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ABSTRACT 

This is a study of how both the organization of the 

legal system and of citizen affairs leads citizens to 

define affairs as legal matters and to seek advice from a 

lawyer. The data are from a sample survey of the problems 

and legal experiences of 780 residents of the Detroit 

Metropolitan Area, 604 white and 176 Negro. The findings 

show that income and location in the social structure 

affect citizen contacts-with attorneys not only by. pro- 

viding relevant resources but by determining their types 

of problems. Each type of problem has its own pattern 

of requirements and constraints for the use of legal 

services? The type of problem, institutionalized defini- 

tions about it,,available resources, and the social 

organization of problem solution engender,contacts.with 

the legal profession. 



THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF.LEGAL CONTACTS . 

Everyone, from. t i m e  t o  t i m e  d e f i n e s  h i s  a f f a i r s  a s  l e g a l  

m a t t e r s  o r  expe r i ences  v i o l a t i o n s - o f  h i s  l e g a l  r i g h t s .  Y e t  

l i t t l e  is-known of how- c i t i z e n  a f f a i r s  come. t o  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  

of a t t o r n e y s  o r  o f f i c i a l  l e g a l  agenc ie s .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  l ack -  

i n g  i s  an unders tanding  of how- bo th  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of 

c i t i z e n  a f f a i r s  and of  t h e  l e g a l  system l e a d s  c i t i z e n s  t o  

d e f i n e  a f f a i r s  a s  l e g a l  m a t t e r s  and t o  seek adv ice -  from a  

lawyer.  This  paper p r e s e n t s  some f i n d i n g s . o n  problems 

c i t i z e n s  d e f i n e - a s  l e g a l  m a t t e r s  and t h e i r  c o n t a c t  w i t h  

a t t o r n e y s .  

To p reven t  confus ion  and t o  f o r e s t a l l  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  

c r i t i c i s m ,  w e  should a l s o  s t r e s s  what t h e  s tudy  i s  n o t .  I t  

i s  n o t ,  a s  a r e  a  number of  r e c e n t  s t u d i e s ,  an  a t t e m p t  t o  

a s s e s s  t h e  ' o b j e c t i v e '  l e g a l  requi rements  of a  popu la t ion  

from a ' v a l u e  o r  o rgan ized  system p e r s p e c t i v e .  Nor i s  it 

an a t t empt  t o  e v a l u a t e  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s .  

Rather  it i s  based e n t i r e l y  o n . c i t i z e n  r e p o r t s  of perce ived  

problems and o f . t h e i r  a c t u a l  expe r i ence  i n  problem s o l v i n g ,  

i n c l u d i n g  c o n t a c t  w i t h  lawyers .  

The f i n d i n g s  r e s u l t  from a  sample survey. of t h e  prob- 

l e m s  and l e g a l  expe.r iences of 780 r e s i d e n t s  of t h e  D e t r o i t  

Met ropol i t an  Area, 604 whi te  and 176 Negro. The p r o b a b i l i t y  

of s e l e c t i n g  a  D e t r o i t  C i t y  r e s i d e n t  w a s . s e t  a t  tw ice  t h a t  

of a  r e s i d e n t  o u t s i d e  t h e  c e n t r a l  c i t y  s o  a s  t o  i n s u r e  t h e  

i n c l u s i o n  of more Negro c i t i z e n s  i n  p a r t i a l  a n a l y s e s .  A l l  
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estimates of- proportions, therefore, -are based on a weighted 

sample of 1,038 residents. 

I 

The ~revalknce- of Seekinu Leual Advice or H e l ~  

Each resident was asked whether he had ever gone to a 

lawyer or talked with a lawyer in order to get help or 

advice on problems that can be legal matters. Approximately 

7 of every 10 residents in the weighted sample report seeing 

a lawyer at least once about a legal matter. One in four 

reported seeing a lawyer in the last five years. The actual 

hiring of lawyers is overestimated somewhat by these pro- 

portions, since after seeing a lawyer some citizens decided 

they did not want or could not afford legal services. 

Contact with lawyers is nevertheless a prevalent experi- 

ence among Detroit area residents. Indeed, inspection of 

Table 1 shows that for all major race, sex, age, and socio- 

economic status groups, contact with attorneys is higher 

than is commonly supposed. In the socioeconomic status group 

with least contact with attorneys--Negro females with a 

family income of less than $7,000 a year--40 per cent 

reported seeing a lawyer about a legal problem. 

Despite the high prevalence of contact.with lawyers for 

all structural status groups shown in Table 1, contact with. 

a lawyer does vary with status. It might be objected that 

ever having seen a lawyer. is a very weak index of legal 

contact since one visit to an attorney places a person among 

the "haves." but within our sample stronger indicators of 



legal contact such as seeing a lawyer about three or more 

separate types of incidents does not increase the differ- 

ence in the legal experience of socioeconomic status groups. 

The best predictors of contact with attorneys are 
, 

family income and property ownership as is indicated by the 

consistent and substantial differences among classes of 

income and home ownership, even when race and sex are con- 

trolled. Among respondents with annual family income of 

over $15,000, 83 per cent reported seeing a lawyer as 

compared to 56 per cent among persons with an income of 

less than $7,000. Education, occupational status, age, 

and sex have a moderate to strong effect but none is as 

discriminating as family income,or home ownership. 

It might be supposed that the full relation between 

income and legal contact is being suppressed by the fact 

that we are comparing lifetime legal experience to family 

income during the year immediately preceding the study. 

Many older respondents may have visited lawyers only in 

earlier years when they had more income. Though plausible, 

this objection is not well founded. Twenty-six per cent of 

all those who had ever visited a lawyer were in the lowest 

income group. Twenty-four per cent of those who visited a 

lawyer within the previous year were in the same low income 

group . 

On first glance race appears to have a substantial 

effect on seeking legal services. Fifty-nine per cent of 

Negroes and 71 per cent-of whites said they saw a lawyer 



about a legal matter. Closer scrutiny indicates that this 

difference is largely accounted for by the asyvetric posi- 

tion of Negro females who saw lawyers less frequently than 

either Negro males or white females. Negro males, despite 

the facts of low income and education, report nearly as much 

contact with attorneys as their white counterparts. On the 

other hand, Negro males are also more likely to report that 

they have been "cooled out" during a visit to an attorney. 

Seventeen per cent of Negro males said that they had been 

discouraged from taking legal action by an attorney. The 

comparable figure for white males is only 7 per cent. These 

socioeconomic differences in the use of legal services are 

consistent-with differences found in studies of other cities. 

I/ (Carlin and Howard, 1965: 382-383).- 

Social Oraanization and Contact with Attornevs 

Previous studies of this type have regularly shown a 

strong relation between income and the use of professional 

legal services. Income differences are then attributed to 

the fact that the poor cannot afford legal representation, 

that they are unaware of legal problems and services, and 

that they distrust attorneys. (Carlin and Howard, 1965: 

381-382, 423-429). This view can be described as a 

"resources" theory of legal representation. Those who have 

resources such as income, and to a lesser extent other 

resources such as education, confidence, and social connec- 

tions, are more likely to perceive the need for,.afford, and 

, 



g a i n  a c c e s s  t o  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s .  Resources ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  account  

f o r  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  u se  of  lawyers  i n  t h e  popula t ion .  

That  r e s o u r c e s  make a  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  most c l e a r l y  sup- 

po r t ed  by t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between income and us ing  a t t o r n e y s  

w i t h i n  popu la t ions  who have exper ienced  a  g iven  l e g a l  prob- 

l e m .  Conard, e t  a l .  (1964: 225-227), f o r  example, r e p o r t  a  

p o s i t i v e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between income and l e g a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  

among a sample of persons  who have been i n j u r e d  i n  automobile 

a c c i d e n t s .  

