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ABSTRACT
Introduction: The Legal Services counters (LSC) is the first contact point for legal aid in
the Netherlands. Professionals reported dealing with a client group combining
problems on several dimensions, next to the legal issue. This combination (multiple
problem situation, MP) seems to impair the effectiveness of the provided legal help.
Methods: A face-to-face survey among 421 visitors of 4 LSC locations was
administered (2019).
Analyses: Statistical techniques were used to assess the occurrence of MP, the
association with the numbers of contacts with the LSC, the background
characteristics of clients with and without MP, and the multivariate association
between stress, MP and use of the LSC.
Results: 44,1% of the respondents reported MP. Those reported a higher number of
contacts with the LSC in the past year. MP clients were older and had a lower
education level. Financial (58%), conflictual (56%) and physical health (41%)
problems were mostly reported. Stress and number of problems were related to a
higher attendance to the LSC.
Discussion: Legal aid services should set out systematic collaboration paths with other
social services, starting off by an assessment of the problem domains, to contribute to
an effective solution of those issues, including the legal one.

Introduction

Across European countries, legal aid systems show several similarities. The
Netherlands, like England andWales, Scotland, Ireland and Finland have a cen-
tralized legal aid system, complemented by local initiatives organized around
municipalities. Other countries, like France, Germany, Belgium and Poland,
have more decentralized systems, where legal aid is mostly organized locally
(Barendrecht et al., 2014). Generally, legal aid in Europe is organized along
two lines: frontline and secondary legal assistance. Frontline legal assistance
provides information and advice while secondary legal assistance offers pro-
cedural assistance (Barendrecht et al., 2014). In the Netherlands, the division
between frontline and secondary legal services is stronger than in other
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European countries, such as Finland or Scotland (Scholte et al., 2017). In the
Netherlands, Legal Services Counters (Het Juridisch Loket, hereafter LSC) are
one of the first contact points for citizens in need of legal aid. The LSC
provide legal advice free of charge to all citizens, and can refer people with a
lower income to a lawyer registered at the Legal Aid Board (Raad voor de
Rechtsbijstand), who will provide legal services within an income-related fee
system. Therefore, the LSC form a portal that provides easy access to frontline
legal services, but at the same time regulates de facto access to secondary legal
assistance, provided by professionals such as mediators and lawyers (it must be
noted that any litigant is free to approach the secondary legal assistance in a
direct manner).

The LSC are accessible to all citizens, but first and foremost function as a
point of access to the justice system for citizens who would otherwise be
unable to afford legal representation. In 2018, around 37% of the Dutch popu-
lation was eligible for legal aid (www.rvr.org, accessed 3 March 2020).

For several years, frontline legal professionals have been reporting a group of
clients who approach them with a specific legal matter, but face problems in
many more facets of their life, which seems to impair the service provision
and its effectiveness (Commissie Wolfsen, 2015). This combination of pro-
blems, also known as “multiple problems” or a “multiproblem situation”, is
commonly defined as

the long-term presence of two or more related problems, which potentially reinforce
each other, and whereas the involved individual is not able to develop and exert ade-
quate control over the complex of problems, leading to a problematic participation in
society and in the labour market. (Translated from Bosselaar et al., 2010, p. 3)

Those problems encompass several fields of daily life, such as health (both
mental and physical health), finances, work, family relationships, feelings of
safety, as well as sense of purpose and social support. According to Currie
(2009), the clustering of legal problems with problems in other fields, such as
health or social problems, suggests that justiciable problems might hide a
broader social exclusion. He therefore pleads for legal services to broaden
their scope beyond the justiciable problem.

In the fields of public health and social work, the phenomenon of a multi-
problem situation is well documented (Nagelhout et al., 2019) and several of
those studies indicate that multiproblem situations are associated with
increased use of services (Vedsted & Christensen, 2005; de Klerk et al.,
2012). However, in the legal field, few studies address the issue of multipro-
blem situations. In the Netherlands, studies by Peters and Combrink-
Kuiters (2008), van Gammeren-Zoeteweij et al. (2017) and Wolfsen (2015)
have shown that clients who repeatedly make use of legal services are more
likely to experience multiproblem situations. In the period 2002–2014, the
costs of legal aid (including the services of the LSC and lawyers) more than
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doubled for clients with multiproblem situations (Wolfsen, 2015). The Dutch
Ministry of Justice and Security is currently coursing towards a reorganization
of the legal aid system, with the goal to resolve legal issues in the early stages
and with first line services, with increased attention for people in multipro-
blem situations (Rijksoverheid.nl, 2018).

