
Study on 
Legal
Empowerment 
in Puerto Rico



Information related to the understanding and use of legal
assistance.
Perceptions, insights, and experiences related to Puerto Rico’s
legal and judicial system.
Experiences of legal and administrative processes. 
Demographic data.

This study sought to obtain information concerning people’s
experience, perception, and understanding of the legal system
and of administrative forums in Puerto Rico. The following aspects
were evaluated:

Research Objective
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Methodology
500 aleatory interviews among Puerto Rico’s non-institutionalized adult
population.
Interviews were conducted between the months of June and July 2021.
Surveys were not limited to specific municipalities.
Interviews were conducted by phone (CATI); 96% on cell phones.
The questionnaire lasted approximately 17 minutes.
Representative studies among adults require the pondering of responses
to line them up with the current population. 
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Questionnaire
Divided in three parts: sociodemographic questions; experience and understanding
of the law and of the administration of justice; and perception concerning the
justice system. As in Caraballo Cueto and Godreau (2021), a question on skin color
was included to explore racism patterns in the access to justice.
It was piloted three times with different convenience samplings to evaluate whether
the technical questions were comprehensible and the length adequate, as well as
to ensure there was no repetition of the areas explored.
To design the questionnaire, various sources of information were consulted, such as
ABA (1989; 1994), Legal Services Corporation (2017), and the Washington State
Supreme Court (2003). We also had the support of Ayuda Legal Puerto Rico.
In what follows, each question’s final version is included at the bottom of the page
where it is first introduced. 
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Part I.
Demographic information,
perceptions, and source of
legal information



Gender
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Age
54% of the adult population in our
sample identified as feminine.
This percentage was very close
to the findings of the U.S. Census
Bureau’s Puerto Rico Community
Survey (53%).
The age distribution in our
sample is illustrated on the left.
Close to 35% of the adult
population was younger than 60
years.
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·The question concerning skin color was the
following: how would you describe your skin
color in a scale from 1 to 6, where 1 represents
the lightest color and 6 the darkest color?
Fifty-seven percent answered 3 and 4 on the
scale (intermediate). This is slightly greater
than the BRFSS survey of 2016, where 47%
identified themselves on the 3 and 4 scale
(Caraballo-Cueto and Godreau 2021).
A greater proportion of women than men
identified themselves with the scales that
represented the lighter skin colors (38% of
women vs. 28% of men). In the darker scales,
the opposite was the case: 13% of men
identified with the darker scales vs. 8% of
women.

Skin Color
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Fifty-three percent was working, either as an
employee or freelancer, part-time or full-time.
This contrasts with the data from Puerto
Rico’s Department of Labor, which, by
omitting categories related to informal
employment, finds that only 34% of the adult
population is working. 
Six percent is seeking employment, while 4%
are individuals with disabilities. 
Less than 1% works from home to make
profit. 
When categorizing findings by skin color, the
most salient differences concern the greater
proportion of darker-skinned individuals
working full-time (47%) and who have
disabilities (9%), when compared to lighter-
skinned participants (33% and 3%,
respectively).

Type of employment
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Participation in Governmental Assistance

Do you participate in any social welfare programs? n=500 9

1 out of each 5 participants receives Nutritional Assistance Program (PAN) and the government's
health insurance plan. 
7 out of each 10 participants who describe themselves as dark-skinned do not receive governmental
assistance. This does not necessarily constitute evidence that these dark-skinned individuals enjoy a
better socioeconomic status, as we will see below that this is not the case. 
Folks with lower levels of schooling participate of governmental assistance programs in a greater
proportion (47%) than those with a more-than-high-school level of schooling (17%). 