Neve r the l e s s ,  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  t h e o r y  f a i l s  t o  account  f o r  

t h e  e x t e n t  of u se  of l e g a l  s e r v i c e s  even among t h o s e  w i t h  t h e  

l e a s t  r e s o u r c e s .  More s e r i o u s l y ,  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  theory  f a i l s  

t o  p r e d i c t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  p a t t e r n s  of u s e  of  l e g a l  ser- 

v i c e s  a c r o s s  socioeconomic c a t e g o r i e s .  Access t o  r e s o u r c e s  

i s  n o t  a  s u f f i c i e n t  exp lana t ion  of  t h e  p a t t e r n s  of c o n t a c t  

between a t t o r n e y s  and t h e  p u b l i c ,  f o r  a t t o r n e y - c l i e n t - r e l a t i o n s  

occur  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of a  complicated network of  s o c i a l  organ- 

i z a t i o n .  

The . r e sou rces  t heo ry  appea r s  t o  contemplate  an  approach 

t o  t h e  u se  of l e g a l  machinery which echoes t h e  d o c t r i n e  of 

"economic man.." There i s  a  " l i t i g i o u s  man." who weighs t h e  

c o s t s  of h i s -  problems a g a i n s t  t h e  c o s t s  of t a k i n g  l e g a l  a c t i o n  

and comes t o  a  r a t i o n a l  d e c i s i o n .  I n  o t h e r  c o n t e x t s  t h i s  has  

been s h o w n t o  be an  inadequa te  b a s i s  f o r  p r e d i c t i o n s  about  

t h e  u s e  of l e g a l  agenc ies !  (Mayhew, 1968a: 424-425). I t  

i s  more impor tan t  t o  know something about  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of 

r o u t i n e  organized  a c t i v i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  l e g a l  agency,  t h e  s o c i a l  



organization of the institutional arena subject to legal 

regulation. Out of the social links between these spheres 

flows a routine pattern of contact between the legal agency 

and the public. (Mayhew, 1968b: 152-198). 

A parallel approach can be applied to the problem at 

hand. We know from a series of studies of the legal profes- 

sion that legal practice is both specialized and stratified. 

The stratification of access to resources in the population 

parallels this differentiation and stratification of legal 

practice. The demand for legal services produces a response 

from competitive lawyers who move in to fill vacant niches so 

that distinctive patterns of practice emerge in various prob- 

lem areas, e.g., estate, tax, criminal, contract, etc. 

(Carlin, 1962 and 1966) . /  The response may be inadequate 

from the point of view of public policy but it is nonetheless 

a response. Specialization and stratification of legal 

practice accordingly mitigate the relation between resources 

and access to attorneys. We also observe a set of distinctive 

patterns of use of legal services which reflects variations 

in the patterns of problems experienced in various struc- 

tural locations (such as by communities, or by race and 

ethnic groups), and corresponding differences in the social 

organization of legally relevant activity. 

Income and Property 

One important weakness of the resources theory is its 

failure to distinguish between resources as facilities and 



r e s o u r c e s  a s  c o n s t r a i n t s .  The u s u a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  p l aced  on 

t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between income and t h e  u s e  o f  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s  

i s  t h a t  income e n a b l e s  t h e  c i t i z e n  t o  make u s e  o f  l e g a l  

s e r v i c e s .  Might t h e  i n f l u e n c e  be  more i n d i r e c t ?  Income 

b r i n g s  one  i n t o  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  p r o p e r t y  

and p r o p e r t y  a s  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n  i s  s o c i a l l y  o r g a n i z e d  s o  a s  t o  

b r i n g  i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s .  Anyone 

who ha s  been caugh t  up  i n  t h e  i n e s c a p a b l e  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f ,  s a y ,  

a  p r o b a t e  c o u r t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  a g r e e .  I n  o t h e r  words,  r e s o u r c e s  

a r e  n o t  a lways  e n a b l i n g  t o o l s .  Sometimes r e s o u r c e s  r e q u i r e  

t h e  c i t i z e n  t o  u s e  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s .  

Our d a t a  s u p p o r t  t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  por-  

t i o n  o f  t h e  income d i f f e r e n t i a l  i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s  i s  

accounted  f o r  by t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  h i g h  income 

pe r sons  i n  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  p r o p e r t y .  Tab l e  2 i n d i c a t e s  

t h a t  income d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  l e g a l  c o n t a c t  a r e  c o n s i d e r a b l y  

reduced when c o n t a c t  abou t  m a t t e r s  o t h e r  t h a n  p r o p e r t y  i s  con- 

s i d e r e d  a l o n e .  Although 69 p e r  c e n t  o f  o u r  sample had sough t  

a d v i c e  from a t t o r n e y s ,  o n l y  3 9  p e r  c e n t  had e v e r  sough t  

a d v i c e  on m a t t e r s  o t h e r  t h a n  p r o p e r t y .  The remain ing  3 0  p e r  

c e n t  had s een  a n  a t t o r n e y  o n l y  a b o u t  w i l l s ,  e s t a t e s ,  t r a n s -  

a c t i o n s  i n  r e a l  e s t a t e ,  a d v i c e  a b o u t  e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  a c t i v i t y  

o r  b u s i n e s s  and p r o p e r t y  t a x e s  and a s s e s s m e n t s .  For  non- 

p r o p e r t y  m a t t e r s ,  t h a t  i s  domes t i c  problems,  neighborhood 

problems,  au tomobi le  a c c i d e n t s ,  p e r s o n a l  i n j u r i e s ,  problems 

w i t h  p u b l i c  au tho r i t y ; and  d i s p u t e s  a b o u t  pu rchase s  and r e p a i r s  

o f  au tomob i l e s  and o t h e r - e x p e n s i v e  consumer goods ,  w e  f i n d  



t h a t - p e r s o n s  w i t h  f a m i l y  incomes- under  $7,000 s t i l l  have  

t h e  l e a s t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s .  T h i r t y - f o u r  p e r  c e n t  o f  

t h i s  l o w ~ i n c o m e ~ g r o u p  sought  p r o f e s s i o n a l  a d v i c e  a s  compared 

w i t h  4 2  p e r  c e n t . o f - t h e  g roup  w i t h  f a m i l y  incomes o v e r  $7,000 

bu t . .under  $15,000.  However, t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l y .  

smaller t h a n  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e s e  -g roups  i n  t o t a l  

c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s .  F u r t h e r ,  beyond $7,000,  f ami ly .  

i ncome .has  no e f f e c t  on c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s  a b o u t  non- 

p r o p e r t y  m a t t e r s .  Those w i t h  incomes o v e r  $15,000 a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  s eek  l e g a l  h e l p  b u t  o n l y  on m a t t e r s  r e l a t i n g  t o  
. .  . 

p r o p e r t y  . 
I n  sum, t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between income and l e g a l  con- 

t a c t s  i s  i n  p a r t  a n  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  e f f e c t . .  The l e g a l  p ro f e s -  

s i o n  i s  o r g a n i z e d  t o  s e r v i c e  - b u s i n e s s  and p r o p e r t y  i n t e r e s t s .  

The s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  b u s i n e s s  and p r o p e r t y  i s  h i g h l y  

l e g a l i z e d .  Out o f  t h e  convergence  between t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  

o f  p r o p e r t y  emerges a  p a t t e r n  of  c i t i z e n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r -  

n e y s - h e a v i l y  o r i e n t e d  t o  p r o p e r t y .  

The dominance of  p r o p e r t y  i n  t h e  p a t t e r n  of  c o n t a c t  i s  

e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  o f  o u r  r e s p o n d e n t s '  most r e c e n t  

c o n s u l t a t i o n  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s  t h r e e - f i f t h s  concerned p r o p e r t y .  

Even f o r  t h e  l owes t  income g roup ,  t h o s e  w i t h  f ami ly  incomes 

under  $7,000,  one  h a l f  had s e e n  a  lawyer  most r e c e n t l y  a b o u t  

a  p r o p e r t y  m a t t e r ,  



Other Background Variables 

More refined analyses of the various types of legal con- 

tact by social background variables show other examples of 

organizational effects on the pattern of legal contacts. 