Though there seems to be a consensus on the relevance of multiproblem situ-
ations among professionals in the field, there are no empirically based esti-
mations of how many people who seek frontline legal assistance face
multiproblem situations. In order to adapt services to help this group more
effectively, an estimation of the number of clients in multiproblem situations
is needed.

Next to an increased use of services, dealing with problems in several life
domains might also lead to higher levels of stress. Stress itself was shown to be
a determinant of repeated public services use, although this has been primar-
ily investigated in health care settings. Several studies have shown an inde-
pendent effect of stress on repeated primary health care utilization,
regardless of health status and other factors (Hajek et al., 2017; Smits,
2014). To our knowledge, the relationship between experienced stress and
increased use of legal services has not been systematically investigated.
However, there are indications that chronic stress may reduce an individual’s
capacity to resolve personal problems. Stress has been demonstrated to have a
negative effect on executive functioning, or the ability to consciously steer
behaviour (Henderson et al. 2012). A recent study in the Netherlands
showed that citizens in multiproblem situations who sought help from
their local government had a lower level of executive functioning, mostly
regarding working memory and their capacity to plan and organize
(Tonnon et al., 2019). Impaired memory or a lack of organization skills
may become a barrier when trying to resolve complicated matters, such as
filing papers on time before legal deadlines, or getting one’s financial admin-
istration in order. Stress can therefore become a driver for new legal issues. In
that sense, repeated use of legal services at the individual level can reflect a
lack of effectiveness of the previously used services, an underlying complex
need or a lack of self-sufficiency. (Self-sufficiency is defined as “the ability
to maintain oneself without aid from third parties” (Jankowski, 2014).)
People in multiproblem situations might experience more elevated levels of
stress, which might impair the effectiveness of services and lead to repeated
service utilization.

This study therefore addresses these issues by presenting a first screen-
ing of multiple problems among visitors to Legal Service Counters in the
Netherlands. It also examines the relationship between multiproblem situ-
ations and the likelihood of repeatedly using LSC services. Finally, the
association between multiproblem situations and level of experienced
stress is also examined.
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Methods

Design

This quantitative study follows a cross-sectional design and is based on survey
data gathered between February and April 2019 among visitors of the walk-in
consultation hours of Legal Services Counters in the Netherlands.

Data collection

The survey was held among a stratified sample of 421 visitors at four of the 30
LSC locations (min. 400 respondents per location). The locations were chosen
based on three factors: (a) the degree of urbanization; (b) the income distri-
bution; and (c) the collaboration possibilities with the LSC. The four locations
needed to be urbanized (from moderate to high) for efficiency purposes (lower
urbanized locations receive less visits per day) and show a sufficient represen-
tation of lower income groups (primary target group of legal aid). The choice
for the locations of the LSC in The Hague, Dordrecht, Leiden and Nijmegen
showed the best fit with those criteria, taking the collaboration possibilities
with the LSC into account (CBS, 2014).

Respondents were randomly approached in the waiting hall of each location.
Alongside walk-in consultation hours, the LSC can be consulted online and by
phone. Recruitment during the walk-in consultation hours was considered the
best way to generate sufficient response. The survey was held face-to-face by
trained students of the Social Legal Services (Utrecht University of Applied
Sciences) study programme. Participation was anonymous. Respondents gave
verbal informed consent.

A response was registered for the first 637 approached visitors. Of those 637
visitors, 336 (53%) took part in the survey. The reason for non-response was not
recorded. However, interviewers indicated that most non-responders reported
not having time for the survey.

