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WorkLife’s Guide to 
Seeking Legal Assistance

WorkLife Partnership created the Guide to Seeking 
Legal Assistance to help you understand your 
legal options, what to look for, and what questions 
to ask as you navigate the legal system. If you 
need additional support, your WorkLife Resource 
Navigator is availble to answer your questions.
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We can help you 
understand the 
process of finding 
and obtaining 
legal assistace.

http://www.askthenavigator.org
http://www.askthenavigator.org
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Legal rights vary state to state and even city to city. It is important to note the information below offers 
insight into legal rights, but offers no legal advice or definites on laws in your area.

Rights when working with a lawyer

In many cases, when a client has a lawyer who is representing them there is something called 
“attorney client privilege.” This offers the client the ability to speak honestly to their lawyer without 
concern of their lawyer sharing this information to others. This only applies when the client speaks 
to their attorney alone. However, there is no single authority over “attorney client privilege” so it is 
important to get clarification anytime you speak to a lawyer about confidentiality and the status of 
“attorney client privilege.” Ask them what they will and won’t share any time you aren’t sure.

If you are being tried in a criminal case, you are legally entitled to a lawyer even if you cannot afford 
one. This legal representation is often given by a “Public Defender.”

Legal terms to know

Attorney: This is another word for lawyer.

Representation: This is another way to refer 
to someone having a lawyer, as the lawyer is 
representing them for their legal case.

Mediation: A process where an impartial third 
party helps work out a mutually acceptable 
solution or settlement to a disagreement. Can 
be cheaper than going to court.

Pro Bono: Work that has no cost or charge. 
A pro bono lawyer provides free guidance or 
representation for a client. The nature of your 
case or your financial situation may make you 
eligible for pro bono services.

Record: All of the documents, evidence and 
transcripts in the oral proceedings of a case.

Retainer: A contract between a client and 
lawyer where the client puts a down payment 
on the cost of the lawyer. 

Testimony: Evidence given orally under oath. 
People will often speak to a court to give 
testimony. 

Uncontested: This is when there is no 
disagreement over the issues. Examples include 
an uncontested divorce or will - there are no 
disagreements about how to proceed.

Verdict: The opinion of a judge or jury to make a 
decision or ruling on a case. 

Here are some common terms you may encounter as you navigate the legal system. If you are 
unfamiliar with a word or phrase not listed here, it may be helpful to Google the term or ask for 
clarification. 
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Know that free consultations are not typically a time where lawyers offer free legal advice - this is a time for 
the law firm to assess whether they can take your case and it offers you an opportunity to assess whether 
you would like to work with this law firm.

How to make the most of a free consult

Prepare questions and notes ahead of time.

Many consults have a time limit (ex: 30 minutes), 
so start with your most pressing questions first.

Have your computer or a notebook handy to 
take notes on your conversation. 

If you are unable to get all of your questions 
answered in one consult, you can use additional 
free consultations with other lawyers to build on 
the knowledge you already have.

Prepare to give them the details of your case. Have 
relevant documents available in front of you.

Legal fee structures

Hybrid: Some lawyers will combine 
various fees. It is helpful to have a clear 
understanding of your lawyers fees before 
signing a contract to work with them. 

Contingency Fees: This fee depends on the 
outcome of your case (whether you win or lose). 
The fee is based on a percentage of the amount 
awarded in a judgment or negotiated in the 
settlement of the case.

Hourly Rate: Most common type of lawyer fee. 
Lawyers will charge clients per hour and will track 
the amount of time working with a client. You 
can be billed for time a lawyer spends working 
directly with you and for the time a lawyer 
spends working or thinking about your case.

Consultation Fees: Typically a flat fee for a 
(usually) 30-60 minute meeting to discuss a 
case. This is often the first step when a client 
reaches out to a lawyer. Many lawyers and 
referral services also offer free consultations.

Flat Fee: An agreed upon rate that will not 
change. Common for routine cases (ex: 
uncontested divorces)

Minimum Rate: Lawyers may have a minimum 
rate that you must pay them. If your lawyer bills 
you an hourly rate, they may have a minimum 
fee that you will have to pay whether your 
lawyer works a certain number of hours or not. 

Maximum Rate: Some lawyers will set a 
maximum rate for certain services as well. This 
means they won’t charge you more than that, 
regardless of hours worked.  

Statutory Fee: A set rate that is mandated by 
law for certain services. These fees range based 
on your location and the area of law. 