These effects are shown in Tables 3 and 4, Although there 

is a rough similarity in the distribution of legal problems 

across all socioeconomic categories, a number of remarkable 

differences are also apparent. 

One of the most striking differences is the racial varia- 

tion in seeing lawyers about property matters, a fact reflect- 

ing the prevalence of home ownership in the Detroit area. 

Seventy-seven per cent of white respondents and 51 per cent 

of Negro respondents are home owners. Home ownership clearly 

has brought Negroesinto contact with the legal profession; 

36 per cent of Negroes have seen a lawyer about buying a home, 

a figure virtually identical to the 37 per cent of whites who 

have seen a lawyer for this purpose, But the introduction 

of Negroes to the property complex through home ownership has 

not yet become~sufficiently institutionalized to incorporate 

fully. into the organized- system for the- ,transmission 

property-. Only 3 per cent of Negroes.had seen a lawyer-.about 

making a will. Among whites this,.is the second m0s.t common 

occasion for visiting.a lawyer,.with 23 per cent having seen 

a lawyer about making a will. 

Seeing a lawyer about a will is not viewed as a pressing 

legal problem among Negroes. In response to the query "Have 



you ever wanted to go to a lawyer but didn't for some.reason?" 

Negroes and whites answered "Yes" in approximately equal 

proportions, 19 per cent among whites and 17 per cent among 

Negroes. Yet only one Negro informant mentioned a will in 

this regard. In contrast, 35 per cent of the problems of 

whites who.wanted to talk to a lawyer but did not involved 

wills. That the passing on of property is less embedded in 

a legal context among Negroes is also indicated from the 

fact that 20 per cent of whites and only 5 per cent of Negroes 

had seen a lawyer about settling an estate, 

These-differences by race status in the use of legal 

advice to handle.persona1 property parallel rather closely 

the Negro's integration into American Society, Consider an 

institutionalized cycle of personal property where legal 

advice pertains first to its acquisition,-then to its sale,. 

transformation, or taxation, then to advice on disposition 

in the event of the death of its owner, and finally to the 

settling of an estate. It seems clear that the Negro in 

major metropolitan areas such as Detroit is institutionally 

integrated in seeking legal advice for the acquisition of 

personal property and has organized access to legal resources 

for that end. Given the recency- of the acquisition-, there.is 

less integration with respect to other phases of the personal 

property cycle.. 

Nonetheless,-given the high rate of acquisition of 

personal property among Negroes, .particularly in.the form 

of housing, one would forecast that Negroes will increasingly. 



seek.lega1 advice for other property matters as.well, although 

perhaps at a lesser rate. Some indication of this can be 

gained from the fact that the only Negroes in the sample to 

have seen a lawyer-about making a will were Negro males aged 

55 and older. Twenty-six per cent of these Negro males as 

compared with 35 per cent of white females and 41 per cent of 

white males of this age group had seen a lawyer about making 

a will. 

The incomplete involvement of Negroes ln the property 

complex may also be related to the much noted fluidity of 

Negro family structure. This is suggested not only by the 

fact just cited--that only older Negro males make wills--but 

by the prevalence among Negroes of seeing lawyers about 

divorces, alimony, and child support, Among Negroes this type 

of problem is the second most common occasion for seeing a 

lawyer with 18 per cent having been to a lawyer in this con- 

nection. Among whites the problem ranks only seventh at 10 

per cent. 

It is worth noting in passing that this problem area of 

divorce, alimony, and child support is the only major area 

where the incidence of seeing a lawyer shows no relation to 

either income, occupational status, or education. 

For all major categories of legal problems other than 

divorce and related matters, Negroes have had somewhat less 

contact with attorneys than whites. However, as mentioned 

before, Negro females account for much of the race difference. 

Comparing only Negro males to white males we find that Negro 



males are more likely to have seen a lawyer about buying, 

selling, -or building a house, about advice in business 

matters, about traffic tickets, about disputes with employers 

and about divorce, alimony and child support although. 

Except in the case of divorce, however, the differences are 

quite small. In view of the fact that our Negro males have 

much less income on the average than the white males, we can 

conclude that the Negro male participates in a number of 

organized systems that bring him into contact with lawyers 

more than might be expected on the basis of income. Looking 

at middle income ($7,000 to $14,999) males, for example, we 

find that 23 per cent of Negroes and only 8 per cent of 

whites have seen a lawyer about a divorce or a related matter. 

On the other hand the greater proportion of whites who have 

seen a lawyer about making a will or settling an estate 

holds up even when income is introduced as a control. Look- 

ing only at low income males ($6,999 and less), we find that 

27 per cent of whites and 8 per cent of Negroes had seen a 

lawyer about a will and 10 per cent of whites and 8 per cent 

of Negroes had seen a lawyer about settling an estate. Among 

middle income males ($7,000 to $14,999) the corresponding 

figures are 19 per cent of whites and 5 per cent of Negroes 

in regard to a will and 17 per cent of whites and 2 per cent 

of Negroes in regard to settling an estate, In short, income 

differences play a part in determining access to attorneys, 

but differences in patterns of participation in social organ- 

ization, particularly the social organization of property and 



familial relations, also affect the patterns of contact 

between citizens and attorneys. 

Seeing A Lawyer: Rates and Incidence 

The preceding data refer primarily to the incidence of 

seeing lawyers about various types of legal problems. To 

compute a rate we would need to know what proportion of the 

sample had experienced a given type of legal problem and then 

what proportion of that group had seen a lawyer about it. In 

some contexts this is a less serious problem than in others. 

Thus, in a sense everyone has a problem in connection with 

making a will since, though some estates are small, everyone 

owns something and, though some are young, everyone will 

ultimately die. Further in some cases we have rough denomina- 

tors for rates. Because we know who are now home owners, we 

are led to believe that the rate of consulting attorneys is 

higher for Negroes than whites. Holding sex and income con- 

stant, Negroes are as likely to have seen a lawyer about 

buying a home even though fewer Negroes are home owners, 

Other matters such as accidents can be assumed to be rela- 

tively evenly distributed across socioeconomic categories. 

Nevertheless, in some categories, disputes w'ith government 

agencies and tax problems for example, .it.is more.difficult 

to estimate an appropriate denominator for comput.ing a rate. 

The problem is exacerbated by.the fact that the more one 

strives for comparability of problems through applying 

restrictive definitions to various types of problems, the 



smaller becomes.the number of persons who have had that 

particular type of problem and, in some cases, the number 

who have seen a lawyer about that precise problem becomes 

too small to study. 

At one point in our interview we attempted to generate 

case histories about the respondents most serious problems. 

First we took an inventory of the informants~roblems in 

five areas--relations in the neighborhood, landlord-tenant 

relations, relations.with the sellers of expensive objects, 

relations with public organizations, and discrimination 

because of race, sex, age, religion, nationality, or 

beliefs. Then we asked for detailed histories of the two 

problems which were considered by the respondent to have 

been the most serious or to have caused the most problems. 

For both most serious and second most seri.ous problems con- 

sidered separately about 9 per cent reported seeing a lawyer 

about the problem. Table 5 combines the most serious and 

second most serious problems and examines them by respon- 

dent!~ race and sex, and by type of problem, indicating the 

per cent who saw a lawyer. 

Few gross differences by race status are apparent-in 

Table 5. One difference merits brief attention since it 

illustrates differences that may emerge when rates rather 

than incidence is made the focus of study, Negroes are 

apparently more likely to visit lawyers when they. face 

serious trouble with public organizations. The percentage 

who saw a lawyer among those, who chose problems with public 



organizations as.one of their two most serious problems is 
. . 

19.per cent for Negroes and 10 per cent for whites, Yet the 

corresponding incidence figures for seeing a lawyer about a 

problem with public organizations (including police) appears 

to be higher for whites than for Negroes. In other words, 

whi.tes are more likely to see lawyers about problems in 

relation to government but Negroes appear to be more likely 

to see lawyers about their most serious problems with govern- 

ment authority. Beyond merely illustrating differences that 

emerge from variable ways of expressing degrees of contact 

with the legal profession, this difference reinforces an 

organizational interpretation of patterns of contact. 