Family Composition 

Close to 1 out of each 5
participants lives alone on their
own. 
Eleven percent of the sample is a
single parent. The family
composition of the rest of
surveyed households includes a
partner, children, and other family
members.
The average annual income of
those surveyed is
$20,075.00/year.
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Family Income

The average annual income of those
surveyed is $20,075.00/year.
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Annual Family Income by Skin Color
Fourteen percent of light-skinned folks has an annual
income below $10,000, while that proportion was
greater among dark-skinned individuals. However,
the proportions of people with the highest incomes
were similar among the three skin color categories. 
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Source of Information on Legal Matters
It unsurprising that the internet is the most used
source of information when consulting about a
legal matter. Recall that 8 out of each 10
individuals who have a cellphone, have a
smartphone, with which they can access the
internet. Close to 4 out of each 10 individuals
use the internet when they need to find legal
information. Thirty-five percent of participants
mentioned that they sought assistance from an
individual whoo is a lawyer. The proportion of
folks who go to acquaintances or family
members (16%) is close to that of those who do
not seek legal information (15%). 
There is a relatively low proportion of people of
both sexes who resort to official channels of the
judiciary branch (6%) or to governmental
counseling programs (4%).
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Source of Information on Legal Matters by Skin Color
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The internet and an individual who is a lawyer are the
most used sources of information by participants who
consider themselves light-skinned. In contrast, those who
consider themselves dark-skinned, make use of traditional
media such as TV, radio, newspapers, and acquaintances
and family members in a higher proportion. 
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Source of Information on Legal Matters by gender

The main sources of legal information are the internet and an individual who is a lawyer. 
Women prefer to seek counseling from folks who are lawyers (40%), while men seek the most assistance from the internet
(36%).
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Source of Information on Legal Matters by Level of
Schooling Apparently, folks with higher levels of

schooling tend to make more use of the
internet and individuals who are lawyers
as sources of information.
Television and other media, as well as
individuals who are lawyers, are the
sources of information that predominate
among participants with a lower level of
schooling, while, among this same group,
the use of the internet drops to 9%. 
In general, 38% of the 500 interviewed
participants is the average of people
who use the internet as their source of
legal information.
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Close to 8 out of each 10 individuals surveyed
trust the source/s of information they use to
obtain assistance on legal matters. 
There is a difference between the level of trust in
the source of information among the younger
group (73%) and the 35-49 years of age group
(83%). 
There is no statistically significant difference on
the level of trust by gender. 
Folks who consider themselves dark-skinned
seem to distrust slightly more their sources of
information than their light-skinned peers. 
The same tendency applies to those who
completed high school (73%), when compared
with those who have other levels of schooling
(80%).

Trust in the Source of Information on Legal Matters
by Gender, Age, Skin Color, and Level of Schooling

Do you trust that the information on legal matters you obtain from these sources is correct? n=500
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Trust in the Source of Information on Legal Matters
by Gender, Age, Skin Color, and Level of Schooling

Do you trust that the information on legal matters you obtain from these sources is correct? n=500
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Trust in the Source of Information on Legal Matters
by the Source of Information

An individual who is a lawyer is, undoubtedly, the most trusted source of information among surveyed participants
(93%), followed by “acquaintances or family members”, with 78%. The latter category is more trustworthy for
participants than the information obtained from the courts or from government counseling programs. 

Do you trust that the information on legal matters you obtain from these sources is correct? n=500
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Capacity to Confront a Legal Process by Myself by
Gender and Age

Only 19%, or 1 out of each 5 participants,
believes that they could face a legal process
without professional help. This proportion is
greater among men (21%) than it is among
women (17%), as it is among folks between the
ages of 35-49 (28%) in comparison with those
50+ years of age (15%). 
7 out of each 10 surveyed individuals believes
that they could not face a legal process
without professional assistance. This belief is
more prevalent among women (74%) and
among folks between the ages of 50 to 64
(77%). 

