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About the Public
Understanding of Law Survey

The Public Understanding of Law Survey (PULS) is a state-wide survey exploring how
Victorians experience, understand, and engage with the law.

Using a probability sample, 6,008 respondents from across Victoria were surveyed face-to-
face about their personal experience of navigating the law.

The PULS explored questions relevant to:
= people’s knowledge of the civil justice system and its institutions

people's experience of civil legal problems and how they respond to such problems

« how people see the law as relevant to their lives.

The findings in this briefing paper are drawn from the Public Understanding of Law
Survey Volume 1: Everyday Problems and Legal Need by Balmer, N., Pleasence, P.,
McDonald, H.M. & Sandefur, R. (2023).

Papers drawn from the Public Understanding of Law Survey (PULS) explore a range
of family and civil legal needs, problem experience and its social patterning across
the community.

Reports and papers from the PULS are available at www.victorialawfoundation.org.au.
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Young people’s experience

of legal problems

This briefing paper presents data about the prevalence of
justiciable problems among young people (aged 18-24) in
Victoria, drawn from the Victoria Law Foundation’s Public
Understanding of Law Survey (PULS).

Justiciable problems are problems in people’s lives that raise
legal issues (e.g. problems with rented housing, being injured
in a car accident, being unfairly sacked from work), even
though they may not recognise them as legal

The PULS had 6,008 survey respondents, with 2,525 (42%)
reporting having experienced one or more justiciable
problem over the last two years. People aged 18-24 years
made up 639 respondents, with 42% of young people

reporting one or more justiciable problems.?

What types of problems do young
people face?

Experience of legal problems tends to change as people
move through life. Previous legal needs surveys demonstrate
that age is a significant factor in the prevalence and nature
of civil legal problems. Younger people tend to experience
certain types of legal problems at a higher rate, and
problems tend to peak and then decline after middle age.®
The youngest (18-24 years old) and oldest (65+ years old)
age groups of PULS respondents reported the lowest rates
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of justiciable problems, with problem prevalence peaking for
respondents in middle-aged groups.”

However, when young people experienced justiciable
problems, they were more likely to experience large clusters
of problems simultaneously. Of the young people who
reported problems, one in five (20%) reported more than
five problems — the highest of any age group.® Experience
of large clusters (five or more problems) tended to decline
with age.

Table 1 shows the type of justiciable problems that young
people were most likely to report in the PULS. Goods and
services were the most prevalent problem type (19%),
followed by housing (11%) and employment (11%). While
young people experienced the lowest rate of problems
overall, they experienced the highest rate of employment
problems compared to older age groups.

Young people experienced comparatively lower rates of
debt or money problems (3%) or business and investment
problems (1%).
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Table 1. Problem prevalence by problem type for young respondents

Young people (18-24 years old)

Problem type N= %
Goods and services 123 19.3
Housing 73 114
Employment 69 10.8
Fines 63 9.9
Government payment 36 5.6
Family 31 4.9
Injury or illness 18 2.8
Government and public services 16 2.5
Debt or money 16 2.5
Business or investment properties 7 11

Problem-solving strategies

People are more likely to seek out legal advice when they
recognise their problems as legal.? When compared to other
age groups, young respondents were the least likely to
recognise their problem as legal (only 19%).

This goes some way to explaining the problem-solving
strategies adopted by young respondents. Young
respondents were most likely to rely on family and friends
for advice (20%) compared to all other age groups, the next
highest cohort being 55-64 year olds, at 15%.

Among the young people reporting justiciable problems,
Figure 1 shows that young people were more likely to handle
their legal problems alone, or seek informal advice from
family and friends, than other sources. They were also more
likely to turn to independent advice rather than seek out legal
services for their problems.

puls.victorialawfoundation.org.au



Young people’s experience of legal problems

Figure 1. Broad problem-solving strategy by young people’
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Adverse consequences

Young respondents presented higher rates of mental distress
than any other age group, with over half (52%) reporting
some level of mental distress at the time of interview.

The PULS findings show that respondents experiencing
moderate or severe mental distress had higher problem
prevalence, higher number of justiciable problems, and
problems that went unresolved for longer periods of time®

Legal problems have a deleterious effect on mental health.
Over half (54%) of young people reported stress as an
adverse consequence of their legal problems. Over a

fifth (21%) reported that legal problems had led to a loss
of self-confidence.
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Unmet legal need

The PULS was designed to measure unmet legal need using
a schema that categorised problems as having no legal
need, legal need which was met, and legal need which was
unmet at the time of interview.® Unmet legal need was the
norm, not the exception, for legal problems of all types, with
48.5% of problems reported in the PULS involving an unmet
legal need.

Overall, the PULS found that 44% of young people had an
unmet legal need. The rate of unmet legal need generally
increased with age. In addition, the rate of unmet legal need
was also higher for certain problem types. For example,
legal need was unmet for 70% of the employment problems
reported by young people, a much higher rate than PULS

respondents overall°
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Legal capability
Understanding legal capability

Legal capability refers to the knowledge, skills, attributes,
resources and opportunities required to access and make
effective use of the justice system." Legal capability can be
internal (e.g. legal literacy), external (e.g. limited access to
legal services), or a combination of both,'?