Mere differences in access to resources cannot account 

for patterns of access to attorneys in regard to problems 

of public authority. Citizens at different income levels in 

different structural locations experience different types,of 

problems and are connected to government in different ways. 

Accordingly they have different probabilities of becoming 

involved with attorneys in relations to government authority. 

Thus, Negro citizens report fewer difficult problems in 

relation to government but their serious problems with govern- 

ment are more likely to be with police and with welfare 

agencies and to require legal aid. White citizens report 

more. problems with public organizations and more contact 

with attorneys about public organizations, but their worst 

problems concern taxes and government services rather than 

police and welfare agencies. Their most serious problems 



w i t h  p u b l i c  a u t h o r i t y  do n o t  s e e m  t o  have t h e  same c a p a c i t y  

t o  draw them i n t o  c o n t a c t  wi th  a t t o r n e y s ,  

Ip-sum, income. and l o c a t i o n  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  
/ 

may a f f e c t  c o n t a c t  w i th  a t t o r n e y s  n o t  on ly  through provid ing  

r e l e v a n t  r e s o u r c e s  b u t  by de te rmin ing  what t y p e s  of problems 

people  have. Each problem has  i t s  own p a t t e r n s  of  con- 

:' s t r a i n t s .  and requirements  f o r  t h e  u s e  o f  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s  . 
C i t i z e n s  a r e  n o t  brought  i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i th  t h e  l e g a l  p rofes -  

.-. 

s i o n  merely b; t h e i r .  r e sou rces  b u t  by t h e i r  problems, 

institutionalized~definitions, and t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  

of  problem s o l u t i o n .  

Conclusion 

  he emphasis on t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t f o n  o f  l e g a l  i n s t i t u -  
Y 

t i o n s  a s  t h e  source  of p a t t e r n s  of  c o n t a c t  between c i t i z e n s  

and a t t o r n e y s  m u s t - b e  s e e n . a s - a  c o r r e c t i v e  t o  t h e  common view 

t h a t  income i n  t h e  form of funds  t o  pay f o r  l e g a l  r ep re sen ta -  

t i o n  i s  t h e - c r u c i a l  de te rminant  of  u s e  of l e g a l  s e r v i c e s .  

A t  t h e  same t i m e  t h i s  argument must n o t  be misconstrued a s  a  

r e a f f i r m a t i o n  of t h e  view t h a t  t h e  poor have no l e g a l  prob- 

l e m s .  Th is  a l l e g a t i o n  i s  o c c a s i o n a l l y  heard  w i t h i n  t h e  l e g a l  

p r o f e s s i o n  b u t  t h e  c la im can h a r d l y  s t a n d  a g a i n s t  t h e  exten-  

s i v e  documentation of t h e  a c t u a l  and p o t e n t i a l  l e g a l  problems 

of  t h e  poor. The poor have fewer l e g a l  problems on ly  i n  t h e  

narrow s e n s e  t h a t  they have fewer problems t h a t  t h e  l e g a l  

p r o f e s s i o n  h a b i t u a l l y  s e r v e s .  



The i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  o u r  f i n d i n g s  i s  t h a t  u n t r e a t e d  prob- 

l e m s  e x i s t  f o r  a l l  segments o f  t h e  community. Organized t o  

s e r v e  p r o p e r t y  and a  few o t h e r  problems, .  n o t a b l y  d i v o r c e s  

and a c c i d e n t s ,  t h e : l e g a l  p r o f e s s i o n  . p rov ide s  r e l a t i v e l y  

l i t t l e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d - a d v i c e  i n . r e l a t i o n  t o  

a  b road  panoply  o f  problems s u r r o u n d i n g  such  d a i l y  m a t t e r s  a s  

t h e  c i t i z e n s  r e l a t i o n  t o  merchan t s  o r  p u b l i c  a u t h o r i t y .  I t  

canno t  be  s a i d  t h a t  such  problems d o  n o t  e x i s t ;  o u r  su rvey  

o f  c i t i z e n  problems shows o t h e r w i s e .  But t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  

of l e g a l  a d v 0 c a c y . i ~  n o t  o rgan i zed  t o  hand l e  t h e s e  problems 

on a  r o u t i n e  b a s i s .  , I t  i s  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  commentary on t h e  

l e g a l  f rame of  r e f e r e n c e - t o  n o t e  t h a t  one  l e g a l  s c h o l a r  has  

a rgued  t h a t -  such i n t e r e s t s  a s  r i g h t s -  t o  w e l f a r e . b e n e f i t s ,  

job .and retirement r i g h t s ,  and c i v i 1 , r i g h t s  w i l l  o n l y  be- 

a d e q u a t e l y  p r o t e c t e d  when l awye r s  come t o . s e e  them a s  p r o p e r t y  

r i g h t s . .  (Re ich ,  1963) . 
One of  o u r  i n t e r v i e w s  p r o v i d e s  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t e l l i n g  

example of t h e  r e a c h  of  t h e  problem a c r o s s  s o c i a l  s t r a t a .  

One i n fo rman t ,  h imse l f  a  s u c c e s s f u l  a t t o r n e y ,  was r a t h e r  

contemptuous o f  t h e  su rvey .  H e  c o u l d  n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  o u r .  

s t a n d a r d i z e d  q u e s t i o n s  cou ld  a p p l y  t o  him s i n c e  he  had such 

r eady  a c c e s s  t o  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s .  Y e t ,  i n  a n o t h e r  s e c t i o n  o f  

t h e  i n t e r v i e w , . t h i s  i n fo rman t  s a i d  t h a t  he  had been c h e a t e d  

by a  "gypsy" r o o f i n g  c o n t r a c t o r  and t h a t  he  had n e i t h e r  

i n i t i a t e d  l e g a l  a c t i o n  on t h e  m a t t e r  nor  c o n s u l t e d  anyone 

a b o u t  such. a  p o s s i b i l i t y .  Th i s  r e sponden t  was a b l e  t o  combine 

a comfo r t ab l e  s e n s e  of  l e g a l  e f f i c a c y  and a  r a t h e r  r e s t r i c t e d  



concept of the. limits of legal action. 

Our findings suggest that those who advocate the exten- 

sion of legal services through such devices as the neighbor- 

hood law office, group legal service, lay advocacy, and the 

ombudsman could well found their claim on failures beyond 

the,denial of legal services to the poor. 



T a b l e  1: P e r  C e n t  o f  A l l  R e s i d e n t s  Who S o u g h t  A d v i c e  From A L a w y e r  b y  S o c i a l  B a c k g r o u n d  F a c t o r s :  . 
W e i g h t e d  S a m p l e  of D e t r o i t  SMSA, 1 9 6 7 .  