Operationalization

All data were based on self-report. The following indicators were included in
the questionnaire:

Multiproblem situations
There is currently no validated instrument to measure the presence of multi-
problem situations at an individual level; the definition depends on the
context and goal of the instrument. For example, a nursing home will use
different questions to assess the client’s situation than a penitentiary insti-
tution. For the purpose of this study, the following seven life domains
were included: health (mental and physical), housing, finances, informal
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care giving responsibilities, safety and conflict, social support and sense of
purpose. Those seven domains were selected as they cover broadly oper-
ational definitions of multiple problems (Steketee & Vandenbroucke, 2010;
Van Doorne et al., 2008; Ruitenberg & Van Loon, 2013). Two variables
were calculated to operationalize multiproblem situations: the dichotomous
variable multiproblem situations categorized respondents as experiencing a
multiproblem situation, if they reported problems on two or more
domains. The discrete variable number of problematic life domains was a
count variable of the number of domains on which respondents
reported problems. For each life domain, respondents scored a 1 when a
problem was identified in the following life domains, and a 0 if no
problem was reported. The number of problematic life domains was
counted thereafter.

The two domains health and safety and conflict were based on the Dutch
version of the Self-Sufficiency Matrix (ADL–ZRM), an assessment instrument
originally designed to facilitate access to social services for people living in shel-
ters and validated among that population.

To assess problems in the health domain, respondents were asked whether
they experienced good mental and physical health, and if any health problems
impaired them in their daily life. Respondents who reported impairment due to
either mental or physical health problems were categorized as experiencing a
problem in the health domain. For the safety and conflict domain, respondents
scored a 1 when they reported worrying about their safety to the extent that it
impaired them.

Questions regarding the domains housing, care giving responsibilities and
social support were derived from the Bridge to Self-Sufficiency®, a measurement
and coaching instrument designed by EMPath with the goal to assess and
promote economic self-sufficiency of people in multiproblem situations
(Tonnon et al., 2019).

Respondents scored 1 on the problem domain housing when they indicated
having no suitable housing, or that they would have to leave their current
housing in the foreseeable future. On the domain of care giving responsibilities,
respondents scored a 1 when care giving responsibilities impaired them in their
daily activities. The social support domain was marked as a problem domain
when respondents indicated having no one who they could rely on in case of
problems.

Financial issues were considered problematic when respondents reported
either one of the following problems: being unable to make ends meet
(meaning being unable to pay fixed charges and/or groceries), running
behind on loan payments, getting contacted by debt collectors, dealing with
properties attachments, or taking part in a debt assistance trajectory. These
questions were based on the European Union-Statistics on Income and
Living Conditions (EU-SILC).
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Finally, the domain sense of purpose was considered problematic when the
respondent reported lacking what he/she considered a meaningful daily
activity. This item originated from the Central Bureau of Statistics, based on
the EU-SILC (CBS, 2015).

Use of the LSC
The number of contacts with the LSC was registered based on self-report.
Respondents were asked how often they had had contact with the LSC
within the preceding 12 months (“How often were you at the LSC in the
past 12 months including this visiting hour?” – “Hoe vaak bent u in de
afgelopen 12 maanden bij het Juridisch Loket geweest?”). The way the ques-
tion was stated focusses on the physical visit, but does not fully exclude
previous contacts through, e.g. phone or e-mail. The contact on the day
the survey was filled in was included in this count. The variable multiple
contacts was a dichotomous variable that was categorized as “yes” if a
respondent had had more than one contact moment, including the
contact on the day of the survey.

Experienced stress
The measurement of experienced stress was based on the stress-related part of
the 4DSQ-questionnaire, a validated questionnaire to measure symptoms of
stress in clients of general practitioners (Terluin et al., 2006). The questionnaire
items enquire how often respondents experience 16 symptoms of stress in the
preceding week, ranging from worrying and irritability to fatigue and demor-
alization. The items are scored on a five-point scale, ranging from “never” to
“continuously”. The variable experienced stress was a discrete variable, calcu-
lated as the sum score of the 16 items.

Socio-demographic characteristics
The following demographic variables were registered: self-reported gender
(male/female/other), age (years), LSC location (The Hague, Dordrecht,
Leiden or Nijmegen) and educational level (basic: no education or basic
vocational training; intermediate level: general secondary education to
higher vocational education; high level: professional higher education to
academic training).