The PULS findings on legal capability shed light on

how young people perceive and make use of the law in
Victoria, and in turn, how legal help for young people might
be improved.”

Young people were less cynical in their views of the law and
lawyers. For example, trust in lawyers was highest among
the youngest PULS respondents and decreased with age.
The two youngest age categories (18-24 and 25-34 year
olds) were the least likely to report that they perceived
lawyers as being inaccessible.

Young people were less likely to harbour negative narratives
about the law than other age groups. They tended to

view the law as a practical tool rather than something to
resist, or remote to their lives. However, when it came to
specific scenarios, young people were less likely than older
age groups to perceive the law as being relevant to their
everyday life.

Legal knowledge, legal literacy and confidence

Practical legal literacy concerns the ability to obtain,
understand and navigate information and services needed
to deal with everyday legal problems* This was measured
in the PULS using a number of questions about whether
respondents had difficulty or required assistance in carrying
out tasks that are related to accessing legal assistance, e.g.
filling in forms, understanding information in forms. Young
people generally demonstrated high levels of practical legal
literacy, which generally declined with age!® The results
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showed that young people were among the least likely
cohorts to require assistance with these tasks. This suggests
that high rates of problem clustering and unmet legal need
among young people generally aren’t due to practical legal
literacy barriers, but as the data suggests, more to do with
lack of knowledge and confidence regarding their rights, and
not knowing where to find legal services.

Despite more positive attitudes toward the law and higher
levels of legal literacy, young people also showed lower
levels of legal knowledge and legal confidence.® There was
a highly significant relationship between legal knowledge
and age.” Young people generally yielded the lowest legal
knowledge scores of all age groups, with a mean of 5.9
correct and confident answers out of 15.

Young people were less likely to demonstrate high levels

of general legal confidence (19%), with the majority (59%)
indicating medium levels of confidence, and 22% indicating
low legal confidence.® By comparison, the 25-34 year

old age group exhibited the highest levels of general

legal confidence (34%), with 17% demonstrating low

legal confidence.

Digital capability

While young people scored highly in terms of PULS
measures of practical legal literacy, the findings also
signalled a deficit in digital capability compared to some
older age groups.”®

The results showed that, while younger people still exhibit
higher levels of digital capability than respondents 45

years and older, more younger people are likely to require
support with digital tasks compared to the 25-34 and 35-44
age groups.
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Figure 2. Percentage of each age group falling into each digital capability group, having controlled for

other variables?®
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What capability tells us

The PULS analyses brought together capability composite
skill and attitude scores for each demographic.?' Table 2
presents the composite capability for young people, and
whether they held negative or positive attitudes to the law,
compared to the total PULS respondent population.
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Table 2. Predicted skills/attitudes to law??

Lower skill, more

Cohort negative attitude
All PULS respondents 32.4%
Young people (18-24 years) 31.6%

Table 2 further demonstrates that the 18-24 age group are a
unique cohort, in that while they generally have lower legal
capability, for a range of reasons, they tend to have more
positive attitudes toward the law.

One important explanation is that young people tend to
have less experience with the law and legal services, and
of trying to use these to deal with their legal problems.

This is true even where they do have legal problems, as
they are less likely than older age groups to recognise their
problems as legal. Findings from the PULS Volume 2 report
on understanding and capability found that legal capability
tends to increase with problem experience. However, young
people learning legal capability only through experiencing
problems is not ideal 2®

Policy practice and response

Young people tend to have lower levels of legal knowledge
and confidence, higher levels of mental distress, and often
do not characterise their problems as legal. These all act

as substantial barriers to making use of law to help resolve
legal problems. These capability deficits go some way in
explaining why younger people often handle legal problems
alone, or consult family and friends, rather than obtaining
help from legal services.

As demonstrated above, young people have the lowest levels
of legal knowledge but highest levels of trust in the legal
system. The findings suggest that careful consideration is
required to frame and deliver legal information to younger
demographics.?* Targeted and tailored engagement may

be required to successfully meet the particular legal and
capability needs of young people, to empower them,

and build legal understanding and skills for navigating

future challenges.
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Higher capability,
more negative attitude

Lower capability,
more positive attitude

Higher capability,
more positive attitude

22.8% 18.0% 26.8%
11.8% 31.4% 25.3%
Summary

Young people are more likely than older age groups to
experience multiple problems simultaneously.

Close to half of young people handled their problem
alone, or with help from friends and family, rather than
seeking legal assistance.

Young people reported higher rates of mental distress
than other age groups, with 52% reporting some level of
mental distress at the time of interview.

Of young people who reported one or more justiciable
problems, 44% had unmet legal need.

Compared to other age groups, young people reported
the highest rate of employment problems.

Young people having high legal literacy does not
correlate with also having sufficient awareness to
identify their legal problems, and consequently seek

legal information or assistance.

The findings suggest that targeted and tailored
engagement with young people is necessary to increase
awareness of their everyday justiciable problems and

legal services.
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