S o c i a l  P e r  C e n t  S o c i a l  P e r  C e n t  Social , P e r  C e n t  
B a c k g r o u n d  S e e k i n g  B a c k g r o u n d  S e e k i n g  B a c k g r o u n d  S e e k i n g  

F a c t o r s  A d v i c e  b y  R a c e  A d v i c e  b y  R a c e  A d v i c e  
f r o m  L a w y e r  a n d  S e x  f r o m  L a w y e r  a n d  Sex f r o m  Lawyer  

Race : Race-Sex-Income:  R a c e - S e x - E d u c a t i o n :  

White 7 1  W h i t e  m a l e  W h i t e  m a l e  
N e g r o  59  $ 6 , 9 9 9  o r  less 5 9  H i g h  s c h o o l  or less 7 1  

$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  Some college 
$ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & o v e r  

W h i t e  f e m a l e  
White f e m a l e  ~ i g h  s c h o o l  or less 

$ 6 , 9 9 9  o r  less Some college 
$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  

Race -Sex  : $ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over 

W h i t e  m a l e  
White f e m a l e  

$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  N e g r o  f e m a l e  
N e g r o  f e m a l e  $ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over H i g h  s c h o o l  o r  less 

Some c o l l e g e  
Home O w n e r s h i p :  N e g r o  f e m a l e  

$ 6 , 9 9 9  or less 
$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  
$ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over 

P r o t e s t a n t  

CONTINUED 



I 

Tab le  1: Per  Cent of  A l l  Res iden t s  Who Sought  Advice From A Lawyer by S o c i a l  ~ a c k ~ r o u n d  F a c t o r s :  
Weighted Sample of  D e t r o i t  SMSA, 1967. (CONTINUED) 

* = fewer  t h a n  1 5  sample c a s e s  

Pe r  Cent 
Seeking 
Advice 

from Lawyer 

55 and ove r  -White c o l l a r  
Blue c o l l a r  

White female  White female  
$6,999 o r  less White c o l l a r  
$7,000-$14,999 Blue c o l l a r  
$15,000 & over  

Educa t ion :  White c o l l a r  
Blue c o l l a r  

High s choo l  o r  less 
Some c o l l e g e  Negro female  Negro female  

White c o l l a r  
S o c i a l  S t a t u s :  Blue c o l l a r  

White c o l l a r  
Blue c o l l a r  

A l l  r e s i d e n t s  

S o c i a l  
Background 

by Race 
and Sex 

Race-Sex-Home Owner- 
s h i p  : 

White male 

Pe r  Cent  
Seeking 
Advice 

from Lawyer 

S o c i a l  
Background 

' b y  Race 
and Sex 

Race-Sex-Social 
S t a t u s  : 

White male 

S o c i a l  
Background 

F a c t o r s  

Age: 

Under 35 
35-54 

Pe r  Cen t  
Seeking 
Advice 

from Lawyer 

65 
73 



Table 2: Per Cent of All Residents Who Saw Lawyer About Property and Non-Property 
Matters, Lifetime and Last Visit to Lawyer by Family Income: Weighted 
Sample. of Detroit SMSA, 1967. 

Respondents 



Table 3: Per, Cent o f  All Residents Who Saw Lawyer :by ~obrteen Types of Legal Problems and 
Rank Order of These Per Cents, by.Race and Sex of Respondent: Weighted Sample 
of Detroit.SMSA, 1967. 

R Saw A Lawyer About: 

~ u y i n g / s e l l i . n g / b u i l d i n g  a house 
Making a will 
Settling an estate 
Advice on business matters 
Insurance claims 
Divorce/alimony/child support 
Contract disagreements 
Tax problems/disputes with officials 
~raff ic tickets 
Neighborhood 
Accused of crime/disturbance 
Domestic-family 

- = no frequency 

* = 0.5%, or less 



Table 4: Per Cent of All Residents Who Saw Lawyer About Fourteen Types of Legal Problems by 
Social Background Variables: Weighted Sample of Detroit SMSA, 1967. 

R Saw A Lawyer About: 

Making a will 

Insurance claims 
Divorce/alimony/child 

Traffic tickets 
Neighborhood 
Accused of crime/disturb- 

Domestic-family 

CONTINUED 

1 



Table 4: Per Cent of All Residents Who Saw Lawyer About Fourteen Types of Legal Problems 
by Social Background Variables: Weighted Sample of Detroit SMSA, 1967. (CONT.) 

- = no frequency 

* = 0 :5%, .or less 

R Saw A Lawyer About: 

..Buying/selling/building a 
house 

Making a will 
Settling an estate 
Advice on business matters 
Insurance claims 
~ivorce/alimony/child 

Traffic tickets 
Neighborhood 
Accused of crime/disturb- 

Domestic-family 
Employer/employee disputes 
Landlord-tenant 

Social Background Variables 

Age 

Less than 
35 Years 

30 

Religion 

Protestant 

36 

35-54 
Years 

43 

55 Years 
and Older 

36 

Catholic 

39 

Jewish 

56 



Table 5: Number of Citizens Reporting Legal Problem As Serious and Per Cent Distribution of 
Citizens Considering Legal Problem As Serious, Per Cent. of Problems for Which Legal 
Advice Was Sought, for Race-Sex Groups: Weighted Sample of Detroit SMSA, 1967. 

Problems Where Legal 
Advice Was Sought 

Type of Legal 
Problem 

Neighborhood 
Landlord-tenant 
Purchase of ex- 

Discrimination 

Total Per Cent 

- =,  no frequency 



FOOTNOTES 

1. Carlin and Howard examined studies.from California, 

Texas, Iowa, Missouri, and Ohio and concluded that 

roughly two-thirds of upper income,groups and one-third 

of lower income groups had ever employed the services 

of a lawyer. 

2. Of course, one may not assume that the quality of 

representation is equal for all who use-,.legal services. 

Indeed, the- fact of stratification in.the legal pro- 

fession suggests the- opposite. 
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THE- SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF LEGAL CONTACTS 
. .. 

Everyone from time to time defines.his affairs-as legal 

matters or-experiences violations of his legal rights. Yet 

little is known of..how citizen affairs come to the attention 

of attorneys or.officia1 legal agencies. Particularly lack- 

ing is an understanding of how both the organization of 

citizen-affairs and of-the legal system leads citizens to 

define affairs-.as legal matters and to seek advice from a 

lawyer. This paper- presents some findings on problems citi- 

zens define as legal matters and their contact with attorneys. 

To prevent confusion and to forestall inappropriate 

criticism, we should also stress what the study is not. It 

is not, as are a number of recent studies, an attempt to 

assess the 'objective' legal requirements of a population 
- 

from a.value or organized system perspective. Rather- it is 

based entirely on citizen reports of perceived problems and 

of their actual experience in problem solving, including con- 

tact with lawyers. 

The findings result from a sample survey of the prob- 

lems and legal experiences of 780 residents of the Detroit 

~etropolitan Area.. The probability- of selecting a- Detroit 

City resident was set at twice-that of. a resident outside. 

the central city so- as to insure the. inclusion of more.Negro 

citizens in controlled analyses.- All estimates of. propor- 

tions, therefore;. are-based on a weighted sample of 1038 
. . 

residents. : 



The Preva lence  of  .Seekina Leaa l  Advice. o r  H e l ~  

Each r e s i d e n t  w a s  asked whether t hey  had e v e r  gone t o  a 

lawyer o r  t a l k e d  w i t h  a lawyer i n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  h e l p  o r  adv ice  

on problems t h a t  can be  l e g a l  m a t t e r s .  Approximately 7 of 

every  10 r e s i d e n t s  i n  t h e  weighted sample r e p o r t e d  s e e i n g  

a lawyer about  a l e g a l  ma t t e r  a t  l e a s t  once i n  t h e i r  l i f e .  

One i n  f o u r  r e p o r t e d  see ing  a lawyer i n  t h e  p a s t  y e a r  and 

a lmost  one i n  two had seen a lawyer i n  t h e  l a s t  f i v e  yea r s .  

The a c t u a l  h i r i n g  o f  lawyers i s  ove re s t ima ted  somewhat by 

t h e s e  p r o p o r t i o n s  s i n c e  a f t e r  s e e i n g  a lawyer t h e  c i t i z e n  i n  

some i n s t a n c e s  dec ided  t h a t  he could  n o t  a f f o r d  h i s  s e r v i c e s .  

Contac t  w i t h  lawyers n e v e r t h e l e s s  i s  a p r e v a l e n t  expe r i -  

ence among D e t r o i t  a r e a  r e s i d e n t s .  Indeed,  i n s p e c t i o n  of 

Table  1 shows t h a t  f o r  a l l  major r a c e ,  s e x ,  age ,  and soc io-  

economic s t a t u s  g roups ,  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s  i s  h i g h e r  t han  

i s  commonly supposed,  I n  t h e  socioeconomic s t a t u s  group wi th  

l e a s t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  at torneys--Negro females  w i th  a fami ly  

income o f  l e s s  t han  $7,000 a year--40 p e r  c e n t  r e p o r t e d  see ing  

a lawyer about  a l e g a l  problem. 

