially showed we were missing approx-
imately 250 calls per night, however it was discov-
ered that the hold function would only allow one call-
er to sit on hold, and each additional caller would be 
told the line was busy and to try again. Some callers 
were attempting to reach help with more than a hun-
dred calls. The number of unique callers, however, has 
remained steady prior to and throughout the project 
at 20-25 callers per night. This project was aiming to 
increase efficiency of the phones to allow all those call-
ers to reach the service.

Quantitative data from the calls were used to assess 
the effectiveness during the trial periods of the triag-
ing and structured advice. Significant improvements on 
the nights where calls were centrally triaged was noted. 
On the nights where all calls in were centrally triaged, 
the missed call rates were approximately half that of the 
normal service. Similarly, the number of answered calls 
rose to about double the normal rate.
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During the trial period for the structured advice service from January to March 2017, similar shifts were seen in the 
number of missed calls and answered calls.

There were also improvements in reducing the length of each call, and reducing the time for which the caller was 
put on hold.

Unfortunately we have had a drop off in volunteer numbers from June 2017. Despite this we have seen a consist-
ent drop in average call times, down to about 10 minutes. We have also seen an increase in the calls taken, from 
about 6 per night up to 12 per night.
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As more volunteers are recruited, we hope to see a 
rise in this. Over the life of the project the number of 
unique callers has sat at about 25 and responding to all 
of these is our aim.

Reflections and observations
At first, I was testing the script developed for screening 
calls and then passing the callers on to the volunteer 
lawyers. It was discovered the screening could be done 
relatively quickly but advice-giving was taking upwards 
of 20 minutes. Once intake was done on enough call-
ers for the night, I took some calls to get a sense of how 
much time is required. Often our callers have a num-
ber of interrelated legal issues. One reflection early on 
was that a ‘tick-box’ type sheet might work well, both 
to record instructions quickly but also to ensure criti-
cal matters were not missed, such as limitation dates 
or other urgent issues. With a tick-box sheet it seemed 
about three-quarters of callers could be dealt with in 
10-15 minutes, with just a minority needing more time.

WLSV has general advice on its website but it was 
determined that a follow-up ‘no-reply’ email could be 
sent to callers to reinforce the advice given and to pro-
vide referrals out to VLA and/or private lawyers, as used 

by the VLA Legal Help line and recommended in the lit-
erature. This tick-box advice sheet could also contain a 
prompt as to which emails should be sent.

The key aim was to identify early on whether a caller 
was of WLSV’s target population - that is, did she face 
significant barriers accessing justice. The intake sheet 
was modified to highlight (in colour) measures of these 
barriers: whether she identified as Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander; her location (whether in a rural or region-
al location); first language; income level and source; 
family violence; and, homelessness indicator. Once 
screened, the volunteer lawyer adviser would be aware 
whether she would fall into that category. The task for 
the adviser was to determine if this client might need 
to be referred into WLSV for an advice appointment, 
or referred elsewhere. Usually women are referred out 
either because they have the resources to see a pri-
vate lawyer, or they would be eligible for a grant of aid. 
We might also have to advise against taking any legal 
action for a number of reasons.

Throughout the trial changes were made to the script 
to correctly frame the sort of service we are providing 
on the phones. We identified the value of the phones 

Advice sessions provided
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service is largely as a self-referral intake point and we 
hoped those callers who could self-advocate would 
be told as early as possible where they could find the 
resources they needed. Midway through the project the 
hold mechanism on the phones was changed to allow 
up to 8 callers to sit on hold and hear a recorded mes-
sage about:

The reflections we used to make modifications through-
out the project . Approximately monthly the data and 
reflections were reviewed in order to see how each 
change impacted on what we could get through in terms 
of call numbers. The process was always dependant 
on how much time was available for such reflection.

Volunteer staff survey
At the conclusion of this project volunteer staff of the 
advice line were surveyed about the changes to the line 
and any challenges they were facing.

With respect to centralising intake, the improvements 
noted include:

 
With respect to the structured advice sheets, the volun-
teers responded:

One issue that has been noted is that now the staff law-
yer is conducting the intake, they are no longer available 
to oversee the advice that is given. Prior to this model, 
each lawyer checked their advice with the supervising 
lawyer before providing that advice. Ideally we would 
have two staff members present, one to triage and one 
to supervise, however we are not able to resource that 
model. Similarly there is sometimes a lag in waiting for 
the screening to be complete before the caller is hand-
ed over to the volunteer, and some volunteers noted 
it was frustrating having to wait. Again we are making 
improvements to the model as we go.

Our client surveys have also shown that callers have 
found it useful to be provided with follow-up information 
by email.8 Currently, we do not collect qualitative data 
on the client experience, such as wait times, usabili-
ty of the phone system, and follow-up. Rather, across 
the services we ask questions that are applicable in all 
contexts including whether they felt listened to, what 
impact did the advice have, and were you satisfied with 
the service.

8 Client monitoring and evaluation interview, January 2017

• where to go if they were in crisis (000);
• advising callers what sort of legal issue WLSV 

helps with; and,
• where else to go for assistance, including the 

WLSV website and VLA’s Legal Help

• “Streamlining of triage”
• “Not having to complete the client information 

sheets. Having a volunteer student present during 
the session to send the follow up emails.”