Do you believe you could face a legal process or procedure on your own, without legal professional assistance? n=500
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Capacity to Confront a Legal Process by Myself by
Skin Color and Level of Schooling

A greater proportion of folks who consider
themselves light-skinned believe that they would
not be able to confront a legal process without
professional help (77%), when compared with
dark-skinned individuals (60%). 
Likewise, those with a higher level of schooling
believe that they could not face a legal process
without professional assistance in a great
proportion than those with a lower level of
schooling. 
An excess of self-trust seems to predominate in
the group with lower levels of schooling, but this
conclusion cannot be reached with certainty
because the sample of folks who did not finish
high school was composed of only 25
individuals.
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Agreement or Disagreement Arguments on Legal
Processes

Thirty-six percent of participants say they “completely” understand the processes that take place in courts, while 32% indicate that
they understand those that occur in administrative forums. 
Only 20% of surveyed individuals agrees that processes taking place in courts are completed within a reasonable amount of time,
and 16% agrees concerning administrative forums. 
4 out of each 10 participants answered that they are aware of and understand mediation services.
56% feels safe with the presence of the police in their community. 

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 22



Agreement or Disagreement Arguments

People who identify with the masculine gender consider that they understand the processes that take place in courts more (46%) than
those who identify with the feminine gender (27%). The opposite is the case within the age group of 65+ (44%), among whom more
participants understand less of legal processes and purposes than the global average (39%). 
When the sample is segmented by skin color, the responses from the group that identifies as dark-skinned show a lesser understanding
about the processes taking place in courts (52%) in comparison with light-skinned individuals (42%).
The same happens with the group with a higher level of schooling, among which 40% expressed that they did not understand the
processes, in contrast with the 33% among those who did not finish high school. 

Argument: You completely understand the processes that take place in courts, and you are aware of their purposes.
 

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 23



Most participants agree that legal processes in courts take too much time.
There is a difference by skin color. The proportion of dark-skinned individuals who disagree with the argument that legal
processes in courts take place within a reasonable amount of time is 66%, while among light-skinned folks, 54% disagrees.
At least 65% of those who have a higher level of schooling than high school or who are among the ages of 50-64 disagree that
legal processes are completed within a reasonable period. 

Argument: Legal processes in courts take place within a reasonable amount of time.
 

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 24

Agreement or Disagreement Arguments



With a negative difference of 20 percentage points, most women respond that they do not understand administrative processes. 
The proportion of men who answered that they completely understand administrative processes (38%) is close to that of men who say they do not
understand them. 
When analyzing age groups, we notice that, as the age increases, the understanding of administrative processes decreases. 
If we segment by skin color, it is notable that the lowest proportion (30%) of those who say they completely understand processes at administrative
forums consider themselves as having skin colors classified as intermediate (3 and 4).

Argument: You completely understand the processes that take place in administrative forums at governmental agencies (for example: DACO, ASUME, CRIM).

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 25

Agreement or Disagreement Arguments



The overwhelming majority of participants (63%) consider that processes at administrative forums take too long to be resolved, even more so than
at the courts. There were no significant differences in this question by gender. 
The age group of 50-64 and those who consider themselves dark-skinned are the participants who believe that administrative processes take too
long (75% and 69%, respectively), while 54% of lighter-skinned individuals believes the same. Forty-six percent of the youngest sample thinks that
these processes are not completed within a reasonable period.

Argument: Legal processes in administrative forums take place, are evaluated, and are resolved within a reasonable amount of time.

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 26

Agreement or Disagreement Arguments



Close to 4 out of each 10 interviewed participants say that they are aware of and understand mediation services. The proportion was slightly
greater among men than women. 
The age group of 65+ is the only one among which the majority (46%) does not understand these services. The same is the case for the group with a
lower level of schooling (52%). 
When compared to the light-skinned group (40%), the awareness concerning mediation services was low (31%) among dark-skinned participants.

Argument: You are aware of mediation services and understand their functions.

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 27

Agreement or Disagreement Arguments



Close to 56% of surveyed participants say that they feel safe when there is police presence in their communities. There is no significant difference by
gender.
The differences by age are primarily observed among the 35-49 age group, as 51% said they agreed with the argument, as well as with the
youngest participants, who reported agreement corresponding to 59%. 
Individuals with dark skin and those with a lower than high school level of schooling exhibit greater agreement with the argument. 

Argument: You feel safe with the presence of the police in your community.