Desp i t e  t h e  h igh  preva lence  of  c o n t a c t  w i t h  lawyers f o r  

a l l  s t r u c t u r a l  s t a t u s  groups shown i n  Table  1, c o n t a c t  w i th  

a lawyer does  vary  wi th  s t a t u s .  I t  might be  o b j e c t e d  t h a t  

e v e r  having seen  a 1 a w y e r . i ~  a -  ve ry  weak i n d e x . o f  l e g a l  con- 

t a c t  s i n c e  one v i s i t  t o  an. a t t o r n e y  p l a c e s  a person among t h e  

"haves" .  P re l imina ry .  a n a l y s i s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  s t r o n g e r  i nd i ca - .  

t o r s . o f  l e g a l  c o n t a c t  such a s  s e e i n g . a  lawyer about  t h r e e  o r  

more s e p a r a t e  t y p e s  o f  i n c i d e n t s  does  not ,  i n c r e a s e  t h e  



differences in the legal experience of socioeconomic status 

groups, 

The best predictors of contact with attorneys are family 

income and property as is indicated by the consistent and 

substantial differences between income and home ownership 

groups for all respondents even when race and sex are control- 

led. Among respondents with annual family income of over 

$15,000, 83 per cent reported seeing a lawyer as compared to 

56 per cent among persons with an income less than $7,000. 

Education, occupational status, age, and sex have a moderate 

to strong effect but neither variable is as discriminating as 

family income or home ownership. 

On first glance race appears to have a substantial effect. 

Fifty-nine per cent of Negroes and 71 per cent of whites said 

they saw a lawyer about a legal matter. Closer scrutiny indi- 

cates that this difference is largely accounted for by the 

asymmetric position of Negro females who saw lawyers less 

frequently than either Negro males or white females. Negro 

males, despite the facts of low income and education, report 

nearly as much contact with attorneys as their white counter- 

parts. On the other hand, Negro males are also more likeJy 

to report that they have been "cooled out" during a visit to 

an attorney. Seventeen per cent of Negro males said that they 

had been discouraged from taking legal action by an attorney. 

The comparable figure for white males is only 7 per cent. 

These socioeconomic differences in the use of legal 

services are consistent with differences found in studies 



I/ of other cities.- 

- 
Social Orqanization- and-.Contact with Attorneys 

The oft reported finding of a relationship between income 

and the use of professional legal services suggests a measure 

of validity for a simple "resources" theory of legal repre- 

sentation. According to this theory those who have resources 

such as income, and to a lesser extent other resources such as 

education and social connections, are more likely to perceive 

the need for, afford, and gain access to legal services. 

Resources, therefore, account for the distribution of the use 

of lawyers in the population. 

That resources make a difference is even more clearly 

supported by the association between income and using attorneys 

within-populations who-have experienced a given legal problem. 

Conard, et. al, for example, report a strong association between 

income and legal representation among a sample of persons who 

2/ have been injured in automobile accidents.- 

Nevertheless, the,resources t~eory fails to account for 

the extent of use.of-legal services even-among those with the 

least resources. More seriously, the resources theory does 

not predict the differences in the pattern of use of legal 

services~across socioeconomic categories. Access to resources 

is not a.sufficient explanation of the patterns of contact 

between attorneys and the public for attorney-client relations 

occur in the context of a.complicated network of social 

organization. 



We know from a series of studies of-the legal profession 

that legal practice is both specialized-and stratified. The 

stratification of access to resources in the population 

parallel this differentiation and stratification of legal 

practice. The demand for legal services produces a response 

from competitive lawyers who move in to fill vacant niches so 

that distinctive patterns of practice emerge in various problem 

3/ The areas, e.g. estate, tax, criminal, contract, etc.- 

response may be inadequate from the point of view of public 

policy but it is nonetheless a response. Specialization and 

stratification of-legal practice accordingly mitigate the rela- 

tion between resources and access to attorneys. We also 

observe a set.of:distinctive patterns of use.of- legal services 

which,reflects variations in the patterns of problems experi- 

enced in various structural locations such as communities or 
- - 

race and ethnic groups and corresponding differences in the 

social organization of activity and not differences in resources.. 

Tables 2 and 3 show breakdowns by socioeconomic background 

variables of the-. types of problems our. sample. took. to lawyers. 

~lthough there is a rough similarity in the distribution of 

legal problems across all socioeconomic categories;a number 

of remarkable differences are 'also demonstrated. 

One of the most striking differences is the racial varia- 

tion in seeing lawyers about the related areas of family 

affairs and property. A large proportion of the sample are 

home owners, a fact reflecting the prevalence of home owner- 

ship in the Detroit area. Seventy-seven per cent of white 



respondents and 51 per cent of Negro respondents are home 

owners. Home ownership clearly has brought Negroes into con- 

tact with the legal profession; 36 per cent of Negroes have. 
* 

seen a lawyer about buying a home, a figure virtually identical 

to the 37 per-cent of-whites who have seen a lawyer for this 

purpose. But this introduction to the property complex has 

not yet become sufficiently institutionalized to fully incor- 

porate Negroes into the organized system by which property is 

passed on. Only 3 per cent of Negroes had seen a lawyer about 

making a will. Among whites this is the second.most common 

occasion for visiting a lawyer, as 23 per cent have seen a 

lawyer about making- a will. 

Seeing a lawyer about a will is not viewed as a pressing 

legal problem among Negroes. In response to the query "Have 

you ever wanted to go to.a lawyer-but didn't for some reason?" 

Negroes and whites answered "Yes" in approximately equal pro- 

portions, 19 per cent among whites and 17 per cent among 

Negroes. Yet only one Negro informant mentioned a will in 

this regard. By contrast, 35 per cent of the problems of 

whites who wanted to talk to a lawyer but didn't involved 

wills. That the passing on of property is less embedded in a 

legal context among Negroes is also indicated from the.fact 

that 20 per cent of whites and only.. 5 per cent of Negroes 

had seen a lawyer about' settling. an. estate. 

These.differences by-race status in the use.of legal 
u 

advice to handle personal property parallel rather.closely 

the ~egro's integration into American Society. Consider 



institutionalized cycle of-,personal property where legal. advice 

pertains first in its acquis-ition,'-then in respect to its 

sale, transformation, 'or-taxation, followed by advice on dis- 

pos-ition in the event of the-death of its owner,and concluding 

with the settling of an estate. It seems clear that the Negro 

in major metropolitan areas such as Detroit is institutionally 

integrated in seeking legal advice for the acquisition of per- 

sonal property and has organized access to legal resources for 

that end. Given the recency of the acquisition, there is less 

integration with respect to other phases of the personal pro- 

perty cycle. 

Nonetheless, given the high rate of acquisition of personal 

property among Negroes, particularly in the form of housing, one 

would forecast that Negroes will increasingly seek legal advice 

for other property matters as well, although perhaps at a _ 

lesser rate, Some indication of this can be gained from the 

fact that the only Negroes in the sample to have seen a lawyer 

about making a will were Negro males aged 55 and older. 

~wenty-six per cent of these Negro males as compared with 35 

per cent of white females and 41 per cent of white.males of 

this age,had seen a lawyer. about making a will. 

The.incomplete.involvement of Negroes in the property com- 

plex may also be related to the much noted instability of 

Negro family structure. This is suggested not only from the 

fact just cited--that only older Negro. males .make .wills--but 

from the prevalence among Negroes of seeing lawyers about 

divorces, alimony, and child support. We can see from Table -2 



that among Negroes this type of problem is the second most 

common occasion for seeing a lawyer with 18 per cent having 

been to a lawyer in this connection. Among whites the problem 

ranks seventh at 10 per cent. 

It is worth noting in passing that this problem area of 

divorce, alimony, and child support is the only major area 

where the incidence of seeing a lawyer shows no relation to 

either income, occupational status, or education. Seeing a 

lawyer about a disagreement about a contract or purchase also 

shows only a weak relation to these variables but within the 

other major categories of problems there is a strong relation- 

ship between socioeconomic status and contact with attorneys. 

