Building State Justice Communities: 

What Have We Learned?

April 2000


SPAN organized a roundtable discussion at the 2000 Equal Justice Conference for state contacts and consultants involved in state planning. John Arango’s recent article “An Interim Report on State Planning” (in the Spring 2000 issue of the MIE Journal and distributed in March to the SPAN contact list) served as a vehicle for discussion about what we can learn from processes around the country aimed at building state justice communities that have been successful or, to date, unsuccessful. The following summarizes some of the main points that emerged.

Although differences from state to state make it difficult to generalize, it is clear that the processes that have been most successful have shared several key perspectives on the part of planners about what they were doing:

“It’s our process.” Successful planning grows out of the planners’ own values and understanding of the situation in their state rather than from an effort to satisfy LSC. The defining moment of the process has been when planners agreed, “We need to change, let’s figure out ourselves what we have to do.”  

“It’s about clients.” Successful planning grows out of a sense of urgency about what has happened to clients over the past decade. Several participants in the discussion suggested that it can be more successful to think in terms of what clients’ changed needs are and how they can be met rather than in terms of “the delivery system”– that is, the process should be strongly grounded on substance.

“It has to be broader than legal services.” Successful planning involves a broad stakeholder community. While this can be challenging, and legal services providers can feel anxious about their loss of  control of the process, nevertheless the active involvement of board members, bar leaders, and other stakeholders can pay off in more productive movement, development of a sense of community, and increased support for legal services.


These three perspectives can develop in different ways, at different stages of the process. They may not necessarily be there at the beginning. Once these perspectives are reached, however, the process can move forward productively.


“It’s hard, but it can be done.” Planners must recognize that even when such breakthroughs occur, the process will be difficult, above all when program configuration issues are involved. Some of the issues that must be dealt with will probably be painful on a personal and professional level. One recent participant in a successful process said, “It’s not as easy as ‘just do it.’ But don’t think, either, ‘it can’t be done.’ It falls somewhere between the two.” 

Participants reiterated points that have emerged from past discussions:

· Leadership at the state level is the single most important element in determining whether a process will be successful. Those states that have had successful planning processes have had leaders who have seen the need for change and taken a statewide, client-centered perspective. New leaders may emerge during the process, sometimes from unexpected places.

· Professional facilitation is usually needed to make a process work effectively. 

· Simply learning how to talk to one another can be a necessary first stage, before content can be addressed.

· The involvement of someone from outside the state has been a key element in most successful processes. While this has usually been a consultant who also facilitates the process, other models might be equally effective – for example, the person from outside might be someone from another state who has participated in a successful process. The key is having someone who is not directly involved who can articulate issues from an external perspective.

· Planners can increase buy-in to changes on the part of  advocates by recognizing their self-interest in the process – not in terms of protecting jobs or particular program configurations but of helping them do their jobs better and making it easier for them to obtain better results for clients.

· Maintaining energy in the planning process can be difficult, especially when moving from the planning to the implementation phase. Bringing other partners along can be a particular challenge. Everyone needs to understand that building and maintaining a state justice community is an ongoing process – the planning phase is just the beginning. Having one or more staff people to keep planning and implementation ongoing can be a key to success.


The roundtable was preceded by a session for the legal services provider affinity group devoted to state planning, at which many of the same issues were discussed. There, Kent Spuhler of Florida Legal Services described some of the elements of the process in that state, which provides concrete examples of some of the issues discussed above.

Florida program directors came to a sense of the need for change at a retreat at which they began by considering questions like:

· what has changed over last 10 years? for clients? for providers?

· what have we done recently that we are most proud of? 

· what do these things have in common?

· what can we do to make this happen more often?

From this discussion, they developed an understanding that change was necessary not because programs were not doing a good job but because the need for change had been imposed by external factors – the increasing complexity of the delivery system, new providers, new restrictions on providers, and most significantly the changes to which clients had been subjected. In this context, change was necessary to enable them to do more of what they were doing well. They developed the concept of  “client-centered, energetic, affirmative advocacy” as a key value against which all proposals for change could be tested.


Planners expanded the initial group who participated in the retreat to bring in people working in the field, clients, and other stakeholders.  The larger group is organized into a number of committees working on different aspects of planning. The planners have worked with a consultant from outside the state from the beginning.


For additional information about the Florida process, including the documents developed and used by planners, see the Florida Legal Services web site, www.floridalegal.org/state.htm.

For a report on lessons learned from the successful planning processes in several other states, as reported in workshops at the 1998 NLADA Annual Conference, see “Comprehensive, Integrated, Statewide Systems: Lessons, Models and Insights from Some Successful States,” posted on the Equal Justice Network web site at www.equaljustice.org/statepartnerships/bestpractices.htm.