Please indicate the scale of your agreement or disagreement with the following arguments. Using the scale Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree, could you tell me the
extent of your agreement or disagreement when I say that…? n=500 28

Agreement or Disagreement Arguments



Part II.
Experiences with Legal
Processes



Experiences with Legal Processes

The most common situations confronted by participants are: 

At the time this Study was conducted, the average of confronted situations by each person interviewed was 2.1 situations.          

    1.Damages to Property Due to Natural Disasters (32%) 
    2.Problems Related to Essential Services and to the Billing of Services (27% y 21%)
    3.Unfair or Erroneous Traffic Fines (21%) 

 n=500 29



Experiences with Legal Processes by gender: women

Except on processes related to traffic
fines, women tend to experiment more
legal situations than men. The greatest
differences by gender concern
interruption of essential services,
domestic violence, threat of foreclosure
or eviction, problems with obtaining
health insurance, or education services.
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Experiences with Legal Processes by gender: women
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Experiences with Legal Processes by Gender: Men 

Except on processes related to traffic fines,
women tend to experiment more legal
situations than men. The greatest differences
by gender concern interruption of essential
services, domestic violence, threat of
foreclosure or eviction, problems with
obtaining health insurance, or education
services.
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Experiences with Legal Processes by Gender: Men 
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Women, individuals between the ages of 35 and 64, folks with intermediate skin colors, and those with higher levels of schooling seem to have
experienced more legal situations than the average of the total surveyed population.
Among women, there is a greater incidence of situations such as damages to property, erroneous billing of services, interruptions in essential
services, domestic violence, evictions, and malpractice, among others.

 n=500

Situations Confronted by Gender
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Experiences with Legal Processes by Gender 



Experiences with Legal Processes by Age

 n=500

Situations Confronted by Age
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The legal situations that people confronted are related to their age. Fifty-nine percent of folks facing problems with the billing of essential
services and 72% of those dealing with damages to their property because of natural disasters are over 50 years of age. But the youngest
population had the most experience with traffic fines (26%), obtaining health services (18%), or dealing with defective products (20%). 
The 35-49 age group had a greater incidence of unfair loss of employment (16%), denial of public services (16%), and damages to their
property by individuals who do not live with them (14%).
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Experiences with Legal Processes by Skin Color
Situations Confronted by Skin Color
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Although there are no statistically significant differences in the proportions of people with different skin colors who confronted many of the legal situations included in this
Study, there are some areas where differences are quite pronounced. 
Individuals with intermediate skin colors face the most problems with essential services and with obtaining health insurance. 
Participants with dark skin have a higher incidence of problems with billing errors, obtaining health services, unfair employment loss, fraud, custody problems, and the threat of
foreclosure or eviction.
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Experiences with Legal Processes by Level of
Schooling

The proportions of individuals with
postsecondary education who confronted legal
situations are higher than those of other groups
in all areas except for: 

Divorces or couple disputes, problems with
monetary claims, alimony problems,
medical malpractice, domestic violence
(which was higher among those with a less-
than-high-school level of formal education),
and economic losses due to fraud (greater
incidence among group that completed
high school).

 n=500

Situation Confronted by Level of Schooling
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Experiences with Legal Processes

Among the most common situations confronted by participants are damages to property due to natural disasters, which is possibly related to
hurricane Maria. Even so, very few of these cases have been taken to court. 
On the contrary, when compared to other legal situations, damages to property by individuals who do not live with the participant exhibit a high rate of
being taken to court.

 In what follows, I will read a few situations. For each one, please indicate whether you have confronted it at any point in your life, and if so, whether the situation has been taken to court or to an administrative
forum at a government agency. Have you ever confronted or have been taken to court or to an administrative forum at a government agency because of…? n=500 40



Experiences with Legal Processes

Problems with defective products, divorces, the government’s public housing agency and other public agencies, services’ billing errors, and traffic fines
have a relatively high incidence of occurrence, but few cases are taken to court or to an administrative forum.
The incidence of cases taken to court is present in family cases and those related to traffic fines. 
The greatest incidence of administrative cases was that of damages due to natural disasters, followed by problems with the billing of essential
services.