Analyses

Both descriptive and inferential multivariate techniques were used. The
statistical software package SPSS 25™ (IBM) was used to conduct
the analyses.
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Results

Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents

Table 1 displays the basic socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents.
There were no significant differences between locations as to the demographic
composition of the sample (age and gender) (not shown). However, there was a
significant difference as to educational level between locations (χ2, 6 df = 18.84,
p = 0.004); respondents weremore often highly educated in Leiden (48%) andNij-
megen (41%) than in Dordrecht (21%) and The Hague (32%). This difference
could be explained by the fact that Leiden and Nijmegen host large universities.

Multiproblem situation

Forty-four percent of the respondents experienced problems on two or more
life domains (n = 158, N = 358), or multiproblem situations.

When looking at the number of reported life domains for which respondents
(whole sample) experience a problem, we see that most respondents reported
one problematic domain (n = 115), and that only 24% of all respondents experi-
enced not a single problem. On average, respondents reported 1.9 problem
domains (Figure 1).

Figure 2 shows how often problems on specific life domains occurred
(respondents could report more than one problem). The most frequently men-
tioned type of problem was related to the domain safety and conflict (25.8% of
all reported problems), followed by finances (20.3% of all reported problems)
and health (15.8% of all reported problems).

Characteristics of respondents with and without multiproblem situations

The socio-demographic profile of clients withmultiple problems vs. without mul-
tiple problems was examined in a logistic regression analysis. Table 2 displays the
odds ratios of age, gender and educational level explaining multiproblem situ-
ations, adjusted for location. The overall fit of the model was low (Nagelkerke
R2= 0.064), which implies that this model is not fit for prediction purposes.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents (n = 421).
n %

Gender (n = 411) Male 208 51
Female 203 49

Age (n = 394) ≤25 years 75 19
26–45 years 156 40
46–65 years 136 35
≥66 years 27 7

Education (n = 394) Basic 111 28
Intermediate 143 36
High 140 36

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE LEGAL PROFESSION 309



Both age and level of education were significantly associated with the occur-
rence ofmultiproblem situations. Specifically, the age group 46–65 years old had
almost twice as many odds of reporting multiproblem situations than the refer-
ence group (25 years old and younger) (OR = 1.95; p = 0.035). The other age cat-
egories did not show an increased risk of experiencing multiproblem situations.
Respondents with a basic educational level had 1.8 more odds of presenting
multiple problems compared to the reference group (high educational level)
(OR = 1.80; p = 0.037). The group with the intermediate educational level did
not show an increased risk of experiencing multiproblem situations (OR =
1.40; p = 0.214). Male and female respondents had similar odds of presenting
multiproblem situations (OR = 1.09; p = 0.693).

Multiproblem situations and use of the LSC

When looking at the bivariate association between multiproblem situations
(visitors with and without multiple problems) and the number of contacts
with the LSC in the past 12 months, we see that the average number of contacts
is significantly higher for respondents experiencing multiple problems (2.1

Figure 1. Number of reported problematic domains (n = 358).

Table 2. Logistic regression coefficients of reporting multiple problems (n = 351).a

Overall fit of the model (Nagelkerke R2) = 0.064

Odds ratio (95% CI) p-value

Educational level (ref. high) 1
Basic 1.802 (1.036;3.134)b 0.037
Intermediate 1.400 (0.824;2.381) 0.214
Age in categories (ref. 25 years and younger) 1
26–45 years old 1.273 (0.693;2.337) 0.437
46–65 years old 1.953 (1.047;3.641)b 0.035
65 years old and older 0.600 (0.203;1.776) 0.356
Gender (ref. Female) 1
Male 1.093 (0.703;1.699) 0.693
a Adjusted for location (Nijmegen, Dordrecht, Leiden and The Hague). b p<0.05.
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contacts) than for the ones experiencing none to one problem life domain
(MPS: 2.1 contacts; no MPS: 1.3 contacts; t =−3.29, df = 168, p = 0.001).

When performing a stepwise multivariate regression analysis with the
number of contacts as dependent variable and correcting for age, gender, edu-
cational level and location, the number of problematic life domains is signifi-
cantly associated with a higher number of contacts with the LSC (Table 3;
Std. coefficient = 0.230; p < 0.05).

The other significant predictor in the model is age (Std. coefficient = 0.109;
p < 0.05), showing a positive association with number of contacts. Gender, edu-
cation and location were not significantly associated with number of contacts in
the past 12 months.