• “Getting through more clients, not wasting time 
getting client information, emails going out to 
clients after calls.”

• “We are able to give advice and help far more 
callers than previously.”

• “[We can] spend more time giving advice to those 
who need it.”

• “[It’s a] move effective use of time.”
• “The knowledge that we are targeting more 

vulnerable women and getting through calls from 
more sophisticated people faster. The emails that 

have been developed and are sent out after each 
call which give people a prompt to take the action 
advised.”

• “Less time spent getting background information. 
Tick sheet useful checklist of matters to discuss.”

• “I find the new system easy to follow given I am a 
non-family lawyer”

• “[It is] quicker to get to the advice part rather than 
spending time taking down all info. More efficient 
process. More clarity to the caller”
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Priority Client Project

Target group Problem Methodology Outcome
Implications 
for WLSV

Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait 
Islander women

Our legal needs analysis showed that while Aboriginal women 
experience the legal problems WLSV assist with at far greater rates 
than other women, they make up only 2% of our clients service-
wide. We have seen slight improvements over time, particularly with 
more intense casework services however making WLSV culturally 
safe is a priority of the organisation.

• Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service 
representative on project steering 
group 

• Development of Reconciliation Ac-
tion Plan (RAP)

• Endorsement of RAP from Reconcili-
ation Australia

• Implementation of RAP from 2017

• RAP group formed July 
2016 

• RAP finalised December 
2016

• RAP endorsed April 2017
• Publication of RAP by end 

of 2017

• RAP in place 
but coor-
dination of 
implementa-
tion must be 
assigned

Women with a 
disability

Up to 20% of our population have disability and women with 
disability experience legal issues at greater rates than other women 
including experiencing violence, sexual assault and child removal. 
Our legal needs analysis identified that we see women with 
disabilities at low rates given the combination of vulnerabilities seen 
in the research. WLSV had commenced development of a Disability 
Action Plan (DAP) in 2015 but the Priority Pathways project allowed 
this process to be completed.

• Women with Disabilities Victoria 
(WDV) representative on project 
steering group 

• Development of Disability Action 
Plan, in consultation with WDV

• External evaluation of the DAP by 
Australian Network on Disability 
(AND)

• Finalisation of DAP in April 2017
• Implementation of DAP from 2017

• DAP group formed July 
2016 

• DAP draft with WDV final-
ised October 2016

• Agreement with AND 
struck to provide external 
oversight on accessibility 
of WLSV and review of the 
DAP

• DAP finalised April 2017
• Publication of RAP by end 

of 2017

• DAP in place 
but coor-
dination of 
implementa-
tion must be 
assigned

• WLSV will un-
dertake a ma-
jor upgrade of 
the web-
site, which 
includes 
planning for 
accessibility of 
all resources
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Target group Problem Methodology Outcome
Implications 
for WLSV

Rural and region-
al women

As a statewide service, WLSV recognises women in rural, region-
al and remote (RRR) locations face additional barriers accessing jus-
tice. WLSV provides services in RRR locations through the Link pro-
ject, where agencies can book legal advice appointments directly 
with a WLSV lawyer. There are parts of Victoria underserviced by 
WLSV, including the Mallee and Grampians.

• Murray Mallee CLC representative 
on steering group

• Potential to link in with the Feder-
ation of Community Legal Centre’s 
RRR Videolink project to utilise 
technology

• Potential to prioritise callers using 
the 1300 number when calling the 
advice line

• Automating bookings with WLSV 
to increase the efficiency for Link 
agencies

• FCLC project not yet final-
ised / up and running

• WLSV are moving to a 
new phone provider in late 
2017 and the prioritisation 
of calls will be raised then 
(the current provider can 
not accommodate this 
request)

• Link has recently been re-
funded which will increase 
that service’s capacity to 
link WLSV with support 
agencies in RRR areas

• Phone advice line is prior-
itising RRR callers

• WLSV pres-
ence in RRR 
communities 
most efficient-
ly provided 
through 
Link, and so 
dependant on 
Link funding

Women in prison

Women in prison largely come from the cohort WLSV aims to assist, 
that is they experience entrenched disadvantage with high rates 
of homelessness and reported mental health conditions on entry 
to prison; 33% have an acquired brain injury; 87% have experi-
enced sexual, physical abuse and/or family violence. Many wom-
en remanded into custody only receive ‘time served’ or a short sen-
tence. However time in prison causes great upheaval in their lives, 
impacting on child care arrangements, housing, their relationships 
and social supports. 

At commencement of the project WLSV provide advice sessions by 
Skype at Tarrengower prison (the smaller, pre-release prison). The 
aim was to provide a service to women at Dame Phyllis Frost Cen-
tre (DPFC).