 In what follows, I will read a few situations. For each one, please indicate whether you have confronted it at any point in your life, and if so, whether the situation has been taken to court or to an administrative
forum at a government agency. Have you ever confronted or have been taken to court or to an administrative forum at a government agency because of…?  n=500
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Experiences with Legal Processes

In what follows, I will read a few situations. For each one, please indicate whether you have confronted it at any point in your life, and if so, whether the situation has been taken to court or to an administrative
forum at a government agency. Have you ever confronted or have been taken to court or to an administrative forum at a government agency because of…?  n=500                                                                                    
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Part III.
Individuals Who Handled
Situations without
Recourse to Legal Means



Reasons to Evade Judicial Means

       Why did you take the decision not to address the situation through legal means? n=342

Among the main reasons to solve
situations without recourse to legal
means, we find the following, in
descending order: 

not deeming it necessary
believing it would take too much
time
considering that the judicial
system is too complex
the stress it would cause
not being able to afford it
lack of understanding/knowledge
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Reasons to Evade Judicial Means by Skin Color

When analyzing the reasons why
participants evade resolving the conflict
through legal means, we notice significant
patterns by skin color. 
Reasons such as “I did it personally” and “I
did not see the need to ask for help” were
the predominant motives among the
population who identified as light-skinned. 
Among dark-skinned participants, the
predominant reasons were: “I used dialogue”,
“I thought a legal representative or counselor
could not help”, and “I feared I would be
creating more problems if I sought help”. 
The population identified as intermediate in
terms of skin color primarily answered, “I felt
fear or shame” and “I used dialogue”. 
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Reasons to Evade Judicial Means by Level of
Schooling

       Why did you take the decision not to address the situation through legal means? n=342

Among the group of participants who
finished high school, the prevalent reasons
for deciding not to resolve the situation with
recourse to legal means were, “I felt fear or
shame” and “I thought a legal representative
or counselor could not help”. 
Individuals who did not finish high school
either did not see the need to resolve the
issue through legal means or used dialogue. 
The group with the highest level of schooling
responded that they dealt with the situation
themselves.
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Reasons to Evade Judicial Means by Age

       Why did you take the decision not to address the situation through legal means? n=342

When evaluating the sample by age
groups, the reasons not to resort to the
legal system are relatively
homogeneous. 
Some observable differences in the
eldest group are stress and emotional
burden, using dialogue, dealing with the
situation themselves, ignorance
concerning how to get help, among
several others.
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What Would Have Been the Result with Recourse to
Legal Means?

  Do you think that the situation you faced would have turned out differently if you had proceeded through the legal means? n=342                                                                                                                                                           
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Twenty-six percent of
those who did not resort
to legal means believes
that they could have
obtained better results
through it. By seven
percentage points,
women are the most
optimistic in this respect.
Close to 40% of
participants believes it
would have made no
difference. This was
particularly the case
among men and
individuals aged 50 or
more.



Part IV.
Individuals Who Handled
Situations with Recourse to Legal
Means



Request for Legal Assistance to Address the Situation
at the Courts

On the occasions when you were at the court, did you request legal assistance or representation and received it? n=122

More than 4 out of each 10 participants (43%) who utilized legal means to attempt to resolve the situation, did not request legal assistance or
representation. Forty percent of surveyed individuals requested and received it, while 1 out of each 10 asked for legal representation but did not receive it. 
Most men (50%) chose not to request legal assistance, in contrast with 36% of women who did the same. 
The greatest proportion of individuals in the following groups decided not to request legal assistance: those among the ages 50-64 (51%), light-skinned
people (49%), and folks who did not finish high school (70%). 
Thirty percent of the population who did not finish high school used the legal representation provided by the State, well above the 2% of participants with
postsecondary studies who took the same course of action. Women (4%) and the youngest (8%) also resorted to these governmental services to some
extent. 
Fifty-eight percent of dark-skinned individuals requested legal assistance, in contrast with 32% of light-skinned people who did the same. 
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Satisfaction with Remedies Obtained through Legal
Means by Gender and Age