Therefore, older clients and clients with more problematic life domains are
contacting the LSC more often, regardless of their location, gender or edu-
cational level.

Multiproblem situations, experienced stress and use of the LSC

When looking at the association ofmultiproblem situationswith experienced stress
(Table 4), we see that experiencing multiproblem situations is significantly and
positively associated with experienced stress (Std. coefficient = 0.439; p < 0.05).
Female respondents reported higher levels of experienced stress than males (Std.
coefficient = 0.148; p < 0.05).Educational level and age are not significantly associ-
ated with experienced stress. The model explained 22.3% of the variance (adj. R2).

Collinearity between experienced stress andmultiproblem situations plays a role
in explaining the elevated number of contacts in the past 12 months. Both factors
seem to overlap to such an extent that either one of them is significant in explaining
the number of contacts when analysed in separate models (not shown). However,
when entering both factors using a stepwise model, the number of problematic life
domains seems to prevail above experienced stress in explaining the number of con-
tacts (Table 5), with a larger overall fit of the model.

Figure 2. Frequencies of reported problematic domains (n = 670, based on 358 respondents).
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Discussion

Our results presented a first quantitative assessment on the occurrence of multi-
problem situations among visitors at the Legal Services Counters in the Nether-
lands. It also aimed at gaining insight into which life domains most frequently
contribute to the multiproblem complex, and to what extent experiencing

Table 3. Factors associated with the number of contacts with the LSC in the past 12 months
(multivariate regression analysis, N = 351).

Overall fit of the model (adj. R2) = 0.056

Std. coefficient p-value

Educational level
Basic −0.030 0.627
Intermediate −0.037 0.537
High ref
Age (years) 0.109b 0.041
Location
Leiden ref
Den Haag 0.038 0.559
Dordrecht 0.066 0.318
Nijmegen −0.050 0.434
Gender
Male ref
Female 0.050 0.346

Number of problematic life domains 0.230b 0.000
bp<0.05.

Table 4. Factors associated with experienced stress score (multivariate regression analysis, N =
350).a

Overall fit of the model (adj. R2) = 0.228

Std. coefficient p-value

Education level (ref. high)
Basic 0.079 0.151
Intermediate 0.048 0.380
High ref
Age (years) −0.008 0.868
Gender
Male ref
Female 0.148b 0.002
Multiple problems
No ref
Yes 0.439b 0.000
a Adjusted for location (Nijmegen, Dordrecht, Leiden and The Hague). b p<0.05.

Table 5. Factors associated with the number of contacts with the LSC in the past 12 months
(stepwise multivariate regression analysis, N = 349).a

Step 1 Overall fit of the model
(adj. R2) = 0.019

Step 2 Overall fit of the model
(adj. R2) = 0.054

Std. coefficient p-value Std. coefficient p-value

Experienced stress 0.128 0.020 0.002 0.977
Number of problematic life domains – – 0.233b 0.000
a Adjusted for location, gender, age and education level. b p<0.05.
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multiproblem situations is associated with stress and multiple contacts with
the LSC.

The results show that 44% of the respondents experienced problems on
several life domains at the same time, which means that almost every second
visitor at the desk of the LSC deals with a multiproblem situation. Respondents
most frequently reported problems with safety and conflict, accounting for one
quarter of all reported problematic domains, followed by financial issues (one
fifth of all reported problematic life domains) and health issues (one sixth of all
problematic life domains). Lacking a sense of purpose stands out, being slightly
more often reported than problems in the field of informal care giving respon-
sibilities or social support. The definition of the problematic life domains
reached from very practical, concrete issues, such as financial means, to more
abstract and subjective issues belonging to the realm of meaning.

The large group of clients in multiproblem situations among visitors of the
LSC is a first confirmation of what field professionals have noted in the past
years. However, it remains an estimation of the problem load of the total
client group of the LSC. The LSC serves approximately 40% of the Dutch popu-
lation, but only a proportion of the clients visit the LSC consultation hours
(desk or appointment, together 19.9% of all contacts); most contacts with the
LSC take place by telephone (53.6% of all contacts in 2019 (Jaarverslag 2019,
Het Juridisch Loket)).