For all major categories of legal problems other than 

divorce and related matters, Negroes have had somewhat less 

contact with attorneys than whites. However, as mentioned 

before, Negro females account for much of the race difference. 

Comparing only Negro males to white males we find that Negro 

males are more likely to have seen a lawyer about buying, 

selling, or building a house, about advice in business 

matters, about traffic tickets, about disputes with employers 

and about divorce, alimony and child support although except 

in the case of divorce, the differences are quite small. In 

view of the fact that our Negro males have much less income 

on the average than the white males, we can conclude that the 

Negro male participates in a number of organized systems that 

bring him into contact with lawyers more than might be 

expected on the basis of income. Looking at middle income 



($7,000 to $14,999) males, for example, we find that 23 per 

cent of Negroes and only 8 per cent of whites have seen a 

lawyer about a d.ivorce or a related matter. On the other 

hand the greater proportion of whites who have seen a lawyer 

about making a will or settling an estate hold up even when 

income is introduced as a control. Looking only at low 

income males ($6,999 and less), we find that 27 per cent of 

whites and 8 per cent of Negroes had seen a lawyer about a 

will and 10 per cent of whites and 8 per cent of Negroes had 

seen a lawyer about settling an estate. Among middle income 

males, ($7,000 to $14,999) the corresponding figures are 19 

per- cent of whites and 5 per cent of Negroes in regard to a 

will and 17 per cent of whites and 2 per cent of Negroes in 

regard to settling an estate. In short, income differences 

are important in determining access to attorneys, but differ- 

ences in patterns of participation in social organization, 

particularly the social organization of property and familial 

relations, also affect the patterns of contact between citi- 

zens and attorneys. 

Seeing A Lawyer: Rates and Incidence 

The preceeding-data refer primarily to the .incidence of 

seeing lawyers about various types of legal problems. To 

compute a rate we would need to know what proportion of the 

sample had experienced a given type of legal problem and then 

what proportion of that group had seen a lawyer about it. In 

some contexts this is a less serious problem than in others. 



Thus, in a sense everyone has a problem in connection with 

making a will since, though some estates are smail, everyone 

owns something and, though--some are young, everyone will ulti- 

mately die. Further in some cases we have rough denominators 

for rates because we know who are now home owners, we are led 

to believe that the rate of consulting attorneys is higher for 

Negroes than whites. Holding sex and income constant, Negroes 

are as likely to have seen a lawyer about buying a home even 

though fewer Negroes are home owners. Other matters such as 

accidents can be assumed to be relatively evenly distributed 

across socioeconomic categories. Nevertheless, in some cate- 

gories, disputes with government agencies and tax problems for 

example, it is more difficult to estimate an appropriate denomi- 

nator for computing a rate. The problem is exacerbated by the 

fact that the more one-strives for comparability of problems 

through applying restrictive definitions to various types of 

problems, the smaller becomes the number of persons who have 

_ had that particular type of problem and, in some cases, the 

number who have seen a lawyer about that precise .problem be- 

comes too small to study. 

At one point in our interview we attempted to.generate 

case histories about the.respondents most serious~problems. 

First we took an inventory-of the informants problems in five 

areas--relations in the neighborhood, landlord-tenant relations, 

relations with the sellers--of expensive objects, .relations with 

public- organizations, and discrimination because of race; sex, 

age, religion,, nationality, or beliefs. Then .we asked for 



d e t a i l e d  h i s t o r i e s  of  t h e  two problems which were cons idered  by 

t h e  respondent  t o  have been t h e  most s e r i o u s  o r  t o  have caused 

t h e  most problems. For both  most s e r i o u s  and second most 

s e r i o u s  problems cons idered  s e p a r a t e l y  about  9 p e r  c e n t  r epo r t ed  

s e e i n g  a  lawyer about  t h e  problem. Table  4 combines t h e  most 

s e r i o u s  and second most s e r i o u s  problems and breaks  them down 

by r a c e  and s e x ,  and by type  of  problem i n d i c a t i n g  t h e  p e r  c e n t  

who s a w  a  lawyer.  Few g ros s  d i f f e r e n c e s  by r a c e  s t a t u s  a r e  

a p p a r e n t  i n  t h i s  t a b l e .  One d i f f e r e n c e  m e r i t s  b r i e f  a t t e n t i o n  

s i n c e  it i l l u s t r a t e s  d i f f e r e n c e s  t h a t  may emerge when r a t e s  

r a t h e r  t han  inc idences  a r e  made t h e  focus  of s tudy .  Negroes 

a r e  a p p a r e n t l y  more l i k e l y  t o  v i s i t  lawyers  when they  f a c e  

s e r i o u s  t r o u b l e  w i t h  p u b l i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  The percen tage  who 

saw a  lawyer among those  who chose problems w i t h  p u b l i c  o rgan i -  

z a t i o n s  -as one of t h e i r  two most s e r i o u s  problems i s  1 9  pe r  

c e n t  f o r  Negroes and 1 0  p e r  c e n t  f o r  w h i t e s .  Yet t h e  co r r e s -  

ponding inc idence  f i g u r e s  f o r  s e e i n g  a  lawyer about  a  problem 

w i t h  p u b l i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  ( i n c l u d i n g  p o l i c e )  appears  t o  be 

h i g h e r  f o r  wh i t e s  t han  f o r  Negroes. I n  o t h e r  w o r d s , - w h i t e s  

a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  s e e  lawyers abou t  problems . i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

government b u t  Negroes appear  t o  b e  more l i k e l y  t o  s e e  lawyers 

about  t h e i r  most s e r i o u s  problems w i t h  government a u t h o r i t y .  

Beyond merely i l l u s t r a t i n g  d i f f e r e n c e s  t h a t  emerge from v a r i a -  

b l e  ways of  exp res s ing  degrees  of  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  l e g a l  pro- 

f e s s i o n ,  t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  r e i n f o r c e s  an o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  p a t t e r n s  o f  c o n t a c t .  



Mere d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  a c c e s s  t o  r e s o u r c e s  cannot  account  

f o r  p a t t e r n s  of acces s  t o  a t t o r n e y s  i n  r ega rd  t o  problems o f  

p u b l i c  a u t h o r i t y ,  C i t i z e n s  a t  d i f f e r e n t  income l e v e l s  i n  

d i f f e r e n t  s t r u c t u r a l  l o c a t i o n s  expe r i ence  d i f f e r e n t  types  of 

problems and a r e  connected t o  government i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways. 

Accordingly they  have d i f f e r e n t  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  o f  becoming 

involved  wi th  a t t o r n e y s  i n  r e l a c i o n  t o  government a u t h o r i t y .  

Thus, Negro c i t i z e n s  r e p o r t  fewer d i f f i c u l t  problems i n  r e l a -  

t i o n  t o  government b u t  t h e i r  s e r i o u s  problems w i t h  government 

are more l i k e l y  t o  be w i t h  p o l i c e  and wi th  w e l f a r e  agenc ies  

and t o  r e q u i r e  l e g a l  a i d .  White c i t i z e n s  r e p o r t  more problems 

w i t h  p u b l i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  and more c o n t a c t  wi th  a t t o r n e y s  

about  p u b l i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  b u t  t h e i r  wor s t  problems concern 

t a x e s  and government s e r v i c e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  p o l i c e  and w e l f a r e  

agenc ie s .  T h e i r  most s e r i o u s  problems w i t h  p u b l i c  a u t h o r i t y  

do n o t  seem t o  have t h e  same c a p a c i t y  t o  draw them i n t o  con- 

t a c t  w i t h  a t t o r n e y s .  