 In the situations previously mentioned which were taken to court, do you feel satisfied with the remedies granted or agreed upon by the court? n=122
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

6 out of each 10 participants who opted to confront their situations with recourse to legal means feel satisfied with the remedies obtained. However, the level
of satisfaction drops to 43% among those with the lowest incomes, while it increases to 89% among those with an annual income of $50,000 or more. 
1 out of each 5 (21%) surveyed individuals was not satisfied with the result obtained. 
The youngest participants and women have the lowest levels of satisfaction, while the responses from the 65+ years old group are distributed across all the
options. 
There was a group of participants that did not know/did not respond. 
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Satisfaction with Remedies Obtained through Legal
Means by Skin Color

  In the situations previously mentioned which were taken to court, do you feel satisfied with the remedies granted or agreed upon by the court? n=122
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

The level of satisfaction with the remedy obtained through legal means was greater among dark-skinned participants. Moreover, as we previously
saw, this group requested legal assistance in a greater proportion. 
Light- or intermediate-skinned groups respectively reported 7% and 17% of situations still ongoing at the time of the survey.
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Conflict Resolution After the Court Process

 Once the process was completed in court, did the problems continue? n=122
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Sixty-six percent of those interviewed who turned to legal means said that, once the court process concluded, problems ceased.
Seventeen percent considers that, on some occasions when they took a case to court, the situation was not resolved, while 3% (about 4 individuals)
said that, at the moment of the survey, the process was still ongoing. 
More men (75%) than women (58%) informed that the problem was resolved. The same was registered among the 50-64 age group (75%) and
those who finished high school (82%).
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Payment for Legal Services

 Were you charged/did you have to pay for these legal services? n=53                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Sixty-three percent of those interviewed who took their cases to court used a private service. 
One fourth (25%) of the sample turned to a free, government service. 
A greater proportion of men (83%) than women (49%) paid for private legal services. 
One hundred percent of dark-skinned participants paid to receive legal services. 
Thirty-five percent of women sought assistance through a government service provider, as well as 36% of folks who identify with
intermediate skin colors. 
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Requesting Legal Services

In those cases where individuals did not opt to use legal
means:

Thirty-four percent did not deem it necessary.
One fourth (26%) of participants considered they
could handle the situation without external help. 
If we join these two groups, we can infer that 60%
believed they did not need legal support. 
Close to 1 in each 5 participants manifested that they
could not afford legal services. 
1 in each 10 thought that the system was too
complex, in addition to other reasons mentioned by
one or two individuals.

Most of the interviewees turned to a legal professional
who was recommended by a family member or friend. 
9 out of the 53 individuals already knew a lawyer, and 8
out the 53 already had an attorney-client relationship
with the person who represented them.  
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Part V.
Individuals Who Handled
Situations With Recourse to
Other Forums



Satisfaction with Administrative Remedies Obtained 

Fourteen percent of participants in the study took
their situations to administrative forums. 
Of these, 53% felt satisfied with the remedies
obtained, while a little over 1 out of each 4 of
them was not (26%).
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Satisfaction with Administrative Remedies Obtained by
Skin Color

Although the number of participants
who answered in the category of
administrative forums is low, we can
observe that the level of satisfaction
with the remedy obtained by dark-
skinned individuals was lower than
that of the rest of participants. The
opposite was registered with the
remainder of skin color groups, where
over half of them was satisfied with
the result of their processes. 
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Conflict Resolution after the Conclusion of
Administrative Processes

13 of the participants interviewed who turned
to administrative forums indicated that the
situations had not been resolved. 
5 of them mentioned that the process was still
ongoing. 
Eleven percent, or approximately 43
individuals, informed that they had gone
through a conflict mediation process. 
Forty-five percentof these said they were
satisfied with the results.
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Part VI.
Discussions and Findings