Sliding Scale: Payment total is determined 
by the client’s ability to pay. This may be 
determined based on an individual’s family size 
and income. 

Retainer Fee: This is often used as a deposit for 
your lawyer and not a separate fee. This allows 
lawyers to be paid up front. They can be used in 
conjunction with a different type of fee 
structure (ex: hourly rate) and then will take 
money out of your retainer (or deposit) as they 
work on your case. Retainers are not always 
refundable. 
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Suggestions for when you are looking for a lawyer

Ask for personal referrals from friends, family, coworkers, and neighbors. 

If they don’t have experience with someone who works in the legal area you need, you can ask 
a different type of lawyer they trust to offer their own referral. 

Consider if your case and needs may make you eligible for pro bono services.

Free legal aid is available in most states for low-income and senior residents with civil (not 
criminal) legal issues. You can find your local aid organization at lsc.gov, and contact them 
directly to see if you are eligible. Your WorkLife navigator can also help with this!

Look for lawyers or law firms that offer sliding scales based on your income. Some places have 
programs for those who fall above income guidelines for legal aid, but who still can’t afford standard 
attorney fees. A helpful Google search is “STATE/COUNTY name + “legal help” + “moderate means 
program.”

Reach out to your local bar association. They can serve as a referral source for lawyers in your area 
of need. To locate this resource, google “CITY/TOWN/COUNTY/STATE name” + “Bar Association” + 
“Lawyer Referral Service.”

Take advantage of free or low-cost consultations where you can “interview” the lawyer to get a 
better feel for their personality, ability to handle the case, and communication/promptness.

Depending on the area of law, you might be able to find law firm websites that list flat fees for 
certain services, like estate planning. This way, you know upfront what expenses to expect, and can 
more easily compare different firms.

Consider working with a mediator or dispute resolution center for interpersonal disputes, since this 
option can often be cheaper than going to court.

Avvo.com offers a search tool. You can filter by practice area, zip code, and if they offer free 
consultations. 

Check your employer benefits to see if you have any legal support such as an EAP or an opt-in 
legal plan. A Navigator can help you understand what is available at your company or 
organization.”

Questions to ask a lawyer

These are questions you can consider asking during a consult or once you have secured 
representation. Please note that if you are speaking to a lawyer during a free consultation, they will 
likely not offer legal advice until you are officially their client. 

Have you handled cases like this before? What was your process like in working with those clients? 
And what was the outcome?

https://www.lsc.gov/about-lsc/what-legal-aid/get-legal-help
https://www.avvo.com/
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What should I expect to need as I proceed with a case like this? Are there any documents that I 
need to collect?

Is there any way this can be resolved without a lawyer? Or without going to court? What are other 
approaches I could take to resolve this?

What are possible outcomes for my case? If I work with a lawyer vs. working without one?

What do you suggest are the best next steps for me to help me achieve my goal with the case? Are 
there any strategies that work well for getting this resolved?

How long do you expect my case to take? And how long should I expect to retain your services? 

What is the chance that I will receive a favorable outcome? What are the odds of a settlement?

If I work with your law firm, who will I be directly working with (it may be the person you are 
speaking to you it may be someone else. If you are going to spend money on a lawyer this is good 
for you to know). 

If we move forward with you taking on our case - what are the next steps? In what timeframe 
should I expect these to happen? What are my responsibilities in those next steps? 

How will you and I communicate moving forward? What fees should I expect with these types of 
communications? 

What are your fees? Do you have an hourly rate or a flat fee, or offer sliding scale fees? And what 
could I expect your legal services to cost in all?

If I’m willing to do some of this work on my own (paperwork, etc), would you charge less?
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Legal resources/Self-help

Before speaking with a lawyer, it can be helpful to do some reading on your specific legal issue, 
or your rights based on where you live.

Go to lawhelp.org/find-help to find your local legal aid organization, and find the section of 
their website titled “Self-Help Guides” or “Legal Library.” Here, you’ll find articles that walk you 
through common situations and processes, as well as certain forms or documents you can 
download to fill out.

Look for free workshops or clinics offered in your area on the topic you’re interested in.

Avvo.com offers an online search tool for lawyers in your area and free Q&A options with 
attorneys. This website also features articles covering a wide range of legal topics.

If you need additional support 
finding legal resources, 

Talk to a 
Navigator

Call: 888-219-8993 

Go Online: askthenavigator.org

https://www.lawhelp.org/find-help
https://www.avvo.com/
https://askthenavigator.org/