• Consultation with Corrections 
Victoria and with services currently 
attending DPFC: VLA (Prison Legal 
Help), Prison Legal Education and 
Assistance (PLEA) Project, Mental 
Health Legal Centre (MHLC - Inside 
Access), Aboriginal Family Violence 
Prevention and Legal Service, Mel-
bourne City Mission 

• WLSV linked in with the VLAF (now 
Federation) Prisoner Working Group; 
no co-chairing group

• Child protection identified as an area 
of real need, but at that time WLSV 
not in a position to extend services 

• MHLC now have a specialised child 
protection role

• A number of services 
already attend DPFC, Cor-
rections Victoria reluctant 
to coordinate to allow 
another

• Referral links made with 
agencies, particularly 
MHLC and VLA

• PLEA not willing to provide 
referrals to WLSV

• WLSV to 
remain linked 
with servic-
es through 
the Prisoner 
Working 
Group

• WLSV receive 
referrals, 
mainly from 
MHLC

• WLSV can 
potentially 
offer direct 
services in the 
future
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This project was aimed at reaching higher proportions 
of the women most in need of our services. We also 
aimed to improve how we provide services to those cli-
ents, to refer them into WLSV if eligible or otherwise 
out to other services at the earliest possible stage in 
our contact with them. We have seen some positive 
impacts of this project including a dramatic increase in 
our capacity to triage calls and reach more women , 
but there have also been some shortcomings, as set 
out below.

Impact of triaged phone model
We found the adaption from a phones advice service to 
a triaged intake model has had the impact of allowing 
us to help approximately double the number of women 
who call in to our service. We have been unable to see if 
the triage model has impacted on the demographics of 
the people we assist, because of the CLASS data lim-
itations as discussed below. However even given the 
drop in volunteer numbers over the project life, which 
we are trying to address separately, we have seen con-
sistent improvements.

Even with the positive changes to the phones ser-
vice there are still concerns about its utility, given the 
resources required to keep it running.9 Each group of 
new volunteers attend a day-long training, and year-
ly refresher trainings. A supervising lawyer is required 
each session, and depending on the level of support 
provided to the volunteer lawyers it can take longer 
to supervise than to provide the advice directly. There 
have also been issues with volunteer reliability and we 
have had evenings recently where no volunteers attend, 
or only one or two. Where we are only able to answer 
5-10 calls, the balance between resource investment 
and service provision remains a concern for WLSV.

Good data is essential to robust evaluation
Our client data management system had earlier this 
year migrated to a new service provided by the Nation-
al Association of Community Legal Centres, called 
CLASS. As yet we are only able to see how many cli-
ents we have assisted, not what type of client, such as 
through demographic-related data. This has meant that 
we can draw no conclusions on the impact of this pro-
ject in terms of the type of clients we are assisting and 
whether this has improved. We hope when this feature 
is developed we can retrospectively assess that.

In particular the aim of priority client project was to 
have an impact on the demographics of the clients we 
assist at each level of service, and specifically to see an 
increase in the target populations. We cannot assess 
that outcome or make any analysis about whether 
improvements could be linked to the activities of the 
project. 

We had also hoped to utilise the qualitative data from 
our monitoring and evaluation of our services, which 
includes calling people who have accessed our servic-
es and asking them about their experience. We current-
ly use a consistent set of about 5 questions across our 
services. When we accessed this data for this project 
we discovered that none of it was targeted at the type 
of evaluation questions we needed to answer. It may 
be that in future we will adapt the client surveys so that 
there is a data set consistent across the organisation, 
but targeted questions for each specific service as well. 
This would likely make better use of the resources we 
expend collecting that data. The need to tailor our sur-
veys for the needs of individual projects is an important 
learning from this project. 

CONCLUSIONS 

9 Unfortunately we have not quantified the resourcing required against levels of service provision but it is a twice-weekly rostered supervis-
ing lawyer duty, with daytime administrative support for the volunteers. We also run twice-yearly ‘refresher’ training sessions and approximately 
twice-yearly day-long volunteer intake training sessions.
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Change is gradual
In making changes to the intake systems, both for refer-
ral partners and on the self-referral phone line, it took 
a good proportion of the project life to test and refine 
the systems that would work best for WLSV. Retrain-
ing current volunteers, new volunteers, and superviso-
ry staff has also delayed implementation and will be an 
ongoing need. It might have been more efficient to plan 
for a project over a longer period, and we may only real-
ly see the impact of the project some time after it has 
concluded.

How the learnings of this project might be 
utilised by others in the Legal Assistance 
Sector
We developed a triage model useful and adapted to 
our service, and we have shared this within the report. 
We also summarise the learnings of other similar servic-
es when they have reviewed their phone advice servic-
es. We have seen marked improvement in our service 
by providing more structure to our volunteers, and uti-
lising a staff lawyer in making the determination as ear-
ly as possible about who we assist and who we do not.

Future improvements
After this project has concluded, we will be continu-
ing to implement the changes we have identified need 
to occur to better service our clients. For example, the 
Disability Action Plan and the Reconciliation Action Plan 
set out goals over the course of the year that will need 
to be addressed. As more data becomes available 
through CLASS we will be able to determine whether 
there has been an impact on the demographics of the 
women we assist, and whether this project has impact-
ed on that. We will continue to utilise, and adapt, our 
in house monitoring and evaluation mechanisms for 
informing any future changes.
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