Findings

Close to 6 out of each 10 study participants have a steady income, either because
they work full-time or because they are retired. Six percent are in search of
employment, while 4% are individuals with disabilities. Less than 1% generates
income working from home. 
When asked about governmental assistance, 1 out of each 5 interviewees receives
Nutritional Assistance (PAN) and the government’s health insurance plan (Mi Salud). 
Each participant was asked to evaluate their skin color using a scale from 1 to 6,
where 1 corresponded to the lightest skin color and 6 to the darkest. 
7 out of each 10 participants who described themselves as dark-skinned do not
receive governmental assistance. However, they have a higher proportion of lower
income than those in the intermediate and light skin categories. 
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In terms of levels of schooling, it is unsurprising that those with less formal schooling receive
more governmental assistance. 
Close to 1 out of each 5 surveyed individuals said they live alone, by themselves. The family
composition of the rest of the interviewees’ households includes couples, children, and other
family members. The average annual income of interviewees is $20,075. 
Concerning the sources of information that participants use to obtain legal information, it is not
surprising that the internet is the most utilized. Recall that 8 out of each 10 individuals who
have a cellphone, have a smartphone, with which they can access the internet. Close to 4 out
of each 10 individuals use the internet when they need to find legal information. Thirty-five
percent of participants mentioned that they sought assistance from an individual who is a
lawyer. They also turn to acquaintances or family members (16%).
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The internet and a person who is an attorney are the most common sources of
information among those who consider themselves light-skinned. However, to a greater
extent folks with dark skin use traditional sources such as television, radio, newspaper,
and acquaintances and family members. 
A slightly greater number of dark-skinned participants consider it possible to confront a
legal process on their own, but a greater proportion of them also seeks information at
the court or the media, and turn to legal representation. 
This can perhaps explain why for the interviewees with dark skin, the level of satisfaction
with the obtained result is higher than among the rest of participants. 
There is a slight preference on the part of women to seek legal information from legal
professionals, while men’s preference is to depend on the internet.
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Apparently, participants with a higher level of schooling tend to prefer individuals
who are lawyers as source of information.
Courts, persons who are attorneys, and government agencies appear to be the
main sources of information for folks with a lower level of formal education.
Close to 8 out of each 10 interviewees trust the sources of information they use to
obtain counseling on legal matters. 
The youngest age group (18-34 years old) appears to be the age group that trusts
less their sources of information. 
Those who consider themselves dark-skinned seem to distrust their sources of
information slightly more than their light-skinned peers. The same tendency was
observed among those who completed high school.
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Only 19% (or 1 in each 5) believes they could face a legal process without recourse
to professional assistance. 7 out of each 10 believe they could not. 
The disbelief that they could face a legal process on their own is greater among
light-skinned folks. The same was registered among individuals with high levels of
schooling. 
In terms of the level of understanding concerning processes at the courts and
administrative forums, 4 out of each 10 participants answered that they understand
them “completely”. 
Only 20% agrees that court processes take place within a reasonable amount of
time, and 16% believes the same concerning processes at administrative forums.
4 out of each 10 study participants say they are aware of and understand
mediation services.
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Legal and administrative topics are, according to participants, well understood by
close to half of the sample. 
When differences are analyzed, women indicate they understand processes at
administrative forums less than men do. 
In terms of age groups, as the age increases, the understanding of administrative
processes decreases. 
Concerning skin color, it is notable that 38% and 41% of those who say they
“completely” understand processes at administrative forums described themselves
as light- and dark-skinned, respectively. 
Close to 4 out of each 10 participants say they are aware of and understand
mediation services. The 65+ age group is the only one among which the majority
answered that they did not understand mediation services. The same is the case
with the group of dark-skinned folks and those with a lower level of schooling. 
Fifty-six percent of interviewees, regardless of age, gender, or level of schooling,
feel safe with the presence of the police. 
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Among the situations most confronted by participants are damages to property
due to natural disasters. It is very probable that this finding is the immediate result
of hurricane Maria. 
The average of legal situations that a person has confronted is on 2.1 occasions. 
Women tend to confront more legal situations than men do, except in the rubric of
traffic fines. 
Among women, there is a greater incidence of situations such as damages to