I n  sum, income and l o c a t i o n  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  may 

a f f e c t  c o n t a c t  wi th  a t t o r n e y s  n o t  o n l y  through p rov id ing  

r e l e v a n t  r e sou rces  b u t  by de te rmin ing  what types  of problems 

people  have. Each problem has  i t s  own p a t t e r n s  of  c o n s t r a i n t s  

and requirements  f o r  t h e  use  of  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s .  C i t i z e n s  a r e  

n o t  b rought  i n t o  c o n t a c t  wi th  t h e  l e g a l  p r o f e s s i o n  merely by 

t h e i r  r e s o u r c e s  b u t  by t h e i r  problems,  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  

d e f i n i t i o n s ,  and t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  problem s o l u t i o n .  
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T a b l e  1: P e r  C e n t  of A l l .  R e s i d e n t s  Who S o u g h t  ~ d v i c e ,  F rom-  A  , L a w y e r  b y  S o c i a l  B a c k g r o u n d  F a c t o r s :  
W e i g h t e d  S a m p l e  of D e t r o i t  SMSA, 1 9 6 7 .  

CONTINUED 

S o c i a l  
B a c k g r o u n d  

F a c t o r s  

R a c e  : 

W h i t e  
Negro 

S e x  : - 
Male 
F e m a l e  

Race- S e x  : 

White m a l e  
W h i t e  f e m a l e  
Negro male 
Negro f e m a l e  

Home O w n e r s h i p :  

Owner 
R e n t e r  

R e l i g i o n :  I' 

C a t h o l i c  
P r o t e s t a n t  
J e w i s h  

P e r  C e n t  
S e e k i n g  
Advice 

f r o m  L a w y e r  

7 1  
5  9  

7 3  
6 6  

7 4  
69  
6 9  
5 3  

7 6  
5 2  

6 8  
7 0  
8 8  

Socia l  
B a c k g r o u n d  

b y  R a c e  
a n d  S e x  

Race -Sex - Income :  

W h i t e  m a l e  
$ 6 , 9 9 9  o r  less 
$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  
$ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over 

W h i t e  f e m a l e ,  
$ 6 , 9 9 9  or  less 
$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  
$ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over 

Negro m a l e  
$ 6 , 9 9 9  o r  less 
$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  
$ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over 

Negro f e m a l e  
$ 6 , 9 9 9  o r  less 
$ 7 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 4 , 9 9 9  
$ 1 5 , 0 0 0  & over 

P e r  C e n t  
S e e k i n g  

A d v i c e  
f r o m  L a w y e r  

59  
a 7  8  

8 4  

6 1  
7  1 
8  3 

5  8  
7  2  * 

4 0  
8  2 * 

, 

S o c i a l  
B a c k g r o u n d  

b y  Race 
a n d  S e x  

R a c e - S e x - E d u c a t i o n :  

White m a l e  
H i g h  s c h o o l  o r  less 
Some college 

White female 
H i g h  s c h o o l  o r  less 
Some college 

Negro m a l e  
H i g h  s c h o o l  o r  less 
Some college 

Negro female 
H i g h  s c h o o l  o r  less 
Some col lege 

P e r  C e n t  
S e e k i n g  

A d v i c e  
f r o m  L a w y e r  

7 1  
8 2  

6 7  
7 5  

6 9  * 

5 2  
60 



T a b l e  1:. ,Per  C e n t  o f  A l l - R e s i d e n t s  Who Sought  Advice.-From:A,Zawyer by S o c i a l  Background F a c t o r s :  
Weighted Sample o f  D e t r o i t  SMSA, 5.967. . (CONTFNUED) 

S o c i a l .  
.Background 

F a c t o r s  

P e r  Cen t  S o c i a l  
S e e k i n g .  Background 
Advice .  by Race 

from Lawyer and Sex 

P e r  Cen t  
S e e k i n g ,  

' Advice 
from Lawyer 

S o c i a l  
Background 
" by Race 

and  Sex 

A*: 

Under 35 
35-54 
5 5 - a n d  o v e r  

$6,999 o r .  less 
$7,000-$14,999 
$15,000 & o v e r .  

Educa t ion :  

High s c h o o l  o r  less 
Some c o l l e g e  t 

S o c i a l  S t a t u s :  

White c o l l a r  -, 

Blue.  c o l l a r  . 
I' 

A l l  r e s i d e n t s  

Race-Sex-Social  
S t a t u s :  ' 

White male  
White c o l l a r  
Blue  c o l l a r  

White f ema le  
White c o l l a r  
Blue  c o l l a r  

Negro male  
White c o l l a r  
Blue  c o l l a r  

Negro female 
, White c o l l a r  

Blue  c o l l a r .  

Race-Sex-Home Owner-. 
s h i p :  

White male  
Owns 
R e n t s  

White. f e m a l e  
Owns 
Ren t s  

Negro male  
Owns . 

Rent s  

Negro f e m a l e  
Owns 
Ren t s  

* = f e w e r  t h a n  1 5  sample  c a s e s  



Table  2: Per  Cent of A l l  Res iden ts  Who Saw Lawyer by-Four teen  Types of Legal  Problems and 
Rank Order of These Per  Cents ,  by Race and Sex of .Respondent :  Weighted Sample 
of D e t r o i t  SMSA, 1967. 

- = .;no. frequency 

* = 0.5%, o r  l e s s  



Table 3: Per Cent.of.Al1 Residents.Who Saw.Lawyer About Fourteen-Types of Legal Problems by 
Social Background Variables: Weighted Sample. of. Detroit' SMSA, 1967. 

R Saw A Lawyer About: 

Buying/selling/building a 

Insurance claims 
Divorce/alimony/child 

Contract disagreements 
Tax problems/disputes with 

officials 
Traffic tickets 
Neighborhood 
Accused of crime/disturb- 

Domestic-f amily 
Employer/employee disputes 
Landlord-tenant 

CONTINUED 



T a b l e  3 :  P e r  C e n t  of A l l  R e s i d e n t s  Who S a w  L a w y e r  A b o u t  F o u r t e e n  T y p e s  of L e g a l  P r o b l e m s  
by Social  B a c k g r o u n d  V a r d a b l e s :  Weighted- S a m p l e  of D e t r o i t  SMSA, 1 9 6 7 .  (CONT.) 

- = no f requency 

* = 0.5%, o r  less 



T a b l e  4 :  Number of C i t i z e n s  R e p o r t i n g  L e g a l  P r o b l e m  As S e r i o u s  a n d  P e r  C e n t  D i s t r i b u t i o n  of 
C i t i z e n s  C o n s i d e r i n g  L e g a l  P r o b l e m  As S e r i o u s ,  P e r - C e n t  of P r o b l e m s  f o r  Which  L e g a l  
A d v i c e  Was S o u g h t ,  f o r  R a c e - S e x  G r o u p s :  W e i g h t e d  S a m p l e  of D e t r o i t  SMSA, 1 9 6 7 .  

- - - n o  f r e q u e n c y  

P r o b l e m s  
T y p e  of L e g a l  

N e i g h b o r h o o d  
L a n d l o r d - t e n a n t  
P u r c h a s e  of ex- 
pens ive  object  

P u b l i c  o r g a n i z a -  
t i o n  

D i s c r i m i n a t i o n  

T o t a l  Number 

T o t a l  P e r  C e n t  

1 7 2  

1 1 2  
29 

5 0 1  

1 7 8  

9 8  
39  

5 5 3  

350  

210  
6 8  

1 0 5 4  

2 2  

1 2  
2 3  

8 4  

26  

1 9  
1 9  

1 2 3  

4 8  

3 1  
42  

2 0 7  

5 4  

3 5  
9  

8 2  

5 0  

2 8  
11 

76 

5 2  

3 1  
1 0  

79  

4 3  

24  
4 5  

7 2  

3 2  

24  
2 4  

3 7  

2 4  
3 2  

74  7 3  1 2  7  9  

1 7  

1 2  
1 0  

---- 
8  

1 0  

8  
-- 

9  

1 3  

1 0  
4  

9 

9  

1 7  
4  

1 2  

2 1  
1 0  

1 0  

1 9  
7  