Experiencing multiproblem situations was associated with a higher number
of contacts with the LSC, even when adjusting the analyses for differences in
background characteristics. Respondents in multiproblem situations had con-
tacted the LSC in the past 12 months almost twice as often as respondents
without multiple problems. These findings confirm the daily practice reported
by field professionals and the existing literature on the topic (Peters & Com-
brink-Kuiters, 2008; van Gammeren-Zoeteweij et al., 2017; Wolfsen, 2015).
They also point to the presence of unmet (subjective) needs. Clients whose pro-
blems are not solved, objectively or subjectively, tend to return and use services
more often. This phenomenon has been repeatedly shown in primary health
care services (Luppa et al., 2020).

Finally, experienced stress and multiproblem situations seemed to overlap.
Clients in multiproblem situations also experienced more stress than clients
with problems in just a single or no life domain. Therefore, whether the experi-
enced stress or the presence of multiproblem situations explains the increased
contact rate with the LSC couldn’t be fully examined. The correlation between
stress and multiproblem situations shows how entangled both problems are.
This entanglement prevents us from drawing conclusions about whether
experienced stress or multiproblem situations are the main factor explaining
the higher contact rate within this group; contrary to the existing findings in
the field of health care utilization (Hajek et al., 2017; Smits, 2014), where
stress and other psychological factors prevail above comorbidity in explaining
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frequent attendance at health care services. Longitudinal study designs may
shed more light on this question.

This study has several limitations. As mentioned above, respondents were
recruited during walk-in consultation hours only, thereby excluding client con-
tacts through phone and e-mail. Recruitment of clients who contacted the LSC
online or by phone would render a low response and therefore a biased esti-
mation. Since mild intellectual disabilities and lower writing and reading
skills are overrepresented among people in multiproblem situations (van
Dam et al., 2018), a survey sent by mail to phone contacts would probably
have led to underrepresentation of clients experiencing multiproblem situ-
ations. Moreover, there are costs linked to phone calls with the LSC (€0.10
per minute to a maximum of €12.50), which might induce another financial
selection. By limiting the study population to the subgroup of consultation
hour visitors, we sought to maximize the chances of giving a correct estimate
of the proportion of clients in multiproblem situations.

Another important limitation of this study lies in the self-reported data. For
instance, respondents might have under- or overestimated the number of con-
tacts within the previous year. Respondents’ ability to recall past events might
have played a role. Likewise, social desirability might have caused respondents
to under- or overreport problem domains or the level of experienced stress
level: there is no other data source than what the respondents decided to
disclose.

Finally, this study does not take into account the nature or complexity of the
legal problem, which might have a large influence on the (relatively low) var-
iance of the models explaining the frequency of contacts with the LSC. Likewise,
the complexity and gravity of the legal problem might have a large impact on
other life domains, and might influence the occurrence of multiproblem
situations.

Due to the aforementioned limitations, the findings of the current study can
be considered a first estimation of the occurrence of multiproblem situations
among clients of Dutch frontline legal services. Moreover, the sampling tech-
nique and stratification does not offer a full representation of the Dutch popu-
lation at a geographical level. However, these results yield important
implications for policy makers and professionals: the article identifies the
group of visitors with multiple problems in a clearer manner, showing their
background characteristics and shedding light on their service utilization.
Moreover, it makes clear for professionals that they are dealing with a group
of clients who experience increased stress levels, with all that entails for their
self-sufficiency and therefore for the effectiveness of the current services.
High levels of stress have been shown to limit well-being, but may also
impair cognitive functioning, meaning that this group needs more support
with cognitive tasks and a type of service that limits the demand on cognitive
capacity. Interventions targeting clients in multiproblem situations should
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therefore incorporate an assessment of stress levels, and services should limit
the required cognitive load from these clients.

The service delivery to a group largely affected by high levels of experienced
stress and a complex demand requires several skills from the legal professional,
and also from their organization. It also logically requires a higher level of
cooperation between organizations covering the entire social domain.
Verboon et al. (2021) argue that frontline legal professionals dealing with
clients with multiple problems should acquire complementary capacities –
such as the ability to perform a broad problem analysis and assess the client’s
self-sufficiency. Their organizations should in turn allow and facilitate the
shaping of interdisciplinary work across the domains of health, financial
support, housing and informal care, among others.
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