property, erroneous billing of services, interruptions in essential services, domestic
violence, evictions, and malpractice, among others.
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The youngest folks face situations related to employment, housing, and health,
which are commonly associated with their age. 
Age has a direct relation with some situations. For instance, problems with billing,
health insurance plans and coverage, divorces, and inheritance, are most common
among participants between the ages of 50 to 64. Within the 35-49 age group, the
predominant situations have to do with employment (discrimination and loss) and
housing (forced relocation), among others. 
Ninety individuals confronted situations with recourse both to legal and non-legal
means.
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The level of schooling is directly tied to the situations evaluated in the study. In
average, 80% of legal situations confronted by interviewees involve individuals with
a more-than-high-school level of formal education.
Problems with defective products, divorces, public agencies (especially the Public
Housing Department), utilities’ billing errors, and traffic fines, have a relatively high
rate of occurrence.
Most situations confronted by participants are not taken to court. Family-related
and traffic-fines-related cases are those most taken to court.
According to interviewees, the main reasons not to turn to legal means are not
deeming it necessary, that the judicial system is too complex, that the process
would take too long, would cause too much stress, or would be too costly, and
ignorance concerning legal processes. 
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Those participants with a high school diploma said that time and effort, high cost,
and distrust in a legal counselor were the main reasons for them not to resort to
legal means.
The complexity of the legal system and participants’ lack of understanding of it
were the reasons offered in a greater proportion by folks with a less-than-high-
school level of formal education. 
Little over a fourth of those who did not turn to legal means consider that they
could have had a better result if they had done so. However, close to 40% of
participants—and especially men over 40 years old—believes that it would have
made no difference. More than 4 out of each 10 (43%) participants who used legal
means to try to solve their issue did not request legal assistance or representation.
Forty percent requested and received it, while 1 out of each 10 attempted to solve
the situation by themselves. 
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6 out of each 10 interviewees who opted to handle their situations with recourse to
legal means feel satisfied with the remedies obtained. 1 out of each 5 (20%) were
not satisfied with the obtained result. 
The degree of satisfaction with the remedy obtained through legal means was
greater among participants with dark skin, but 67% earn a higher-than-$25,000
annual income, which is a greater proportion than the groups with intermediate
(38%) or light (59%) skin color, and who exhibited a higher tendency to request legal
assistance. 
Close to 7 out of each 10 participants who resorted to legal means reported that
their problems did not continue once the court process concluded. 
1 out of each 5 considers that, sometimes, they did solve their issue, while 3%
(about 4 individuals) reported that their processes were still ongoing. 
Sixty-three of interviewees who took their situations to court hired private legal
services. One fourth (25%) of the sample used a free, government service, and 4%
received services from a non-profit. Still, the size of the sample in these cases was
low.
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7 out of 36 individuals interviewed who used a legal service feel satisfied with the
services they received. 
Most of those interviewed who used legal assistance were supported by a person
who was recommended to them by a family member or friend. Nine of them already
knew the attorney, while eight of them already had a work relationship with the legal
professional.
For the most part, those who did not use legal means came to that decision
because they did not deem it necessary (34%). One fourth of them (26%) thought
that they could handle the situation on their own. If we combine these two groups,
60% of participants believe that they did not need legal support.
Close to 1 out of each 5 indicated that they could not afford legal services, and 2
out of each 10 believed the legal system is too complex.
Fourteen percent of participants took their situations to administrative forums.
Among these participants, 53% feels satisfied with the remedies obtained, while a
little over one fourth of them does not. 
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In terms of conflict mediation, 11%, or about 43 individuals, had experienced it. A
little less than half (45%) of them was satisfied with the result. 
Thirteen of the individuals interviewed who turned to administrative forums
manifested that the situations that prompted them to do so had not been resolved.
Five of them indicated that the process was still ongoing. 
Administrative forums have a lower satisfaction rate than courts, even though such
forums should constitute more practical and expedite settings. 
Future studies could evaluate whether there are some geographical areas with a
higher incidence of certain legal situations; investigate the impact in specific
communities of the recent closing down of courts; and explore the reasons why
people who handle legal situations on their own believe that having legal
representation would have not made any difference.
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